
Journal of Environmental Psychology (2002) 22, 125^137
0272-4944/02/$-see front matter r 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd
doi:10.1006/jevp.2002.0252, available online at http://www.idealibrary.com on
CHILDREN’S SENSE OF PLACE IN NORTHERN NEW MEXICO

VICTORIA DERR
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Abstract

In the Hispano homeland of northern New Mexico, children’s lives are shaped by land, by family, by culture,
and by community. The way these forces work together forms each child’s sense of place and place attach-
ments. Using short case examples, this article presents a brief overview of children’s place experiences and
preferences and describes some of the factors that contribute to children’s sense of place in three commu-
nities, of northern New Mexico which represent a range from urban to rural. It demonstrates the important
role extended family and direct experience play in shaping children’s sense of place and understanding of
nature. # 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd
Introduction

‘Sense of place’ can be de¢ned as a relationship to
place, a dialectical way of thinking of and experien-
cing a biophysical and cultural place. In recent
years, environmental education programs have of-
ten included ‘sense of place’ in their curricula, as-
suming that if children care about one place in
particular, they will eventually care about the envir-
onment in general (e.g., Lane-Zucker, 1997; Leslie et
al., 1999; Orr, 1993; Pyle, 1992, 1993; Sobel, 1993, 1997/
98, 1998; Traina & Darley-Hill, 1995; Turner, 1997).
Authors write about a sense of place and the impor-
tance of nature in children’s experiences (Basso,
1996; Feld & Basso, 1996; Hough, 1990; Low, 1992;
Pe~nna, 1998; Relph, 1976) and planners and geogra-
phers discuss the importance of preserving and de-
veloping a sense of place for community prosperity
and preservation (deGroot, 1992; Forman & Godron,
1986; Hart, 1997; Jackson, 1994; Moore, 1986; Per-
kins, 1988; Relph, 1976; Sago¡, 1992; Spin, 1984;
Tuan, 1978; Usner, 1995; Watson, 1997). There are
two assumptions inherent to most of these discus-
sions: that attachments to places are necessary for
the protection of unique and healthy communities
or environments, and that preservation of commu-
nities is integral to the psychological well-being of
human inhabitants. This latter, psychological rela-
tion to place has often been termed ‘place identity’.
For example, Pe~nna (1998: 11) describes the way ‘place’
is a ‘primary repository for human constructions of
meaning and identity [because] humans create
meaning in part by inscribing their natural and cul-
tural memories onto y their natural and cultural
landscapes’. Pe~nna suggests that through this posi-
tioning of memory, people craft their identity.
If, as many authors suggest, the creation or pre-

servation of a sense of place is important in main-
taining the quality of the environment as well as
the integrity of human life within it (e.g., Altman
& Low, 1992; Basso, 1996; Chawla, 1992; Hough,
1990; Kellert, 1997; Proshansky et al., 1995; Relph,
1976; Thompson, 1995), the challenge is then to un-
derstand what a sense of place consists of for indi-
viduals in a speci¢c context, and to try to uncover
what it is about a sense of place that really matters.
For without this understanding, creating or preser-
ving a true sense of place is not possible.
This article describes cases from research on the

cultural, ecological, and individual experiences that
compose a sense of place for children in northern
New Mexico. Children’s sense of place occurs on
multiple scales: there is the child-scale experience
of places, though activities such as fort-making,
climbing trees, or playing games with friends; there
is a family-scale experience of place that provides
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an historical and cultural context for experiences;
and there is a community-level sense of place, where
broader cultural values and place relations take
shape. Each scale of sense of place is important in
what children learn from it, in what bene¢ts they
gain, and ultimately the type and extent of connec-
tions they will hold for place and nature.
The northern New Mexico region of the United

States presents a unique research opportunity be-
cause of the spectrum of livelihoods and connec-
tions to the land that exist within a shared
biogeographic region. Until very recently, some fa-
milies in northern New Mexico followed a preindus-
trial way of life, providing their children with an
education that in many ways would now be deemed
‘environmental’. Children learned how to care for
the land, how to live from it, and sometimes, what
constituted ‘right’ behavior toward it. These values
and concerns are part of the culture of Hispano fa-
miliesFwho came from Spain to settle the region
as early as 1540, and created a New World culture
in association with the land. It is only recently that
some families have converted from a subsistence
way of life to a cash economy, and today family oc-
cupations represent a spectrum from farming to
various levels of wage employment. With changes in
communities through economic development, politi-
cal struggles, and social change (Nostrand, 1992;
Pe~nna, 1998; Usner, 1995; Van Ness, 1991), there is
greater variation in the lessons passed on through
the generations to children today.
In this context, questions about a sense of

placeFwhat is it made of? why does it matter?F
take on particular signi¢cance. Because of rapid
changes in northern New Mexico, many families
are conscious of their place and sometimes work to
preserve or protect it. It is thus possible to describe
variation in a sense of place among individuals,
even within a region with a common social history
TABL
Themes generated

Theme Description

Four wheelers,
ramps, and rites
of passage

Children learn through adventure & ris
periential needs greater than place attac

The fort-makers Children experience imagination, escap
place attachment. Place and place-makin

Learning care Children learn nurturance, companion
and place. Elements of nature help child
environment.

The web Experience of a cultural place, reasons
experience in£uences the meanings chil
and geography, and to document the signi¢cance of
place when families feel it is lost or diminished cul-
turally or ecologically.

