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What is the "In a Nutshell" series?   

 

This is a series of concise, easy to understand information on many popular topics.  You will find 

that many of products in this series can also be found as part of larger publications and/or 

curriculum on the publisher's website.  At the end of each book, you will find a list of questions 

that may be used to help you review the material. 
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             The Great Seal of New Mexico 
 

New Mexico welcomes you with color and art, music and dance, breathtaking landscapes, and a 

heritage of Indian, Anglo, and Hispanic cultures that cannot be found in any other state in the 

union. From prehistoric times until the present, cultures and tribes have journeyed through New 

Mexico's land. From the north, various native American tribes have wandered in, and from the 

south, people from Mexico, and Spaniards as well, and Europeans have added to the mix. 

Pueblo, Apache, Navajo and others are all part of the incredible diversity that marks the vibrant 

culture of New Mexico. 

 

The people, their heritage and traditions, their skills and their arts, and the land, its awesome 

beauty, all make New Mexico the unique and colorful place that it is today. 

 

The name of this state is an anglicized version of "Nuevo Mexico," the Spanish name for the 

upper Rio Grande. Mexico, an Aztec spelling, means "place of Mexitli" one of the Aztec gods. 

 

People who live in New Mexico or who come from New Mexico are called New Mexicans. 
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Map of New Mexico – Capital, Major Cities and Rivers 



STATEHOOD 

 
New Mexico was acquired by the United States as a result of the controversial U.S.-Mexican war 

(1846-1848). On August 18, 1846, three months after the U.S. declaration of war with Mexico, 

U.S. General Stephen Kearny and his army marched into and took possession of Santa Fe and 

New Mexico. In 1848, the war with Mexico ended with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Two 

years later, on September 9, 1850, the U.S. Congress passed an Organic Act, which created the 

Territory of New Mexico and authorized its civil government. 

 

In 1850, the Territory of New Mexico was much larger than it is today. The territory included 

present-day New Mexico, Arizona, parts of southern Colorado, southern Utah, and even a piece 

of southeast Nevada. In 1861, New Mexico lost a northeastern portion of territory to Colorado. 

In 1863, the New Mexico Territory was split nearly in half to create the Arizona Territory from 

its western half. 

 

New Mexico's first attempt at a constitution and statehood was made in 1850. This plan didn't get 

anywhere and was nullified by the Compromise Bill of 1850 that gave New Mexico territorial 

status. Other attempts were made. New Mexicans voted against two proposed constitutions in 

1872 and 1889. New Mexico kept at it, however, and finally, on June 20, 1910, President 

William H. Taft signed an Enabling Act which authorized the territory to call a constitutional 

convention in preparation for statehood. On October 3 of that year, one hundred delegates 

elected from every county in the territory, gathered in Santa Fe and drafted a constitution which 

was approved by voters on January 21, 1911. On January 6, 1912, President Taft signed the 

proclamation admitting New Mexico as the 47th state. It had taken New Mexico over 50 years to 

attain statehood.  

 

 

STATE CONSTITUTION 
 

A constitution sets out the rules by which we play the game of government. Like the rules for 

any other game, it limits the moves available to players. It describes how the various players 

interact with each other, and who has more power in various situations.  

 

Though amended over 100 times, New Mexico is still governed by its 1911 constitution.   

Amendments to the constitution may be proposed in the legislature. To be included in the 

constitution, an amendment must be approved by a majority of New Mexico voters.  

 

Amendments to sections of the constitution that protect the voting rights and the education of 

Spanish-speaking people require approval by 3/4 of the voters in the state and at least 2/3 of the 

voters in each county before they may be included in the constitution. 

 

A 2/3 vote of the legislature, approved by New Mexico voters, is needed to call a constitutional 

convention. Any amendments approved by the convention must be approved by voters to be 

included in the constitution. 

 

 

PREAMBLE:  We, the people of New Mexico, grateful to Almighty God for the blessings of 

liberty, in order to secure the advantages of a state government, do ordain and establish this 

Constitution. 



STATE GOVERNMENT 

 
As in the case of the federal government, New Mexico's state government is organized into three 

branches - legislative, executive, and judicial. The state government is a product of three 

documents: the United States Constitution, the New Mexico State Constitution, and laws of the 

state.  

 

The Governor is the state's chief executive and head of the Executive branch.  The governor 

shares the responsibility for administering New Mexico's state government with other officials. 

In addition to administrative duties, the governor must represent the state both nationally and 

internationally, appoint members of boards and commissions, and approve statutes enacted by 

the Legislature. The governor serves for a term of four years and may serve for any number of 

terms but not more than two terms in a row. 

