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			Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

			Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible.  However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.

			We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

			The Globe Pequot Press

			Reader Response/Editorial Department

			P.O. Box 480

			Guilford, CT  06437

			Or you may e-mail us at:

			editorial@GlobePequot.com

			Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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			The Rio Grande flows tranquilly above Hot Springs Canyon.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			For hikers and backpackers in Texas, Big Bend National Park is the state’s number one destination. More than 1,200 square miles of undeveloped land beckon with endless miles of trails and cross-country routes. The park is not only the largest tract of public land in Texas but is also one of the best examples of Chihuahuan Desert in the country.

			The Chihuahuan Desert sprawls across a vast expanse of northern Mexico, West Texas, and southern New Mexico. Like other deserts, it is defined as an area of low precipitation, generally less than 10 inches per year at lower elevations. Specific plant communities and climate patterns differentiate the Chihuahuan Desert from other deserts. One plant in particular, the lechuguilla, is unique to the Chihuahuan Desert. The plant, growing in a green rosette of thick, fibrous leaves tipped with wicked spines, quickly makes itself apparent to unwary hikers at Big Bend.

			Like islands in a sea, rugged mountain ranges dot the vast lowland expanses of the Chihuahuan Desert. Some of these mountains, such as the Chisos Mountains at Big Bend, reach high enough elevations to attract additional rainfall. The additional rain and cooler temperatures allow forests to grow on the upper slopes of these ranges. A forest of pinyon pine, juniper, and oak cloaks the Chisos Mountains; bigger ranges, such as the Sierra del Carmen across the river from the park in Mexico, contain lush forests of Arizona pine, Douglas-fir, aspen, and other trees.

			Water is of paramount importance in the desert country of Big Bend National Park. Plants adapt to the hot, dry terrain by growing small leaves. Waxy coatings limit transpiration of water by plants. Cacti have done away with leaves altogether. Plants such as the ocotillo only produce leaves after sufficient rainfall. Seeds of many annuals will not even germinate in dry years; when they do germinate, they develop, flower, and fruit quickly, before the moisture disappears. Animals also adapt to the arid conditions. Most come out to feed and hunt only at night during cooler temperatures. The kangaroo rat never has to drink at all; it obtains water from its food.

			Because water is scarce at Big Bend, springs and water holes are particularly valuable. Permanent creeks are rare. One major exception, the Rio Grande, creates a long, narrow oasis, a ribbon of green along the southern boundary of the park. The river and springs are vital to the park’s wildlife.

			The many trails at Big Bend National Park visit some of these springs and the deep canyons of the Rio Grande. They wander through the high, wooded peaks of the Chisos Mountains and past the ruins of old ranches and settlements. This guide will help take you to many places that park visitors unwilling to leave their cars will never see. Some of the most spectacular scenery in Texas awaits you.

		

		
			Backcountry Ethics

			A few simple rules and courtesies will help preserve the natural environment and allow others to enjoy their outdoor experience. Every hiker has at least a slight impact on the land and other visitors. Your goal should be to minimize that impact. Some of the rules and suggestions may seem overly restrictive and confining; however, with increasing use of the park, such rules have become more necessary. All can be followed with little inconvenience and will contribute to a better outdoor experience for you and others.

			Camping

			Three developed campgrounds lie within the park, at the Basin, Rio Grande Village, and Castolon. Showers can be found at Rio Grande Village. Several primitive car campsites are found along the park’s back roads. Hikers have innumerable options for backcountry camping. Within the popular Chisos Mountains, backpackers must use designated sites scattered throughout the high country. A free permit must be obtained at Panther Junction or the Basin visitor center ahead of time. During busy times, such as Thanksgiving, Christmas, and college spring break, it may be difficult to obtain a site in the mountains. Within certain guidelines, most of the rest of the park is open to backcountry camping. As with the Chisos Mountains, a free permit must be obtained, but you are not restricted to specific sites.

			Camp at least 100 yards away from water sources. The vegetation at creeks and springs is often the most fragile. Camping well away prevents trampling and destruction of plant life. Destruction of vegetation usually leads to erosion and muddying of water sources. Additionally, camping 100 yards away prevents runoff of wash water, food scraps, and human waste into the water supply. In desert areas, a spring may be the only water source for miles. If you camp too close, you may keep wildlife from reaching vital water. Dry camps have advantages—they are usually warmer and have fewer insects.