Research approach

The research presented in this article was part of
dissertation research that was exploratory and eth-
nographic in approach. Research was conducted in
two phases: phase one was designed to obtain an
overview of children’s place experiences through
composition analysis and mapping accompanied by
semi-structured interviews (Hart, 1979; Matthews,
1995; Sebba, 1991; Sobel, 1993, 1998), and phase two
was an in-depth study with 16 case children and
their families. While only select cases are presented
in this article, the methods and results of both
phases of research are brie£y presented herein (see
Derr, 2001 for the complete study).
The ¢rst phase of research was conducted with 89

children from Mora, Santa Fe, and Dixon, New Mex-
ico, and involved children composing two essays
(one about a favorite place and one that told a fa-
mily story related to a place), drawing a map of
their place use, participating in a semi-structured
interview, and completing an activity questionnaire.
Children completed each exercise during class time
at school. Methods were pretested in Connecticut
and New Mexico.
After completion of the ¢rst stage of research, in-

terviews were transcribed and coded with a number
of themes that illustrated the role of nature or the
role of family and culture, in shaping children’s
sense of place (cf. Emerson et al., 1995). Of the four
themes, presented brie£y in Table 1, the ¢rst two re-
present the individual preferences and developmen-
tal needs of children, and the latter two represent
experiences of children which are heavily in£uenced
E 1
from phase one

k-taking, exploration, and self-created rites of passage. Ex-
hments.

e, safety, and creativity through active place making and
g integral to the experiences.
ship, respect, awe from animals, ethnobotany, gardening,
ren to model care for larger scale

to stay, reasons to go, rootedness vs. transience. Context for
dren attach to place.
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by adult ¢gures. After analysis of phase I data, chil-
dren were selected from each community who illu-
strated at least three of the four themes and who
cut across socio-economic, cultural, geographic, fa-
mily and development variables. These children par-
ticipated in the second phase of research and three
of them are represented in the case studies for this
article.
The in-depth phase of research included place ex-

peditions with 16 children (eight in Santa Fe, four
in Dixon, and four in Mora); 19 parent interviews,
typically with the mother; and six interviews with
grandparents (two from each community). Children
generated a list of places they wanted to show me
for their ‘place expeditions’ (cf. Hart, 1979; Moore,
1986), and sites were visited together on foot. Chil-
dren also talked about additional places that were
too far away to visit on foot but that were triggered
by stories during the expeditions. For each place,
children described how much they used each place,
the kinds of activities associated with a place, places
that were solitary or for re£ection and getting away,
and places that were more social in nature.
At least one parent of each case child was inter-

viewed as well as grandmothers from two children
in each community. Whenever possible, interviews
were conducted with both the mother and father of
a child. However, due to the social dynamics in
many homes, many primary care givers were wo-
men. Interviews focused on a family’s length of te-
nure in a place. their overall sense of community,
and the extent to which they view this being passed
on to their children and grandchildren. Parents and
grandparents were also asked to describe children’s
play behaviors, important family activities, and
priorities for child-rearing (including but not exclu-
sive to what they teach their children about plants
and animals). Finally, I asked parents and grandpar-
ents to re£ect on their childhood and how it was si-
milar and di¡erent to that of their children today.

Choice of region and communities

Northern New Mexico is a distinct region that con-
tains a common cultural history and shared roots
in a land-based economy. Some families have lived
in northern New Mexico for over 400 years, eking a
living from the land and its resources. Yet it is also
a region of increasing change, and in some ways,
change has come more rapidly to this area than
most other parts of the nation (Wilson, 1997). Resi-
dents are aware of the changes occurring, and some
are actively involved in trying to shape the way
these changes might take place. As a result, some
communities have moved from an insular, subsis-
tence life of farming and trade between villages to
a cash economy and wage-labor jobs within the last
50 years (Nostrand, 1992; Van Ness, 1991), and family
occupation in this region might fall anywhere on
the spectrum between subsistence farming and var-
ious levels of employment for wages or salary. Chil-
dren’s experiences are therefore varied and can
speak to sense of place from these multiple perspec-
tives.
The speci¢c communities in this studyFMora,

Dixon, and Santa FeFfall along a gradient, with
Mora being the most insular of the three commu-
nities and Santa Fe the most developed and diverse.
Though Santa Fe is often regarded as a wealthy arts
community, the children represented in this study
were for the most part neither wealthy nor asso-
ciated with the arts. Many of them are similar so-
cio-economically and culturally to their rural
counterparts in Mora and Dixon. Finally, because
much environmental education and research is con-
ducted with predominantly white, middle-class chil-
dren, it was important to work with children whose
cultural perspective are often under-represented.

Age and grade selection

Children’s place experience has been studied across
a wide range of ages. Middle childhood, from ages 6
to 11, is thought to be important period for children
to bond with nature (Hart, 1979; Pearce, 1977;
Searles, 1959; Sobel 1993). Sobel (1993) suggests that
the ages of 9^11 are particularly signi¢cant for chil-
dren in middle childhood to feel ‘at home’ with the
earth and to begin to understand themselves in re-
lation to it. This research was therefore conducted
with children of ages 10 and 11, the uppermost end
of the ‘middle childhood’ age range. An understand-
ing of how children in middle childhood respond to
their environmentFwhat they use it for, how they
bene¢t from it, and perhaps ways they might begin
to disconnect from it in early adolescenceFis cru-
cial in creating environmental education that meets
children’s needs and cultivates caring connections.