 

The New Mexico Legislature is the Legislative branch of state government and is composed of 

two bodies, called houses, like the United States Congress. The two parts are the Senate and the 

House of Representatives. The Legislature is referred to as a bicameral body because it is made 

up of two houses. The Latin roots of the word bicameral, "bi" and "cameral," mean two 

chambers or rooms. The Legislature is responsible for making the laws in New Mexico and for 

raising and distributing the money necessary to run the state government. 

 

United States representatives and senators, federal legislators, are responsible for laws at the 

national level and state legislators are responsible for laws at the state level. A law begins as an 

idea that is introduced in the New Mexico Legislature as a bill by one or more legislators. The 

bill then goes through the legislative process to become a law. During this process the bill may 

be changed. Not all bills become law. 

 

Representatives in New Mexico each represent people in a specific area of the state. These areas 

are called house districts. There are currently 70 men and women representing 70 house districts 

in the New Mexico House of Representatives. Each representative serves for a period of two 

years in the House of Representatives, after which he or she must run for re-election. 

 

Senators in New Mexico each represent people in a specific area of the state. These areas are 

called senate districts. There are currently 42 men and women representing 42 senate districts in 

the New Mexico Senate. Each senator serves for a period of four years in the Senate, after which 

he or she must run for re-election. 

 

The state Supreme Court is the highest court in New Mexico and oversees the lower courts that 

jointly make up the Judicial Branch.  It has five justices elected to eight-year terms. Every two 

years, the justices select a member of the court to be chief justice. The Court of Appeals reviews 

judgments made in lower courts and has seven judges, who are elected to eight-year staggered 

terms. New Mexico's 47 district courts are the state's trial courts. District judges are elected from 

13 judicial districts and hold court sessions in each of the state's 33 counties. District judges are 

elected for terms of six years. Special New Mexico courts include magistrate, metropolitan, and 

probate courts. 

 

 

 



U.S. CONGRESSIONAL DELEGATION 
 

The legislative branch of the United States government makes laws for our nation and raises and 

distributes money to run the United States government. The most evident part of the legislative 

branch is the United States Congress. Congress is divided into two parts, called houses. The two 

parts are the Senate and the House of Representatives. Congress is referred to as a bicameral 

body because it is made up of two houses. The Latin roots of the word bicameral, "bi" and 

"cameral," mean two chambers or rooms. Members of the Senate are called Senators and 

members of the House of Representatives are called Representatives. Senators and 

representatives serving in these two bodies are sometimes referred to as congressmen, or women, 

and sometimes as legislators because their business is to legislate or make laws. The role of the 

legislative branch is defined in the United States Constitution. 

 

Each state elects people to represent them in the United States Congress in Washington, DC. The 

citizens of each state elect two senators to represent them in the Senate. They also elect 

representatives to represent them in the House of Representatives. The number of representatives 

each state sends to the House of Representatives is not a specific number like the Senate, but is 

based on the population of the state. The people, that are elected to represent the state's citizens 

in the United States Congress, are referred to as the congressional delegation. 

 

There are 100 senators in the U.S. Senate. Each is elected to a term, in the Senate, of six years. 

There are 435 representatives in the U.S. House of Representatives. Each is elected to a term, in 

the "House," of two years. 

 

The citizens of New Mexico elect 2 people, like every other state, to represent them in the Senate 

and 3 people, based on New Mexico's current population in the most recent federal census, to 

represent them in the House of Representatives. 

 

STATE SEAL 

 

 

 

The great seal of New Mexico is rich in symbols. The 

Mexican eagle grasping a snake in its beak and cactus in its 

talons portrays an ancient Aztec myth and symbolizes that 

New Mexico treasures its Spanish, Mexican and Native 

American traditions (New Mexico was settled by Spanish 

colonists and was later part of Mexico). 

The Mexican eagle is shielded by the larger American eagle 

with wings outstretched, grasping arrows in its talons. This is 

a symbol of the change of sovereignty in 1846 between  

Mexico and the United States and also symbolizes America's dominant yet delicate protection of 

New Mexico and its heritage and culture. 

 

Crescit eundo is Latin for "It grows as it goes." It is a quote from a poem which refers to a 

thunderbolt increasing in strength as it moves across the sky.  1912 is the year New Mexico was 

admitted as a state to the Union. 

