
	 The Hotel St. Francis is about to 

undergo a renovation inspired both by the 

property’s name (the patron saint of Santa 

Fe) and by the presence of Franciscan 

missionaries in New Mexico beginning in 

the late 16th and early 17th centuries.

	 “The purity of this (historical) style, 

bordering on austere, will allow hotel guests 

to unwind from their busy lives and enjoy 

a moment of relaxation and kindness,” the 

hotel’s design concept states.  “The Hotel 

St. Francis will become a refuge that leaves 

a lasting impression upon one’s mind, heart 

and soul.”

	 The property, 210 Don Gaspar Avenue, 

in downtown Santa Fe, was purchased 

by Heritage Hotels and Resorts, Inc., an 

Albuquerque company, in a transaction that 

closed last June, said Jim Long, managing 

partner of Heritage.

	 Long is the main investing owner 

of the property.  There are also smaller 

participating investors who have been 

investors of Heritage for several years, a 

spokeswoman said.

	 Long discussed the remodeling of 

Hotel St. Francis in a recent interview at his 

Albuquerque offices. Heritage also owns 

The Lodge at Santa Fe and Hotel Plaza 

Real in Santa Fe.  The company has other 

properties in Albuquerque, Las Cruces, and 

Rio Rico, Arizona.

	 The planned renovation of Hotel St. 

Francis is estimated to cost “several million 

dollars,” Long said.  		

Heritage will use a loan from First Community 

Bank, which Long characterized as “a great 

partner to us,” to finance the project.  

	 “I have extraordinary confidence 

in Santa Fe as one of the world’s great 

destinations,” Long said in explaining 

his intent to move forward with the hotel 

renovation in the midst of an economic 

recession that has resulted in a sharp drop 

in visitors to Santa Fe.

	 “Certainly there will be challenges in 

2009, but I remain highly confident in the 

Santa Fe hotel market,” he said.  

	 Work is expected to begin on the hotel 

within a few weeks, with completion of all 

the rooms by the beginning of June.  “We’re 

moving forward quickly,” Long said.  

	 The hotel will remain open throughout 

the construction process.  When complete, 

the hotel will have 82 rooms, one fewer 

than before.  The outside of the hotel will be 

unchanged.

	 As a result of the renovation, Long 

expects a “slight increase in room rates” at 

the hotel.  “It won’t be a gigantic increase, 

but some.”  

	 Room rates for a three-day stay in 

January at the Hotel St. Francis range from 

$70 per day for a standard-double room to 

$229 per day for a deluxe king room.

	 “We’ve been working on the 

construction and design of the property 

for the last three months,” he said.  “The 

design concept is that the Hotel St. Francis 

will remain a hotel but with its root in the 

Franciscan monasteries of New Mexico.”  

	 People these days are inundated with 

information and technology,” Long said. 

“They need a place to go” where they can 

escape from that kind of pressure.  

	 Long and his family are close to the 

Franciscans: They spent a year in Florence, 

where they visited many churches, including 

Santa Croce, the city’s principal Franciscan 

church.  

	 And Long’s uncle, Father Salvador 

Aragon, is a Franciscan priest who spent 

many years as rector of what is now the 

Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi in 

Santa Fe; he is now in Los Ojos.

	 Some elements of the hotel’s public 

spaces include simply designed leather and 

wood furniture, a wood-burning fireplace, 

traditional wooden chandeliers and a large 

stone baptismal font.  There also will be a 

small chapel with a hand-crafted altar.

	 The color white will predominate 

throughout the hotel, both in the public 

spaces and in the guest rooms, resulting in 

a feeling of simplicity, Long said.  

	 In the guest rooms, there will be an 

emphasis on “pared-down beauty,” with 

walls, draperies, bedding and blankets in 

various shades of white, gray, and brown.  

	 There will be information about the 

Franciscan missionaries in each room as 

well as art depicting New Mexico chapels, 

moradas and churches.  

	 This is not to say that the hotel patrons 

will be cut off from the world.  Every room will 

contain televisions and computer hookups.  

“There will be elements of technology, but 

they will be hidden from view,” Long said.  

	 The hotel’s bar will focus on serving 

quality wines, the design concept said, that 

will complement the food served in the 

hotel’s restaurant, where the emphasis will 

be on fresh, organic and locally grown food, 

Long said.

	 The history of the Hotel St. Francis is 

long and colorful.  

	 It starts with the Palace Hotel, which 

was built in 1881 on Marcy Street and 

Washington Avenue.  It was a Victorian 

structure with towers and included what 

a report prepared for Heritage Hotels and 

Resorts calls a “quasi-Mansard-roof.”  

	 The Palace was Santa Fe’s most 

elegant hotel and hosted balls, inaugurals 

and other festivities.

	 According to the report, the Palace 

became the De Vargas Hotel sometime 

between 1910 and 1913.  In 1922, it 

burned to the ground, at an estimated loss 

of $125,000.  It was said to have been the 

largest fire in Santa Fe in 300 years.  

	 The De Vargas was then rebuilt in an 

area bounded by Don Gaspar, Water Street 

and Ortiz Street, where Hotel St. Francis is 

now situated.  

	 The new hotel “continued to be a 

social and political hub,” the report said, and 

the hotel gained a reputation as a popular 

watering hole, especially for Democrats.

	 By the 1970’s, the reputation of the 

De Vargas Hotel had declined, in large 

part due to its outdated rooms and lack of 

amenities.  

	 The New Mexican, in a 1985 story, 

said the hotel by then was a haven for 

transient and low-budget travelers.  		

The De Vargas Hotel closed for good in 

1986 after the property had been acquired 

by Mike Cerletti, now secretary of the state 

Tourism Department, and a partnership.  

	 The hotel reopened as the Hotel 

St. Francis in 1987 after a $3.2 million 

renovation.  “We will keep the hotel the way 

it was as much as possible,” Cerletti was 

quoted at the time in The New Mexican.  

“We’re doing the hotel as a federal historical 

preservation project to qualify for investor 

tax credits.”

The Franciscan Touch
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Multimillion-dollar renovation will focus on simplicity
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