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I
f you have ever gone hunting, camping, hiking, backpacking, ca-
noeing, or exploring in search of lost treasure in New Mexico, 
you might have lost your bearings and had one of those mo-
ments when you asked yourself, “Am I in trouble here?” 
If luck and weather were on your side, you breathed a sigh of 

relief and carried on — or backtracked — whatever for which 
the situation called. In “Gila Lost and Found: Search and Res-
cue in New Mexico,” longtime hiker, climber, outdoor educator 
and New Mexico Search and Rescue (SAR) volunteer Marc 
Levesque tells of all manner of rescues — and of the herculean 
eff orts made by the many SAR volunteers who do this lifesaving 
work for free.

Suicides, double tragedies, animal rescues, and fatal wildlife 
encounters are just a few of the types of incidents that SAR 
volunteers encounter on missions. 

You will learn what not to do when going into the wilderness 
— whether it be for a few hours or a few days — like how alco-
hol, hunting, and hiking in the dark do not mix, and why you 
should never, ever leave anyone behind. You will learn about 
the human drive to survive days, even weeks, in weather you 
would expect to kill you, both heat and below-freezing cold, 
and three-day blizzards. And you will learn about the mighty 
eff orts SAR undertakes to save people’s lives. 

You will be amazed and in awe of the number of and diff erent 
types of resources that go into a search mission — from man to 
machine to animal. Th ere are ground teams, people on horse-
back, and K9s. Agencies include federal, state, and local, from 

the U.S. Forest Service, U.S. National Guard, Border Patrol with 
their K9s and helicopters, and even the U.S. Air Force, which 
has brought in helicopters from Arizona to help on a search. 
Th ere are even agencies you might have never heard of, like the 
New Mexico Civil Air Patrol. 

Oft en, the public may jump to conclusions or make assump-
tions about the subject of a search’s competence or prepared-
ness. But aft er reading “Gila Lost and Found” you will discover 
that even those experienced and well-prepared for a trip into 
the wilderness can encounter unexpected and unwelcome sur-
prises that can lead to dangerous or even deadly circumstances. 

Accidents, injuries, medical conditions and Mother Nature 
can all add to or create a problem where there wasn’t one — as 
well as lack of knowledge about SAR. Oft en, subjects of a search 
don’t understand how Search and Rescue works, or the laws 
regulating motorized use in a wilderness area (life, limb, or 
eyesight must be at risk) leading to rescue times much longer 
than they might have anticipated, not considering how long it 
took them to get to that remote location in the fi rst place, and 
that it will likely take SAR volunteers longer because they have 
to prepare and are oft en going at night.  

If a subject fi nds themself in trouble, they might think a call 
to 911 — if they are conscious and have cell service — will 
summon a giant bird to pluck them off  their mountaintop. But 
that involves requesting one from an agency like the National 
Guard, Border Patrol, or Air Force, all of which takes time, and 
that is if one is available. Th at is when you begin to learn why 
interagency cooperation is so important in rescues. 

For tech geeks, Levesque gives you plenty of details — every-
thing from the diff erent types of emergency locating beacons to 
the components of a SAR mission. Th ere are some humorous 
tidbits and Marc’s dry wit throughout (TL>IQ chapter), while 
never losing sight of the seriousness and sometimes somber 
nature of what they do. 

You will come away with a new respect — and perhaps a bit 
of awe —  at what goes into a Search and Rescue mission in 
the Gila region, and a renewed respect for wilderness and wild 
places — their ruggedness and remoteness off er great beau-
ty but can also kill you. Overall a wonderful read with great 
storytelling mixed in with important details that can save your 
life — or the embarrassment of having to be rescued — the next 
time you venture into the backcountry.   

Pick up a copy at O’Keefe’s Bookshop in Silver City or Coas 
Books in Las Cruces, or order via Amazon as part of your es-
sential reading this summer.

Gila Lost and Found:
Search and Rescue in New Mexico
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Marc Levesque has been an active New 
Mexico SAR volunteer since 2006, serving 

in a variety of roles from field team 
member to senior-level field coordinator. 

He is currently a certified instructor for the 
National Association of Search and Rescue 
and an adjunct faculty member at Western 

New Mexico University, where he also 
advises the student SAR team. 

Cover of Marc Levesque's 
new book, “Gila Lost and 

Found: Search and Rescue 
in New Mexico.”
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these three newly 
published outdoor guides 
for your summer reading 

list: “Best Wildflower Hikes 
New Mexico: A Guide to the 
Area’s Greatest Wildflower 

Hiking Adventures” by  
Christina Selby; “Best Tent 
Camping: New Mexico” by 

Amaris Feland Ketcham; 
and “Field Guide to the 

Trees of the Gila Region of 
New Mexico” by Richard 

Stephen Felger, James 
Thomas Verrier, Kelly 

Kindscher and Xavier Raj 
Herbst Khera.
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Three Great Outdoor Guides
Pitch your tent 

Camping enthusiast and author Amaris Feland Ketcham gives you the confi dence to 
pitch your tent in the perfect location with her newest guide, “Best Tent Camping: New 
Mexico” (Mensha Ridge Press). Amaris spent over a year and a half visiting campsites 
throughout the state to compile a comprehensive guide that rates 50 campsites by a vari-
ety of factors so you know exactly what to expect before you arrive. 

