


LAS CRUCES, NEW MEXICO

Population: 91,865 permanent resi-
dents plus about 18,000 New Mexico
State University students during the
school year. Population in Dona Ana
County is 201,603.

Location: Las Cruces, the county seat, is
in the verdant Mesilla Valley in southvwest
New Mexico. Itis located 45 miles north-
west of El Paso, TX; 220 miles south of
Albuguergue, NM; and 275 miles east of
Tucson, AZ. The average elevation is
4 210 feet.

Climate: High Low

January 57 26
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Average relative humidity: 28%
Rain: 9 inches annually

Snow: 3 inches annually

Cost of living: Slightly above average
Housing cost: In Las Cruces, the medi-
an sales price was $165,000 for single-
family homes and $119,380 for condos
in 2009, according to the Las Cruces
Association of Realtors.

Sales tax: The gross receipts tax is 7.4%
in the city and 6.3% to 7.7% in the sur-
rounding county.

Sales tax exemptions: Groceries and
prescription drugs

State income tax: For married couples
filing jointly, rates range from 1.7% of
taxable income below $8,000 to 4.9%
(plus $768) of taxable income above
$24,000. For single filers, rates range
from 1.7% of taxable income below
$5.500 to 4.9% (plus $504.50) of tax-
able income over $16,000.

Income tax exemptions: Social Securi-
ty benefits subject to federal tax are tax-
able. Depending upon income level,
each taxpayer age 65 and older may be
eligible for a deduction of up to $8,000
from taxable income.

Estate tax: None

Inheritance tax: None

Property tax: The rate is $27.30 per
$1,000 of assessed value, with homes
assessed at 33% of market value. \With
the exemption noted below, taxes on a
$165,000 home would be about
$1,432 yearly.

Homestead exemption: Al homeown-
ers get $2,000 off the assessed value. Res-
idents who are 65 and older and who
have modified gross income of $16,000
or less for the tax year qualify to claim a
property tax rebate. The rebate may not
exceed $250 for married taxpayers filing
jointly ($125 for married taxpayers filing
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separately or single taxpayers).

Religion: Las Cruces has about 80 hous-
es of worship representing a wide variety
of deneminations and faiths.
Education: The city provides substantial
educational opportunities through Dona
Ana Community College and New Mex-
ico State University. Both NMSU and the
community college offer comprehensive
adult and continuing-education pro-
grams.

Transportation: RoadRunner Transit
provides a citywide public bus system.
Adult fares are $1 (50 cents for seniors,
students and the disabled). Door-to-doer
services are also available through pri-
vate organizations, such as DiakARide,
(575) 541-2777, and Las Cruces Shuttle
& Taxi Service, (800) 288-1784. El Paso
International Airpert is located 45 miles
southeast of Las Cruces via Interstate 10.
I-25 connects Las Cruces to Albu-
quergue.

Health care: Las Cruces offers several
major medical facilities. The newest and
most impressive is  MountainView
Regional Medical Center, a 168-bed facil-
ity in the northeast heights providing a
fullservice emergency room, intensive
care, surgical services and both a spe-
cialized womens center and cardioclogy:
center. Memorial Medical Center is a full-
service hospital, serving as the acute-care
facility for the county. Prompt Care, First
Step WomenSs Health & Pediatrics, the
Family Practice Center and Memaorial
lkard Cancer Treatment Center also offer
SEervices.

Housing: In Las Cruces, options range
from older restored homes and “fixer-
uppers’ to large custom-built estate
homes with acreage and new green-
built housing. Country club and master-
planned communities such as Picacho
Mountain, (888) 511-9872, have a
wide variety of choices, including town-
homes from about $220,000, patio
homes from $260,000, one-acre cus-
tom homes from about $437,000 to
$1.2 milion and three-quarter-acre
estate sites starting at $130,000. The
areas leading golf community, Sonoma
Ranch, (575) 621-1462, has homes in
five distinct developments, ranging from
Del Prade Villages with its entry-level
condos starting at $169,000 to its
upscale single-family homes, The Collec-
tions at Del Prado, starting at $300,000.
The gated 55-plus Boulders on the

Green features custom-built hemes frem
1,619 to 2,150 square feet for
$310,000 to $400,000. Mesa View
Homes, (575) 526-4842, offers some
less-expensive madels in two locations,
Parkhill Estates on the citys east side with
options frem $139,000 to $194,000
and Legends West near Mesilla to the
southwest at $129,500 to $188,000.
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For those seeking a unique, energy-effi-
cient home, Soledad Canyon Earth
Builders, (575) 527-9897, will construct
a rammed-earth, or adobelike, custom
heme on your |ot.

