
Preserving and Revitalizing Historic Downtowns:
Creating Livable Communities, Not Living Museums

The Santa Fe Experience



Year Population % Growth Significant Events
1850 4,846

1860 4,635 −4.4%

1870 4,756 2.60% Anticipation of AT&SF Railroad

1880 6,635 39.50% Railroad branch line arrives in Santa Fe

1890 6,185 −6.8%

1900 5,603 −9.4%

1910 5,073 −9.5%

1920 7,326 44.40% Adoption of 1912 City Plan and “City Different” slogan

1930 11,176 52.60%

1940 20,325 81.90% Public Works of Art Program (PWAP), Auto tourism

1950 27,998 37.80%

1960 34,394 22.80%

1970 41,167 19.70%

1980 48,053 16.70%

1990 52,303 8.80%

2000 61,109 16.80%

2010 67,947 11.20%

Est. 2016 83,875 23.40% Major annexation

Source: US Decennial Census

Santa Fe Growth Trends
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Main line bypasses Santa Fe.

Branch line completed in 1880.



Once a busy crossroads, Santa Fe became 

isolated after the mainline of the railroad 

bypassed the City.  In order to survive, 

Santa Fe transformed itself into “The City 

Different”. Through boosterism and public 

pride, the City turned its economy around 

by becoming an exotic tourist destination 

despite, or perhaps because, of the 

remote location.

Santa Fe – “The City Different”





The New Mexico Museum of Art, circa 1917

Cristo Rey Catholic Church, Jon Gaw Meem, 1939

Palace of the Governors - Before

Palace of the Governors - After

Santa Fe Style



Indian Detour Brochure cover of Taos Pueblo



1929 Cadillac Harvey Indian Detour Car outside La Fonda, Santa Fe. Image: Palace of the 

Governors Photo Archive

Artists at work, Palace of the Governors, Santa Fe, NM
c. 1917, Photo by Wesley Bradfield
Courtesy Palace of the Governors (MNM/DCA) Negative no: 013325 Guests enjoying tea at Harvey’s La Fonda in Santa Fe, circa 1930s

La Fonda Hotel



“The City Different” Under Threat 

In the Late 1940s with the Santa Fe 

Style well-established, the City hires 

the firm of Harland Bartholomew 

and Associates to create a new 

comprehensive plan.  

Concerns grew in the community 

about the proposed street plan and 

the impact widening downtown 

streets would have on its historic 

character.

In reaction, John Gaw Meem forms 

a committee to write the City’s first 

preservation ordinance.  However, in 

order to be adopted, an agreement 

was struck that in order to preserve 

the downtown and eastside, 

Cerrillos Road and the west side 

would be off limits.



Scanlon Map of 

Santa Fe, 1957

Santa Fe Plaza

Santa Fe Historic Districts

• City Plan of 1912 recommended that the City only 
approve building permits for buildings that “conform 
exteriorly with Santa Fe Style” (Report of the Santa 
Fe City Planning Board, December 1912)

• One of the earliest historic preservation ordinances 
in the United States (adopted in 1957)

• Distinct from national standards for historic 
preservation, codified in 1966 with the National 
Historic Preservation Act and utilized by the National 
and State Registers of Historic Places and by federal 
and state Historic Preservation Tax Credits.



1957 Historic District Ordinance



Historic 
Review 
Districts

Santa Fe Plaza



Cerrillos Road 
- Today



Current Challenges
• Styles had to be preserved for the sake of tourism, but at the same time, there has been 

growing concern that tourism will ruin the City.  No one has seriously thought about other 
options to help the City thrive.  How does the City transform itself once again to remain 
relevant?

• The same question gets asked every ten years – is the Santa Fe Historic District about design or 
preservation or both?  

• What about the people who live here?  Who makes the rules?

• Rather than the exotic adventures crafted to draw tourists at the beginning of the 20th Century, 
people want an authentic experience.  Meow Wolf is the biggest attraction in the State of New 
Mexico, and it isn’t brown.
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