Overview of Results from phase one

In northern New Mexico, many social and cultural
traditions are connected to the land. Within this
context, sense of place and place attachments ex-
tend Latin values, such as family, interdependence,
and self-reliance (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994), to include
stewardship and a relationship with the natural
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environment (Atencio, 2000).When elders in commu-
nities of northern New Mexico viewed a loss of their
children’s values, or a diminishing way of life, this
was at least in part a representation of loss of con-
nection to, or understanding of, the land. Just as
some elders in the region expressed their concern
that children no longer know the Spanish language,
that they are no longer, therefore, ‘Hispano’, so too
did they express deep concern for the relationship
children develop and will have with the land and re-
sources that are equally a part of Hispano culture
(Derr, 2001).
The way this heritage was expressed by children

varied by community and family. In general, chil-
dren’s experiences represented the gradient between
communities in the extent that their experiences
are integrated with nature and resources. Children
in Mora have greater access to the mountains and
thus these places were more readily available for ex-
ploration; as a result, they tended to have the most
in-depth experiences with nature (Table 2). For ex-
TAB
Children’s favorite and explo

Place category Mora

Favorite places
Mountains 33%
Other natural places (rivers, rocks, ditches) 29%
Special places2 33%
Commercial places F
Friends’ or families’ homes 57%

Exploring places
Mountains 71%
Places with plants or animals 10%
Other natural areas 24%
Arroyo3 F
River 5%
Rocky places F

1Children could give more than one response; thus, per cen
2‘Special places’ can refer to a fort, clubhouse, or casita (as
had in some way created or modi¢ed. For example, one D
Grande.
3Arroyos are dry creekbeds with £owing water usually only

TAB
Per cent of children who participate in

Collect herbs for
medicine?

Mora (n=18) 50%
Dixon (n=17) 41%
Santa Fe (n=43) 67%
4Foods such as pinyon pine nuts, mulberries, or wild straw
ample, more of these children talked of seeing signs
of bear, elk, or rabbit, and more of these children
were able to experience the spontaneous aspects of
a natural environment than children in either Dix-
on or Santa Fe. The gradient between ‘urban’ and
‘rural’ was also expressed in the resource activities
of children: children in Santa Fe had the least ex-
periences with collecting herbs, foods, hunting or
¢shing, when compared to Dixon or Mora (Table 3).
Given the physical composition of each community
and the livelihoods of families within them, these
results are not particularly surprising.
What is perhaps more interesting is the way chil-

dren from each community demonstrated similari-
ties in their reasons for place use, and natural
places in particular: children’s ¢rst priority was
the activities a place enabled, followed by together-
ness in the place with family and friends and by
place features (Table 4). Preferences for the location
of activities was similar among communities and
between genders. For example, most children
LE 2
ring places, by community1

(n=21) Dixon (n=18) Santa Fe (n= 49)

11% 8%
33% 37%
28% 12%
F 35%
50% 39%

44% 10%
56% 10%
28% 39%
F 10%
22% 12%
22% F

ts are 4100 for any community.
many children called them), or a special place that children
ixon girl had a special place at a willow tree by the Rio

after a major storm event.

LE 3
resource-related activities, by community

Collect other foods?4 Hunt? Fish?

94% 89% 100%
88% 65% 94%
72% 40% 81%

berries.



Table 4
Rankings of children’s reasons for favorite places, by community5

Rank Per cent Reason

Mora (n=21) 1 71% Activities
2 62% Togetherness with family friends
3 57% Place features
4 22% Mental well-being

Dixon (n=18) 1 89% Activities
2 78% Togetherness with family/friends
3 72% Place features
4 22% Mental well-being

Santa Fe (n=49) 1 76% Activities
2 67% Togetherness with family/friends
3 51% Place features
4 8% Mental well-being

5Categories were adapted from Korpela (1995) and from categorization of children’s responses for place preference in
Derr (2001).
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wanted to explore outside in natural areas, and
most children used their room as a place to meet
overall emotional needs more than any other place
(Derr, 2001). Chawla (1992) suggests that children of
all ages need places for security, social a⁄liation,
and creative expression and exploration. Children
in this study appeared to use their indoor places,
such as bedrooms, for most of their emotional
needsFfor security and for social a⁄liationFand
used nature and outdoor places for exploration.
Contrary to previous studies (e.g., Kaplan, 1983;
Korpela, 1995; Sebba, 1991), natural places were not
of primary importance in meeting children’s emo-
tional needs: many children used a combination of
their bedrooms, friends’ homes, and outdoor spaces
for thinking, being alone, or clearing one’s mind.
Many children also consistently expressed the de-
sire for interactions to be shared with family and
friends, and at times, this desire for relationships
was of greater importance than the location of the
experience. The ¢ndings from both phases of re-
search underscore the importance of the social in
shaping children’s experiences (Derr, 2001). The
three cases described below represent a diversity of
ways that children experience place and lend
further support to the idea that places must meet
children’s needs in order for them to be meaningful.

Case I. Leo Dura¤ n (age 10): ‘this is my
mountain!’

Leo proudly puts the ¢nishing touches on his map:
a brightly colored silhouette of a big green moun-
tain, a house, a backyard, and a ‘plains area where
the elk and the bear y’
‘Where they what?’ I ask, as he hands me his map

with this incomplete sentence.
‘Well, they just come down there a lot’, he smiles.

In brightly colored orange marker, Leo has scrolled
‘this is my big mountain’ through the green in front
of his house. The ‘bald spot’ on the mountain, ‘where
the elk and the bear y’ is one of Leo’s favorite
places to go and also one that he says is ‘the most
exciting’. When Leo took me to this spot on the
mountain, he said he liked to go there with his
father to mend fences, or that sometimes they have
picnics there. They go ¢shing in the river that mean-
ders through this spot, too, ‘when my grandma
wants ¢sh’. Standing on this hill, we could see the
three pastures that are his immediate family’s, and
his house, and the mountains beyond. ‘This is the
best place’, he said.
He shows me an herb he collects for his mom

when someone has a cold. He cringes as he takes a
bite, but he says it works; it heals. Then he takes
part of an Indian paintbrush and says that when
he gets thirsty he will drink from this plant. We
stand facing his homestead, sucking the nectar from
red trumpet £owers. Its liquid is sweet and refresh-
ing. He looks out at the land, the ¢elds, the moun-
tains, his home, and he tells me that he will
inherit the house, ‘because the youngest gets the
house’. When I later asked his mom about this she
laughs, ‘he said that?’ There were no plans for the
house to go to him, but his mother says it could
happen because his brother is on his way to Nash-
ville as a musician, and Leo is now thinking about
working as a teacher and staying in the area. ‘It’s
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hard for all of us to leave here’, she says. Leo is
grounded in his sense of place, and there is little
else that is as important to him.
We walk around the bald spot and ¢nd elk tracks