Visitor lodging: Visitors can choose
from a variety of hotels, bed-and-break-
fast inns and RV parks. Most hotels are
chain properties, but for a stylish step-up
theres the 203-room Hotel Encanto de
Las Cruces (a former Hilton), $70-5169,
(866) 383-0443. Chain hotels include
Best Western Mission Inn, $81-$119,
(575) 524-8591; Fairfield Inn, $89-$124,
(575) 522-6840; and Ramada Palms
Hotel & Conference Center near NMSU
and oldtown Mesilla, $79-5189, (888
526-4411. Im historic Mesilla, Happy Trails
Bed & Breakfast welcomes pets and has
rooms from $100, (575) 635-9459. The
Hacienda RV Resort is conveniently locat-
ed off 10 at Exit 140, $40-559, (575)
528-5800.

Information: Greater Las Cruces Cham-
ber of Commerce {Where to Retire mag-
azine), 760 W. Picacho Ave., Las Cruces,
NM 88005, (575) 524-1968 or
wwwlascruces.org. Las Cruces Conven-
tion and Visitors Bureau, 211 N. Water
St., Las Cruces, NM 88001, (575) 541-
2444 or www.lascrucesevb.org. Mesilla
Valley Econemic Development Alliance,
WWwW.mveda.com. =—



toafarming and ranching equipment
and methods, along with 47 acres of
gardens, orchards, barns and a verita-
ble zoo of farm animals, the facility
nicely complements the city’s five
other more conventional museums.

The New Mexico State University
Museum hosts artifacts and exhibits
documenting the history and culture
of the border region along the bound-
ary with Mexico. The city of Las
Cruces administers four others: the
Branigan Cultural Center and the
Museum of Art, both on Main Street
downtown and both spotlighting the
work of regionally and nationally
known artists; the Railroad Museum in
the historic Santa Fe Depot at Mesilla
Street and Las Cruces Avenue; and the
Museum of Natural History in Mesilla
Valley Mall.

Southern New Mexico’s near-ideal
climate is usually cited as one of the
main reasons people choose to relo-
cate to the area. Las Cruces is high, at
an average elevation of 4,210 feet, and
relatively dry, with an average relative
humidity of only 28 percent. It enjoys
a remarkable 350 annual days of sun-
shine but doesn’t suffer the searing
triple-digit heat of lower desert regions.
The average high temperature in July is
94, while January averages a comfort-
able 57. It's a four-season environment
that only rarely sees extremes.

It was the climate that drew Lou and
Joan Abbagnaro. When Lou, 69,
retired from his post as president of a
Maryland microwave manufacturing
firm in 2004, it was natural for them to
take up permanent residence in a
Venice, FL, home they had previously
purchased as a getaway haven. After a
little more than a year, however, Lou
says the “summer heat, humidity,
mildew and mold got to be too much
for us.”

During a visit with friends in Las
Cruces in 2006, the Abbagnaros came
to a quick conclusion: “The weather
was perfect,” recalls Joan, “with mod-
erate temperatures and minimal
humidity.” Only days after their arrival
the couple bought a mountain-view
lot at Boulders on the Green and in
early 2007 moved into their newly
completed home.

“A year-round good climate like we
have here encourages a more active
lifestyle,” says Lou, who plays golf
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For more than 70 years,

diners have feasted on New Mexico:-style

Mexican dishes and steaks at La Posta in an old

stagecoach stop in the neighboring village of Mesilla.

twice a week. Joan, 67, is involved
with mah-jongg and canasta groups at
the Boulders.