“Th e best thing about the Gila National Forest is the Dark Sky Sanctuary area where 
communities have collaborated together to lower their lighting to keep the stars bright — 
preserving our night sky which is one of our untouched natural resources,” Amaris said. 

She cautions southwest campers to pack more water than they intend to use — especial-
ly to put out campfi res — though at press time, fi re restrictions were in place in the Gila 
National Forest.

Locally she ranks City of Rocks State Park as one of her top southwest campsites for the 
dark sky experience and geologic features. Her other regional go-to sites are the Upper 
and Lower Scorpion campgrounds by the Gila Cliff  Dwellings National Monument, which 
ranks top of the statewide list for “the history and culture you can experience there, not 
just the natural beauty; you can dive into history of people immortalized in time.”

Find the flowers
Searching for wildfl owers got a bit easier with naturalist and outdoor writer Christina 

Selby’s recently released Falcon Guide for “Best Wildfl ower Hikes New Mexico: A Guide 
to the Area’s Greatest Wildfl ower Hiking Adventures.” 

Christina spent two blooming seasons hiking over 300 miles of trails to highlight the 
ones bursting with color in the state. “We have a lot of variety in our wildfl owers since 
New Mexico is one of the most botanically diverse states in the country,” she noted. 

Th e guide includes the usual detailed  descriptions of 40 wildfl ower hikes but goes one 
step further to list peak blooming times and what wildfl owers you might encounter, with 
a helpful list to better spot 24 native species.

“Th e mountains of the Gila National Forest have a unique community of wildfl owers 
found nowhere else in the world.” 

Her favorite trail is Aeroplane Mesa to Trotter Meadow, located on the Middle Fork of 
the Gila River. Th e trail is a perfect hike in late August or early September, Christine said. 
“You have to hit it on a good monsoon year, but then it is really glorious with fl owers. 
I am pretty sure it’s a Centennial Trail — meaning you can fi nd 100 diff erent species of 
wildfl owers along the trail.”

Branch out
Want to expand your knowledge of native plants? Pick up a copy of the “Field Guide to 

the Trees of the Gila Region of New Mexico” (University of New Mexico Press) by Richard 
Stephen Felger, James Th omas Verrier, Kelly Kindscher and Xavier Raj Herbst Khera. 

Each entry in the fi eld guide is a mini botany class with extensive details and color pho-
tographs of bark, fl owers, cones, acorns, and berries produced by the trees to better iden-
tify species — with dedicated sections for conifers, fl owers, plants and cultivated trees. 

Compiled by botanical experts who live and play in the Gila National Forest, the guide 
gives insight into 75 tree species that beautify the landscapes of the Gila Wilderness, the 
fi rst designated wilderness in the world.  

Our favorite has to be the section dedicated to our state fl ower, the yucca; ranking a 
close second is the large variety of locust trees, part of Fabaceae — legume family — with 
their white, yellow, and pink fl owers that blossom in the summer. Th e section on junipers 
might have you sneezing in sympathy as you become more familiar with the species of the 
Juniperus that polleninate  our southwest springtime in shades of yellow. 

 Th is book is recommended for anyone who is a botanist-at-heart or wants the answer 
to the question, “What kind of tree is that?” 

1. Why did you decide to write this book?
I wanted to describe how SAR operates in New Mexico 

and the oft en-extraordinary eff orts required by volunteers 
to save people in harm’s way. New Mexico has a statewide 
search and rescue system that is managed and performed 
by volunteers, making it unique from all other states.

2. What was your most moving/
      memorable SAR experience?

Being part of a team that saved a woman’s life. She and 
her husband had been lost for three days in the Burro 
Mountains in early July, and she had refused to drink any 
water for fear of giardia. Aft er locating her, our team as-
sisted with her evacuation by helicopter. We later learned 
that she would have died in less than an hour had we not 
found her

3. What is the one thing people can 
      do if they find themselves lost?

If you can safely retrace your steps to a familiar place 
and walk yourself out, do so. If not, stay put and hunker 
down to await a rescue. Two sections in my book provide 
details on how to stay safe and avoid becoming the subject 
of a rescue mission.

4. What are you working on now? 
      Tell us a little about that:

I grew up at the dawn of the Space Age and have long 
been interested in outer space and what it takes to trav-
el and live there. In 2019, I served as commander of an 
international crew simulating a two-week mission on Mars 
at the Mars Desert Research Station operated by the Mars 
Society in Utah. I’ve been selected to serve as commander 
for another Mars-simulation mission in 2022 and follow-
ing that plan to write a book.