			 Pick a level site that won’t require modification to be usable. Don’t destroy vegetation as you set up camp. The ideal camp is probably on bare desert ground in the lower areas of the park. Don’t trench around the tent site; choose a site with good natural drainage. If possible, pick a site that has already been used so that you won’t trample another. If you remove rocks, sticks, or other debris, replace them when you depart. You want to leave no trace of your visit when you leave.

			Be courteous—don’t pitch your tent right next to other people’s camp. Remember, they are probably out in the backcountry to get away from crowds, too. For similar reasons, avoid creating excessive noise. Camp must be set up at least 100 yards away from the trail and, ideally, out of sight.

			Carry out all of your trash, including cigarette butts. Food containers are much lighter once the contents have been consumed and are easy to carry. Improve the area for future visitors and take out trash that others have left behind.

		

		
			When available, such as in the high Chisos Mountains, use backcountry toilets. Otherwise, dig a 6- to 8-inch-deep hole as far away from water, campsites, and trails as possible and bury human wastes. Carry out toilet paper along with the rest of your trash.

			Because wood is scarce in desert country, fires are prohibited. In addition, wildfires can start easily in the dry terrain and campfires leave scars that are slow to heal. For cooking purposes, backpacking stoves are much easier, quicker, and more efficient.

			A few areas are closed to backcountry camping, including any sites within 0.5 mile of a road, a developed area, the Mariscal Mine, or Hot Springs. Also, don’t camp within 100 yards of a historical or an archaeological site. Common sense dictates that you don’t camp near a cliff edge or in a dry, flood-prone wash. Within the Chisos Mountains, several areas are closed to campers: the Basin and the north section of the Chisos Mountains, including the area along the Lost Mine Trail, Pine Canyon, Green Gulch, and the high ridge that includes Pulliam and Vernon Bailey Peaks. Two other restricted areas include the part of Burro Mesa that lies above 3,400 feet in elevation and within 100 yards of any tinaja on Mesa de Anguila.

			The Trail

			Don’t shortcut switchbacks on the trail. Switchbacks were built to ease the grade on climbs and to limit erosion. Shortcutting, although it may be shorter, usually takes more effort and causes erosion.

			Always give horses and other pack animals the right of way. Stand well away from the trail and make no sudden movements or noises that could spook the animals. Motorized and mechanized vehicles, including mountain bikes, are prohibited on all park trails. Likewise, pets are not allowed because of their potential to disturb or threaten wildlife. There are no kennels in the park, so it’s best to leave them at home if you plan to hike.

			If you smoke, stop in a safe spot and make sure that cigarettes and matches are dead out before proceeding. Be sure to take your butts with you. Don’t smoke in windy and dry conditions.

			Don’t do anything to disturb the natural environment. No hunting is allowed in the park. Don’t cut trees or other plants. Resist the temptation to pick wildflowers. Don’t blaze trees, carve initials on rocks, or add improvements to campsites. Don’t remove any Indian relics or historic items. All such artifacts are protected by law in the park and are important to future visitors.

			Rules and regulations can be boring and tedious, but they will help make sure that Big Bend National Park remains the gem that it is for future generations.

			Safety

			With preparation and good judgment, few mishaps should occur on your hikes. The following sections elaborate on some of the potential hazards that you may encounter on the trail. Don’t let the list scare you; most mishaps are easily prevented.

		

		
			Weather

			More emergencies at Big Bend are probably related to weather than any other factor. Not surprisingly, heat causes many problems in the region, particularly from April to October. The desert heat can be brutal in summer. Shade temperatures of greater than 110 degrees Fahrenheit are not uncommon.

			On your hikes, carry and drink adequate water. For long hikes in hot weather, plan to carry at least a gallon of water per person per day. Wear a broad-brimmed hat and use sunscreen. Even summer hikes in the Chisos Mountains will usually be quite warm, especially in May and June before the summer rains begin. If you do summer hikes in desert areas of the park, try to start early in the morning to avoid the worst of the heat. Don’t push as hard, take frequent breaks, and carry lots of water. All but the shortest desert trails are best left for cooler times of the year.