“We ‘local girls' do trips now and
then, too,” adds Joan, “and we usually
head for Arizona in the winter and the
mountains of New Mexico in the sum-
mer”

It could well be that the region’s fine
weather, coupled with the fertile soil
of the Mesilla Valley, served as an
attraction to early settlers also. In 1598,
Don Juan de Onate led hundreds of
Spanish colonists through the Mesilla
Valley and present-day Las Cruces
along the Camino Real, or King's
Road, to establish the capital of New
Spain in Santa Fe. Las Cruces means
“the crosses” in Spanish, and some
believe that the city took its name
from crosses left to mark the graves of
colonists killed in an Apache massacre
in 1830.

An agricultural community soon
developed in the valley, and with the

arrival of the railroad, the settdlement
grew to become a thriving town.
Today, a fast-growing area, it has man-
aged its expansion well, retaining its
small-city charm and multiethnic her-
itage.

That heritage derives mostly from
south of the border, of course, and
one of its most obvious expressions is
in the cuisine of the region. New Mex-
ico writer Ellen Barone notes that “the
flavor of old Mexico wraps around Las
Cruces like a tasty tortilla.”

Mexican and Southwestern cuisine
are definitely front and center on the
food scene here — where the hottest
event in town is the Whole Enchilada
Fiesta, an annual celebration held
during each fall's chili harvest. The
centerpiece of the festival is the
world’s largest enchilada, heaped
with 750 pounds of corn, 175 pounds
of grated cheese, 50 pounds of
chopped onions and topped with 75
gallons of chili sauce. Once prepafé
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In Old Mesilla Plaza, a center for Mexican history, dancers celebrate Cinco de
Mayo outside one of the oldest missions in the Mesilla Valley, the Basilica of San

Albino (right).

this monster is dispensed to an eager-
ly waiting crowd.

The famed New Mexico green chili
— or “chile” as you will see through-
out the state — is grown in abundance
in the valley and around the village of
Hatch, just northwest of Las Cruces.
The fiery plant has played a passion-
ate role in New Mexico's culture and
diet since the 1600s.

The Abbagnaros — along with the
other two couples — enjoy the con-
venience of dining at the nearby Sono-
ma Ranch Golf Course clubhouse,
where the Sunset Grill is one of the
city’s top tables. But when taste buds
tingle for Mexican cuisine, they head
for Mesilla, a historic village on the
southern edge of Las Cruces. Founded
by the Spanish, it was a stop on the
famed Butterfield Overland Stage route
in the mid-1800s. There are several
Mexican eateries around the plaza, but
the most famous and justly popular is
La Posta de Mesilla. It was started in
1939 as a “chili joint,” in the same
building that once served as the stage-
coach stop, by Katy Griggs Camuez.
She ran La Posta until her death more
than five decades later, capitalizing on
Mexican dishes prepared from old
family recipes. Still run by members of
the founding family, La Posta recently
celebrated its 70th anniversary.

Real estate development in and
around Las Cruces has followed tradi-
tional patterns for the most part, with

both gated and nongated neighbor-
hoods featuring a predominance of
Southwestern type, or “Santa Fe style,”
homes ranging in price from the low
$100,000s to the mid-$500,000s.

A good bit of green building is tak-
ing place. One largesscale develop-
ment, Picacho Mountain, has achieved
a Build Green NM certification.
Soledad Canyon Earth Builders, which
specializes in custom rammed-earth,
or adobelike, buildings, has clients
lined up and waiting.

Retirees Bill and Marie Barker, 66
and 064, respectively, are typical
Soledad customers, currently oversee-
ing the construction of their 2,227-
square-foot home in the Desert Mirage
development on the eastern edge of
Las Cruces. The Barkers began making
plans for their retirement move from
Delaware in 2005 when they pur-
chased a one-acre lot and took to the
Internet to find a local green builder.

“We planned to go green from the
start,” says Bill, “and our research led
to Soledad, whose rammed-earth con-
struction promised the improved dura-
bility and energy efficiency we were
seeking at very little extra cost.” The
Barkers’ home is slated for completion

in May. Wk

Dave G. Houser is an award-winning
writer-photographer based in New Mexi-
co and a regular contributor to Where to
Retire.