in the ¢eld. Some bear scat. Leo said they go up to
the bald spot sometimes to trap bobcats. He said he
does not really like trapping the cats, but his uncle
does. There is an ethical tension between his im-
mediate family, who do not like to trap bobcats to
protect the farm animals and some of his extended
family, who do. Leo seems to understand why he and
his family do not trap the cats, but he is respectful
of his elder uncle, too. Leo told me he and his father
climb up this part of the mountain every year to get
Christmas trees to sell. They mostly collect pinyon
and Douglas ¢r, but he said his favorite is white
¢r. When I ask why, he says, ‘I don’t know, I guess
because of its soft needles, and that it’s kind of blue.’
In general Leo does not always seem to know the
names of things, certain plants F like the herb we
picked for colds, certain birds, but he knows the
plants and the birds and the other animals in an
intimate sense of experiencing them repeatedly, out
in his mountain. This is a possible explanation for
at least some of the children in Nabhan and St. An-
toine’s (1993) study who did not know the names of
plants or animals: it is possible that the speci¢cs of
botanical knowledge are something that come later,
with age. For now, Leo knows some of the names in
Spanish, and he knows many trees and plants by
their other properties, if not by their names. He is
comfortable showing them to me. His mother tells
me a story of how Leo learns these ethnobotanic
ways:

Sometimes we go visit Grandma Lita. She’s a medi-
ca,1 and she’s 90-some years old. We all sit on her
porch and listen to her tell stories of when she was
a girly. Grandma Lita has nine grandchildren, and
for some reason none of them have learned the her-
bal medicine. Leo says, ‘I wish I were her grandson,
I would learn it all!’ He wants to carry it. We go to
her and follow the medicines y

Though Leo’s mother encourages him to learn the
medicines, she says the initiative mostly comes from
him.
Leo also took me to a tunnel that goes under the

main road between his house and another range of
mountains where Leo said he usually could ¢nd
nests of las golondrinas swallows. He knows the
Spanish name for these birds, and the shape of their
nests, and when the eggs are usually laid. And Leo
likes to scour the mountains to ¢nd elk horns or
other natural objects to collect. Some of his under-
standing comes from his experiences in the natural
world around his home, but much of his understand-
ing comes from his parents, who are committed to
instilling much of their cultural heritage into their
children. Leo’s mother, Maria, believes that Leo ac-
tually has experienced more culturally than she did
as a child:

We want to instill, we have tried to instill, the posi-
tive aspects of our culture in our childreny. I don’t
think I had the cultural richness he has. My parents
are both Hispanic, but I grew up during the era
when Spanish was not allowed in schools. And I’m
Presbyterian; he’s Catholic. so he’s exposed to a lot
of rituals [that I wasn’t].

Maria said that though they try to teach Leo
about animals and plants, like the herbs, Leo learns
much from his own initiative:

They live everyday surrounded by plants and ani-
mals. They know the importance of water. They
know the importance of conserving water. I don’t
know if he told you or not, but Leo has his own gar-
den that he takes care of. It’s his baby. It’s not irri-
gated. He has to haul the water there himself. He
does all the hoeing.

Maria said that Leo had the idea to create his
own garden, which is away from their house and
near the ¢elds where he and I walked.

He’s so proud. And he comes back and tells me he
has 11 plants of pumpkins and 20 plants of cucum-
bers, because he knows how much I love fresh cu-
cumbers. I think one year his dad helped hoe it.
But he goes there every evening or early in the
morning [to work].

Leo and his father also maintain an orchard to-
gether. Leo said his dad makes the best pies: plums,
apples, pears. ‘[It’s a] big ole orchard y Pretty soon
we’ll probably have maybe 25 pies!’ Leo also helps
his father splitting wood, and he said he likes doing
his choresFfeeding the lambs, the horses, the gui-
nea hens, bailing hay, ¢xing fence lines. Leo said
that if he is away from home for a few days. he
starts to really miss it. ‘Miss what?’ I ask. ‘Being out-
side, doing my chores’, he says, ‘Riding my horse.
Chasing the cows. It’s better than Vegas2 y I keep
myself entertained’. These chores are a part of the
way of life that Leo embraces.
Leo’s sense of place is partly based on the ances-

try and cultural place that his family provides, and
partly on the way he makes these place experiences
personal. Leo’s sense of place is of an intensity born
out of these strong attachments to places, the ances-
tral connections to this particular mountain, the re-
sultant ‘insider’ feelings, and a strong motivation to
remain, much as Hay (1998) describes. Or, as Low
de¢nes it, his sense of place comes out of genealo-
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gic, economic, and narrative ties to the land (Low,
1992). Leo’s sense of place is tied to nature and the
way of life in the mountains. There is little discon-
nect between the things he knows about nature
and his experiences in them. Every day, as Leo
spends time working outside, he learns new things.
His learning is contextual and self-guided, and
these personalized experiences inform Leo’s sense
of place. and yet his sense of place also extends to
his immediate and extended family, his community-
Fand members of it like Grandma LitaFand the
Hispano culture that has grown and developed
within the Mora valley for centuries. These adults
also play a guiding roles in shaping Leo’s sense of
place. It is this combination of ancestral and cultur-
al sense of place that enriches the everyday experi-
ences Leo has. It seems to give them deeper
meaning and shape. What does the sense of place
mean for Leo? His parents encourage and support
the development of a strong self concept in their
children. This includes providing and enabling the
kinds of cultural and natural experience that Leo
desires. As a result, Leo’s self concept contains a
strong place identity. He knows where he comes
from; he knows he has a place he belongs, and this
knowing seems to give him con¢dence, rootedness,
and stability.