 



 

 

STATE CAPITAL (Santa Fe) 
 

Santa Fe is the capital of the state of 

New Mexico.  The city’s full name 

when founded was La Villa Real de la 

Santa Fé de San Francisco de Asís 

(“The Royal Town of the Holy Faith 

of St. Francis of Assisi”).
  

 

The New Mexico state capitol, 

Roundhouse, building is located in its 

capital city, Santa Fe.  It was 

completed in 1966 and is the only 

round capitol building in the United 

States.   
 

Santa Fe's history as a capital city dates to 1610, when conquistador Don Pedro de Peralta 

established it as the capital for the Spanish "Kingdom of New Mexico." The Palace of the 

Governors, built in 1610, served as Spain's seat of government.  

 

When Mexico won its independence from Spain in 1821, the Mexican government designated 

Santa Fe as the capital of the Mexican province of Nuevo Mexico, and the Palace continued to 

serve as the seat of government. In 1846, when the U.S. declared New Mexico an American 

territory, the Palace became New Mexico's first territorial capitol.  

 

Santa Fe is the oldest capital city in the U.S. The Palace of the Governors, which now houses the 

state's history museum, is the oldest public building in the country. 

 

Today's New Mexico State Capitol, known as the Roundhouse, is the only round capitol building 

in the country. It was built by Robert E. McKee with a design by W.C. Kruger that combined 

elements of New Mexico Territorial style, Pueblo adobe architecture and Greek Revival 

adaptations. The 232,000 square-foot Roundhouse was dedicated on Dec. 8, 1966.  

 

The round structure is modified to the shape of the Zia symbol, an ancient symbol of the sun, 

which is also emblazoned on the New Mexico state flag.  The image, which originated at Zia 

Pueblo, incorporates elements representing the sun's rays, the four directions, the four seasons, 

and the four phases of life.  The State Seal of New Mexico, carved in stone, hangs above each of 

the Roundhouse's four entrance wings. 

 

All of the art and handcrafted furniture in the capitol's permanent collection were created by New 

Mexico artists.  

 

The Roundhouse is the fourth Capitol building of New Mexico. The state boasts not only the 

third-newest capitol in the U.S. (only those in Hawaii and Florida, completed in 1969 and 1978, 

respectively, are newer) but also the oldest, the Palace of the Governors. 

 

 



STATE MOTTO 
 

The New Mexico state motto was first used in 1882, when acting Territorial Secretary, William 

G. Ritch, added the Latin phrase Crescit Eundo to an early 1860's version of the territorial seal. 

In 1887, Ritch's version of the seal, including the words Crescit Eundo, was adopted by the 

legislature as part of the official New Mexico Territory seal and coat of arms.  

When New Mexico became a state in 1912, the Legislature appointed a commission to settle on a 

design for an official "state" seal. As it turned out, the seal recommended by the commission and 

adopted by the Legislature was almost identical to the territorial seal and included the words 

Crescit Eundo. 

The Latin phrase, Crescit Eundo, can be translated as "Increases as it goes" or, more commonly 

as New Mexico's motto, "Grows as it goes." 

The phrase is taken from Book VI of Lucretius' epic scientific poem De rerum natura, (On the 

Nature of Things). 

 

 

STATE SLOGAN 

 

"Everybody is somebody in New Mexico" 

 

 

STATE FLAG 
 

The official state flag of New Mexico was chosen from 

a flag competition in 1920 (the competition was held to 

replace an older New Mexico flag). The winner was 

Dr. Harry Mera, a doctor and archeologist from Santa 

Fe, New Mexico. Dr. Mera's design is an interpretation 

of an ancient Sun symbol called a Zia (this symbol was 

found on a water jar made in the late 1800's in Zia 

Pueblo). 

  

The Zia Indians of New Mexico regard the Sun as sacred. Their symbol for the sun (a red circle 

with groups of rays pointing in four directions) is painted on ceremonial vases, drawn on the 

ground around campfires, and used to introduce newborns to the Sun. 

 

The colors on New Mexico's state flag are the red and yellow of old Spain. The simple, elegant 

center design is the ancient Zia sun symbol, which represents the unique character of New 

Mexico (Zia sun symbol also appears on New Mexico's state quarter). 

 

The Zia Indians of New Mexico regard the Sun as sacred. Their symbol for the sun (a red circle 

with groups of rays pointing in four directions) is painted on ceremonial vases, drawn on the 

ground around campfires, and used to introduce newborns to the Sun. 