Case 2. Tere¤ sa (age 11): cultural place in the
Analco Barrio

Tere¤ sa Sa¤ nchez lives in one of the oldest barrios in
Santa Fe. The Analco barrio was founded when San-
ta Fe was a dusty out-post along the Santa Fe trail,
home for vaqueros and caballeros. Not much remains
of the original barrio. The old adobe homes have
washed away or been torn down, and newer, smaller
adobes have taken their place. It is a poor neighbor-
hood, drab and dirty, known for its heroin problems,
crime, and gangs. Domestic violence, drive-by shoot-
ings, and speeding, drunken drivers are all part of
the barrio and a¡ect children’s lives in sometimes
signi¢cant ways. Tere¤ sa once told me that she and
her cousins were ¢red upon in a gang-related shoot-
ing. ‘We were just walking down the street to Mar-
ta’s house, and we heard the shooting coming from
around the curve [in the road]. They shot right at
me and my little cousins. One of the bullets almost
hit me in my foot’.
Despite the harsh experiences of this troubled

neighborhood. Tere¤ sa has developed a sense of place
some might never achieve. Her sense of place
emerges not just from the environment of her home,
but also from the social experiences of play groups,
family, art, and religion that are associated with it.
Tere¤ sa’s case demonstrates that the social contexts
of experience cannot be separated from those of
the physical and natural environment: her social
bonds help her to cope with the stark realities of
her neighborhood.
When Tere¤ sa drew her map, she was able to place

her own home, her grandmother’s house, her uncle’s,
her aunt’s, and her other uncle’s house all within a
few block radius. Because one grandmother had 15
children and the other had seven, there are now
dozens of grandchildren and great-grandchildren
teaming the neighborhood and townFriding bikes
along the streets, moving furniture in and out of
their grandma’s house, working on a car in the front
yard, playing Nintendo with a porch full of cousins,
playing tag in the park.
Tere¤ sa made a ‘clubhouse’ in the compound where

her uncle was constructing a new house. Amid the
rebar, adobe, and cement. Tere¤ sa ¢nds a quiet place
to be alone. But the most important place to Tere¤ sa,
the one that she attaches the greatest amount of
pride and value, is the park just across the street
from the Boys and Girl’s Club. The park is sand-
wiched between two roads, and runs lengthwise for
a stretch along the sometimes £owing Santa Fe riv-
er.Vibrant mural walls stretch along the park, wind-
ing down stairs, and extending into the courtyards
of Tere¤ sa’s uncles’ complex. When I ¢rst met Tere¤ sa
at school, she appeared proud, drawing the park
and her family’s barrio on her map, and with this
pride was a con¢dence. Tere¤ sa walked with her head
high and her long black ponytail jetting down her
back. This assurance seemed to help her perfor-
mance in school sometimes, and she talked about
how it was important for her to continue her educa-
tion. She pointed to her cousins who were having
children at 19 or 20 years of age, and how ‘that’s
too young’. She wants to continue her father’s tradi-
tions of mural art, ‘and I don’t care what they pay
me’. Yet her teachers also notice that Tere¤ sa has
bouts of depression, and during these times her per-
formance su¡ers. Her teachers worry about some of
the things Tere¤ sa will not openly discuss.
Tere¤ sa is still teetering on the edges, still ¢nding

ways to cope with the ‘distribution of sadness’ (Ve¤ -
lez-Iba¤ ~nnez, 1997) that plagues her barrio. She seems
to ¢nd solace in the park. She describes it as a quiet
place, a place she can go to think and be alone. And
she describes it as a place she likes to play with her
cousins. She shows me all the good hiding spots in
the park: places her cousins never think to look.
And she talks about the Santa Fe River, and
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working with her uncle to keep it clean. As we walk
through the park, we pick up some plastic bags that
have caught on the rocks at the river. Tere¤ sa told me
one of her favorite subjects in school is science and
that she likes exploring the river for ¢sh or frogs.
This is something she used to do with her father,
and that she still enjoys ‘when he’s not away on busi-
ness’. She seems always to be a bit vigilant about
protecting ‘her’ park, the ‘Sa¤ nchez’ park’ because
keeping it clean and well maintained is part of
maintaining the family’s honor. This park is their
pride and joy. Though it cannot make up for all the
struggles that Tere¤ sa may face, the signi¢cance of
Tere¤ sa’s sense of place is real. Tere¤ sa seems to un-
derstand this herself. When she shows me the park,
she does so with a sense of pride and signi¢cance.
Though there are many ways to enter the park.

Tere¤ sa made a point of bringing me thought the
main entrance, where the walls form a gateway and
where Our Lady of Guadalupe is prominently dis-
played. As Tere¤ sa shows me this mural, she tells
me of her frustration with vandalism in the park.
‘We keep having to come out and paint over the
gra⁄ti y Someone painted a moustache on her
face! That’s why it’s so dark’.
The murals are a family creation: Tere¤ sa’s father

skectched each drawing, and uncles and cousins
would follow along to complete the paintings. Tere¤ sa
points to the dragon that winds down the stairs to
the center of park: ‘This was the ¢rst thing he
painted, and it made me scared. I called it the big-
nosed snake, and my dad thought that was really
funny’. Though there are some paintings of northern
New MexicoFthe Catholic church, farming, and the
Rio GrandeFMexican symbolism predominates the
murals. Yet the largest of the murals in the park re-
presents the tragedy that underscores Tere¤ sa’s life.
She describes her parents as ‘the best things that
ever happened to me!’ But they are alleged to have
drug problems and related trouble with the law. This
last mural shows a man held behind prison bars,
with a wife crying outside the bars. A ghost carries
the scales of justice, and an hour-glass measures the
time left to serve. Tere¤ sa will not talk of this to me.
Her parents are always ‘away on business’. And while
her mother sometimes goes for ‘business’, it is her
father who is away the most. Her family supports
this story, and it is one that they tell to the teachers
at school as well, but others at the school and in her
neighborhood con¢rm that the ‘business’ is a story,
designed to protect the family honor. It is clear that
Tere¤ sa lives in a carefully constructed world that
she and her family create to protect her father.
When Tere¤ sa explained her father’s murals to me,
she did so with only a partial understanding of their
symbolic importance. What she seemed to gain at
this time and age was a sense of pride in her heri-
tage and identity. Tere¤ sa seems to have a more in-
formed and developed sense of self than others of
her friends, at least in part because of these murals
and her family’s role in them.
What does a sense of place mean for Tere¤ sa?What

does it provide? Ve¤ lez-Iba¤ ~nnez (1997: 182, 184) de-
scribes a distribution of sadness based on ‘misedu-
cation, poverty, physical and mental illness, crime,
drugs, and over-participation in wars’ that will con-
tinue to be distributed ‘despite clusters of exchange
and the great investment in social relations, chil-
dren, and a sense of place and space’. Tere¤ sa is one
of the despites. Despite all the hardship, sadness,
and sorrow, she has a strong sense of place. Tere¤ sa
declares the city park as her own. ‘This is the Sa¤ n-
chez’ Park’. And her familial sense of ownership
gives her a connectedness and pride that some of
her peers do not have.
In many ways, Tere¤ sa’s place attachments follow

the typology that Low (1992) outlines, where ances-
tral ties, loss or destruction of place, economic
links, spiritual connections, ritual pilgrimage, and
story-telling all can serve to create attachments to
place. Tere¤ sa has genealogical ties to this neighbor-
hood: her family has lived in the barrio for at least
four generations, and her grandmother was raised
in the same house where she lives now. In the case
of Tere¤ sa’s family, this genealogical tie to a particu-
lar place provides them not only with historical
connections, but also increased stability, as despite
the poverty, they are able to hold on to a place to
live, grouped together with others from their ex-
tended family.
Low also suggests that when ties to land break

down or are lost, this can result in a place attach-
ment based on loss or destruction. Though the
places where Tere¤ sa lives have not been destroyed
or lost, they are threatened by instability and vio-
lence. This inward instability is recognized by those
who live with it, and in this way family members of
all ages talk of the struggle to make the neighbor-
hood a safe place. The loss then, is one linked to
the history of a family network of places, safe and
hospitable to roam. No longer do families feel com-
fortable with their children crossing the street or
visiting a friend, and this plagues the entire barrio.
But the Sa¤ nchez’ family, through the creation and
maintenance of the park and its murals, are trying
to create a di¡erent kind of place within the barrio-
Fone that draws upon ownership of place. In the
case of the Sa¤ nchez’ family, ownership has a dual
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meaning: they own property and homes within the
barrio, creating a network throughout a two-block
radius, but they also claim ownership over the San-
ta Fe City Park, which they’ve named ‘Sa¤ nchez Park’.
This second type of ownership is not based on deeds
or land titles, but on ownership that comes from
creating a place. This kind of ownership is critical
in Tere¤ sa’s commitment to the park, to keeping it
clean, and to working as the park’s vigilante against
vandalism or destruction.
Tere¤ sa’s family also developed ‘cosmological’ ties

to the park through the creation of murals which
present both mythological and idealogical ties to
place. These symbols extend beyond the park, and
serve to link the murals in the parkFthe immedi-
ately experienced place of Tere¤ sa and her family
Fwith the broader culture of the Hispano mexicano
population in the greater Southwest. Our Lady of
Guadalupe and AztlanFthe mythic place of emer-
gence of the AztecsFare both part of these murals,
and these symbols serve to connect their local home
to the cultural and spiritual homeland. A dedication
ceremony that Tere¤ sa’s family held for one of the
murals is a further connection to the ideology and
religion tied to place.
Finally, Tere¤ sa demonstrates narrative attach-

ments to place through the origin myths, moral stor-
ies, family histories, and personal accounts of
experiences in the park and neighborhood that she
and her family tell. Tere¤ sa draws from a diversity of
stories, including her own, to connect with her
home places. The strongest of these for Tere¤ sa are
the ties to her family history and her personal ex-
periences in helping to create and dedicate the mur-
als.
A sense of place of Tere¤ sa is thus composed of all

these intertwined ideasFsometimes mythological,
sometimes everydayFabout the place where Tere¤ sa
and her family live. That all these di¡erent cate-
gories come together in describing Tere¤ sa’s place at-
tachments speaks to the strength of her bonds with
place. Hay (1998) suggests that sense of place is
stronger for families who have such cultural and an-
cestral ties to a place. These ties go beyond the mere
personal experience with place and provide greater
rootedness.What distinguishes Tere¤ sa from her bar-
rio friends is the strength of the bonds in her ex-
tended family and the ties to their neighborhood
through the park and murals. The unique combina-
tion of the history of place with her family’s involve-
ment in place-making creates a strong place identity
within Tere¤ sa. This seems to give her a strength that
others who live in similar circumstances do not
have. In this way, having a strong sense of place
may help strengthen her identity, and it may help
her down the road. It may help her escape the impo-
verished aspects of her neighborhood to do some of
the things she strives for.
Tere¤ sa’s case is also an important one in demon-

strating that a sense of place does not equal a sense
of nature. Though the park contains a river and
some trees, these are small elements of nature in a
neighborhood that is primarily human-constructed.
Tere¤ sa seems glad to have these elements of nature
near her home, yet they do not play a role in shap-
ing most of her experiences. For example, when she
and her cousins play in the park, they play social
games such as hide-and-go-seek or tag or ball. Nat-
ure in this case is simply a background for their ex-
periences. This directly contradicts what Sebba
(1991) and others (e.g., Kaplan, 1983; Sobel, 1993) as-
sertFthat nature is a primary part of children’s ex-
periences rather than a backdrop. For Tere¤ sa, the
exact opposite was true most often. This does not
mean that Tere¤ sa didn’t enjoy the occasional times
when she and her father did look for tadpoles in
the river, for example, but it did not contribute
much to her sense of the world in the Analco barrio.