 

Four is the sacred number of the Zia and is seen repeated in the four points radiating from the 

circle, each consisting of four bars. To the Zia Indians, the number four represents: the four 



points of the compass (east, west, north, and south); the four seasons of the year (spring, 

summer, autumn, and winter); the four periods of each day (morning, noon, evening, and night); 

the four seasons of life (childhood, youth, middle years, and old age); the Zia's belief that with 

life comes four sacred obligations: one must develop a strong body, a clear mind, a pure spirit, 

and a devotion to the welfare of others. 

 

 

OFFICIAL SALUTE TO THE FLAG  
 

"I salute the flag of the state of New Mexico, the Zia symbol of perfect friendship among united 

cultures." 

 

 

STATE NICKNAMES  
 

Land of Enchantment (Official) 

 

The "Land of Enchantment" describes New Mexico's scenic beauty and its rich history. This 

legend was placed on New Mexico license plates in 1941. This nickname became the official 

State Nickname of New Mexico on April 8, 1999. 

 

The Cactus State 

 

or "Land of the Cactus" refers to the cacti that grow so abundantly in the state, particularly along 

the border with Mexico and on the plains. 

 

The Spanish State 

 

New Mexico has been referred to as "The Spanish State" because of its border with Mexico, its 

historical background and the proportion of its Spanish speaking population. 

 

The Land of Sunshine 

 

or "The Sunshine State" are nicknames that refer to the generous portion of sunshine that "rains" 

down upon New Mexico. "Sunshine State" appeared on state license plates before 1941. 

 

The Land of the Delight Makers 

 

This nickname, suggested by George Wharton James, was to celebrate the state's influence on 

literature and art and because "...it is also the home of the first real field-school of American 

Archaeology in America." The name was suggested by a book by Adolf Bandelier, The Delight 

Makers. 

 

The Land of Opportunity 

 

So called because of its natural beauty, its climate, its newness at the time, its free lands and its 

industries. New Mexico was described as place that offered enough opportunity to fulfill the 

hopes of all who came. 

 



The Land of the Heart's Desire 

 

This is another historical nickname that promoted New Mexico as a land of unbound 

opportunity. Its location was between the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific Ocean, it provided an 

ideal climate and was still relatively undeveloped. 

 

STATE BIRD 
 

 

 

The roadrunner was designated the official state 

bird of New Mexico in 1949. Also called the 

chaparral bird, the roadrunner (Geococcyx 

californianus) inhabits desert and shrubby country 

in the southwestern United States and northern 

Mexico. 

 

Although a roadrunner is capable of flight, it 

spends most of the time on the ground, running at 

speeds of 15 miles per hour (or more) to catch its 

prey (insects, small reptiles, rodents, tarantulas, 

scorpions and small birds). The Hopi and Pueblo 

Indian tribes believed that the roadrunner provided 

protection against evil spirits. 

 

 

 

STATE FLOWER 
 

 

New Mexico designated the blossom of 

the desert yucca plant (pronounced 

“yuh-ka”) as the state flower in 1927.  

 

The yucca flower was selected by the 

schoolchildren of New Mexico and was 

recommended by the New Mexico 

Federation of Women's Clubs. The 

legislation does not specify a particular 

species of yucca (yucca consists of 40-

50 species of perennials, shrubs, and 

trees native to the hot and dry parts of 

North America, Central America, and 

the West Indies). 

 

 

Yucca Glauca Nutt 

 

Blooming Yucca Elata 

  

New Mexico designated the blossom of the desert yucca plant (pronounced “yuh-ka”) as the state 

flower in 1927. The yucca flower was selected by the schoolchildren of New Mexico and was 

recommended by the New Mexico Federation of Women's Clubs. The legislation does not 

specify a particular species of yucca (yucca consists of 40-50 species of perennials, shrubs, and 

trees native to the hot and dry parts of North America, Central America, and the West Indies). 



Below, you will find 15 general questions to help review what you have 

learned.  Use the following page(s) for documenting your answers.  Older 

students may choose to write a State Report as well. 

 

 

 

Review Questions: 

 

1.  List the states and/or bodies of water that border this state. 

 

2.  What was the date of statehood? 

 

3.  What is the state capital? 

 

4.  What is the state motto? 

 

5.  Name at least one state nickname. 

 

6.  Describe the state flag. 

 

7.  What is the state bird?  

 

8.  What is the state flower? 

 

9.  List at least 5 other state symbols. 

 

10.  Describe this state's government. 

 

11.  Name the major imports and exports for this state. 

 

12.  Describe the weather and climate in this state. 

 

13.  List at least 5 famous people from this state.  

 

14.  Describe at least 5 significant events in this state's history. 

 

15.  What other interesting information have you learned about this state? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Answers to Review Questions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