Case 3. Marcos (age 10): place-making
in ‘the mighty jungle’

When I was describing the map making exercise to
children in Dixon, Marcos shouted out: ‘I know ex-
actly what I’m going to draw!’ He had discovered a
new cave the previous night, and he couldn’t wait to
talk about it. Marcos also drew a map of his house
and his grandmother’s house, and the well-worn
path that leads between the two on his family’s
property. The physical proximity of these homes only
begins to represent the close and intimate relation-
ship Marcos holds toward his grandmother and his
experiences at home and in nature. His grand-
mother followed the old ways of living, growing
chiles for cash and food for subsistence on the four
acres of land around their home.With the exception
of co¡ee and sugar and a few other amenities, all
her food came from this land. ‘I see people spending
$100 $125 on groceries, and I don’t have to do that,
I spend $10 or 15!’ she explained.3 She farmed in her
bare feet, plowing the land by hand in her younger
years and with the aid of a 1952 tractor for 37 years
after that.
Marcos helped his grandmother with this farm-

ing, from tilling the soil to planting crops to taking
them to market every Saturday. His grandmother
passed away three years previously, but she still
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lives on in his memory and plays a special role in
shaping his experiences. Now Marcos spends time
near his grandmother’s house as a special place that
binds him to her and their past ways of life. He de-
scribes her house and the grass and £owers around
it with great care. Their family still burns candles
in the house for her and maintains the property out-
side. Marcos also took an interest in creating his
own small scale gardens in memory of his grand-
mother. He and his mother build small raised beds,
framed with wood, where Marcos is continuing to
grow peas, onions, lettuce, and some corn and
chiles. It is clear that though Marcos enjoys the gar-
dening, it is an act that re-connects him to his
grandmother as much as it is physically working
with the land and making things grow.
Marcos also spends much of his time outdoors in

the rocky mountains and arroyos that run along the
back of his family’s home. Here, too, he constructs a
place in honor of his grandmother. A cross rests
high in the crevices of several small boulders. Next
to small pinyons, junipers, and prickly pears, the
white wooden memorial is visible from home, sil-
houetted against the bright blue sky. Though her
gravestone is in the Dixon cemetery. Marcos prefers
this place that he can visit, maintain, and honor
every day. This mountainous area is also a place
for Marcos to explore. Marcos plays mostly alone,
sometimes with his brother. They live far enough
from others that his friends from school don’t come
to his house. Sometimes cousins and uncles come to
visit. But Marcos does much of his exploring alone.
He is an avid explorer, full of curiosity and enthu-
siasm. Marcos well ¢ts Hart’s (1979: 40) descriptions
of childhood exploration: ‘Children seem to ¢nd as
much enjoyments in getting to places as they do in
being there. In fact, there often is no ‘there’; they are
just exploring’. This was apparent from his very ¢rst
mapping exercise, but it became most apparent dur-
ing our place expeditions.
Marcos took me down an arroyo, which he said

was a really good place to ride bikes, and just as
he said it, he jumped o¡ his bike and ran up ‘the
mountain’Fthe steep, sandy banks of the arroyo-
Fand slid back down, jumping into the arroyo. Up
and down he went. After climbing some steep
boulders, Marcos sat down at the top of the arroyo
to rest, and I sat on a rock below him.
‘I see you’ve found the King’s Chair’, he laughed.

To me, this rock was a random boulder among
many. But for Marcos, it was a rock personally
known, of special shape and size, with a high back
and arm on one side, quite comfortable and good for
reclining. Clearly, ideal for a King to sit upon. He
points to a large boulder that he likes because it
‘looks like lava’. And on we went, up the rocks, to-
ward the top. We stopped at a few ‘caves’ along the
wayFsmall crevices between the joinery of
boulders, just large enough for Marcos to sit com-
fortably and sheltered.
Marcos also has an area which he named ‘The

Mighty Jungle’ because he thought it looked like a
good spot for a lionFin this case a mountain lionF
to rest. He sings the song as he shows me this place,
hopping down from the highest rocks to those far
below. In a di¡erent area is a grove of low growing
junipers, next to an old junk pile, which Marcos
said was a good spot for hiding or resting. He nes-
tles in among the soft bed of needles and smiles:
‘this is my fort’. Though Marcos does not seem to
know it, his mother also used this space as a fort.
Marcos and I took his picture there, and when I
gave a copy to Margarita, she smiled, saying ‘That’s
where I had my fort. We used to make little walls
and excavate in there. I loved that spot’.
Another fort which Marcos described to me was

one that he claimed his father had built for him.
When I asked Marcos if I could come see the places
he had told me about, he said ‘sure’, but quickly
added, ‘but I had to take my clubhouse down’. The
fort he had described was an elaborate two-story
structure his father had built for him, complete
with a ¢re-pole for sliding down and electricity for
television and comfortable furniture. When he rea-
lized I was coming to see this place among others,
he realized he had been found out: there was no
such clubhouse. Though he never completely con-
fessed to this, I had an idea what was going on even
before we made arrangements to visit.When I asked
his mother about it, she explained it in two ways: ‘he
has a vivid imagination; he likes to make things up.
He is often telling stories’, Margarita said. ‘He comes
from a family of big imaginations, though, My
brother y was always walking around with a rope
[like a lasso], and he’d look up in the sky and say. ‘I
put the moon up in the sky with a rope!’
But Margarita also believed that this particular

story had to do with Marcos’ desire to be with his
father again: ‘We’ve been divorced since Marcos
was two years old. His father found a new lady
friend, and they have younger children, and those
children take away from his time with Marcos and
Jose¤ y I guess he wishes for more with his father.
He has a lot of anger about that’. She mentions how
much more di⁄cult it is on her own, now that her
family support network is gone. ‘I’m trying to
change things. It’s been hard since their grandpar-
ents passed away’. Margarita says the mountainous
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area outside their home is an important place for
Marcos to cope with his angerFanger over the loss
of his grandmother and great-grandmother and an-
ger over the loss of his little-involved father who
lives a few towns away. She says it is an important
way for him to cope with his losses and frustrations,
and Marcos agrees. ‘Sometimes I just come out here
and throw rocks’, he told me. Even so, it makes Mar-
garita nervous to have her son playing alone in the
mountains when she is at work:

He’s out there [pointing at the mountains where
Marcos explores] all the time. But I’ve spotted
mountain lion, we have resident mountain lion,
and there’s bear, and I have to get up at four every
morning to whistle at the coyotes [that come near to
the house], there’s so many of them. And there’s rat-
tlesnakes. It makes me nervous. They [her two boys]
may look big, but they’re only boys. I worry.

Margarita also talks about the danger of playing
and swimming in the Rio Grande, which is just
across the busy highway from where they live. ‘I
leave at 7:15 [every morning] and the bus doesn’t
come to get them until 20 [minutes] to [8:00 o’clock].
I worry about them standing on this highway. I have
them call me right before they leave on the bus, and
when they get home ¢rst thing’. Because this curvy
mountain highway of fast moving tra⁄c on the
throughway between Santa Fe and Taos divides
their home from the river, Marcos and his brother
rarely get to play there. ‘When I was a kid’, Margar-
ita remembers, ‘we used to go to the river a lot. I
was a ¢sh. Now, I only let them go swimming when
I’m with them’. But Margarita confesses that it’s not
just the highway crossing she worries about, but the
river itself, which is always unpredictable and chan-
ging. Margarita tries to make an e¡ort to get them
out to the river when she can. ‘They keep saying
they want to go ¢shing. So I’ve got my ¢shing li-
cense, and I’ gonna go to Wal-Mart and get a pole
and some line’.4

Margarita also talked about the changes she has
seen, how Anglo people moved into the community
from outside and changed some things: ‘People came
from outside and excluded. Things are done for
them [the newcomers] and not for the bene¢t of
the whole community’. Yet it is important for Mar-
garita to stay in Embudo because ‘it is purer than
[other places]’. Margarita said she had thought
about moving after her mother and grandmother
passes away, ‘But I see that gang stu¡ [in places like
Espa~nnola]. It’s purer out here. The most they’re into
here is that [WWF] wrestling.4 I’d move because of
work, there’s no jobs [here]’. But she continues to
stay because of her children.
Marco’s sense of place is clearly ancestral and
also cultural. Working with his grandmother, he
learned to work the land. They collected herbs for
medicine, and with his remaining family, Marcos
still collects pinyon nuts for eating. His grand-
mother passed on dichos, Spanish proverbs, and
stories like la llorona.5 Marcos has a sense of place
that is also personal and infused with loss: loss of
the guiding hands who made him laugh and shared
in his learning. Because of this loss, his sense of
place is now constructed more of narratives. Mar-
garita tries to pass on not only cultural stories, but
also family stories tied to the land, and events from
when their grandmothers were alive and active in
their lives. They also have economic ties to the small
piece of land that is their home, a property that has
been in the family for at least ¢ve generations. And
though, as Margarita explained, the community has
changed from Marcos’s grandmother’s time, it is
still a community that both Anglos and old Spanish
families strive to keep alive.
Yet Marcos also represents a di¡erent kind of

sense of place, one largely constructed from his
own childhood explorations and imaginative place-
making. Marcos’ places are found in the nooks and
crannies of mountain spaces around his home. He
does little in the everyday yard around his house,
and in fact said that he would prefer to watch tele-
vision or play Nintendo than play in his yard. Play-
ing in the mountains, however, is far preferable to
anything else, and this is the area Marcos chooses
to cope with his losses and anger, to think, to ima-
gine and to explore. This is a sense of place di¡er-
ent from that of Low’s (1992) or Hay’s (1998)
categoriesFit is personal, intimate, and completely
constructed by Marcos for his own needs and inter-
ests for adventure and getting away.

Summary

The cases presented herein demonstrate the diverse
ways a sense of place can develop in children’s lives.
When a child experienced nature, culture, and fa-
mily as an interwoven entity, his or her connections
and attachments were indeed strong and meaning-
ful. for Leo and Marcos, nature was an important
component to their sense of place. For Tere¤ sa, sense
of place had little to do with the natural world yet
her place connections were meaningful in providing
roots and belonging that other children in her
neighborhood did not share. The contrasting places
these children attached to suggest the importance
of family, social relations, and personal meaning
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over physical features of spaces in children’s place
relations.

Notes

1A women who practices traditional, herbal medi-
cine.
2‘Vegas’ here refers to Las Vegas, New Mexico: the
nearest town, about 30 miles from Mora.
3This quote, and the descriptions of her farming,
come from interviews with Marcos’ mother and
from Channel 7 News footage ¢lmed in 1988 that
Marcos’ mother showed me. The footage was part
of a series of features highlighting local people and
rural life. Marcos’ grandmother was not seen as
being unique but rather, representative of the way of
life in Dixon.
4WWF stands forWorld Wrestling Federation, a pop-
ular wrestling television program in the United
States.
5The story of la llorona, a weeping woman who
haunts rivers looking for her children, is known by
many children of northern New Mexico, and many
claim to have seen or heard her.
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