			Excessive heat and dehydration can cause many serious physical problems, from headaches and nausea to heart and kidney failure. A common effect is heat exhaustion. Symptoms of heat exhaustion include skin that is still moist and sweaty, but you may feel weak, dizzy, irritable, nauseated, or have muscle cramps. Find a cool, shady place to rest, drink plenty of liquids, and eat a few crackers or other source of salt. After you feel better, keep drinking plenty of liquids and limit physical activity. Hike out during a cooler time of day. The condition is not usually serious, but go to a doctor as soon as possible.

			Heat stroke is less common, but can develop with prolonged exposure to very hot conditions. It occurs when the body’s temperature regulation system stops functioning, resulting in a rapid rise in body temperature. The skin is hot, flushed, and bone-dry. Confusion and unconsciousness can quickly follow. Heat stroke is life-threatening. Immediately get the victim into the coolest available place. Remove excess clothes and dampen skin and remaining clothes with water. Fan the victim for additional cooling. If a cool stream or pond is nearby, consider immersing the victim. You must get the body temperature down quickly. Seek medical help immediately.

			At the other temperature extreme, cold can also be a hazard at Big Bend. Even in the hot desert areas, sudden thunderstorms in late summer can drench you and, at the least, make you uncomfortably cool. In the Chisos Mountains, temperatures can plummet in storms. When combined with wet clothes or lack of shelter, such conditions can lead to hypothermia.

			Hypothermia occurs when the body’s internal temperature falls. If conditions turn wet and cold and a member of your party begins to slur speech, shiver constantly, or becomes clumsy, sleepy, or unreasonable, immediately get the hiker into shelter and out of wet clothes. Give the victim warm liquids to drink and get him into a sleeping bag with one or more people. Skin-to-skin contact conducts body heat to the victim most effectively. This is not a time for modesty; you may save the victim’s life.

			The weather at Big Bend is usually very temperate in winter, but fronts and storms can blow in quickly. Snow usually blankets the mountains at least a time or two every winter. During and after such storms, park temperatures can often fall well below freezing.

		

		
			It’s easy to prepare for most cold weather problems. Always take extra warm clothes, especially in winter, in the Chisos Mountains, and on extended hikes. Wool and some synthetics still retain some insulating capability when wet; cotton is worthless. Rain gear is essential, especially on hikes in the mountains in late summer and early fall. Carry a reliable tent on longer trips. Hole up and wait for the bad weather to pass, rather than attempting a long hike out. Most storms at Big Bend, especially in summer, are of short duration.

			Temperature extremes are not the only weather-related hazard; lightning from storms poses another threat. When thunderstorms appear, seek lower ground. Stay off hilltops and away from lone trees and open areas. Lightning makes exposed mountain peaks and ridges especially hazardous. The most common thunderstorms at Big Bend develop in late summer afternoons. Plan to start your hikes early to reach the high peaks and ridges of the Chisos Mountains by lunchtime so that you can leave those areas before storms appear. If you get caught in a lightning storm, seek shelter in a low-lying grove of small, equal-size trees, if possible. Put down your metal-framed packs, tripods, and metal tent poles and move well away from them.

			Although floods would not seem to be a threat in the desert terrain of Big Bend National Park, sudden downpours, especially in late summer, can turn a dry wash into a raging, muddy torrent in minutes. Stay out of narrow canyons boxed in by cliffs during heavy rains. Even though you may be in sunshine, watch the weather upstream from you. Camp well above and away from the Rio Grande. For evidence of the river’s past floods, take a look at the high water mark on the wall of the bathroom at the Santa Elena Canyon parking area. The river is not even in sight, yet it rose enough to flood the parking area. In addition, never camp in that tempting sandy site in the bottom of a dry desert wash. Storms upstream from you can send water sweeping down desert washes with unbelievable fury.

			Conditioning

			Good physical conditioning will make your trip safer and much more pleasant. Do not push yourself too hard, especially on the steep, higher elevation trails of the Chisos Mountains. If you have been sedentary for a long time, consider getting a physical exam before starting hiking. Ease into hiking; start with the easy hikes and graduate to more difficult ones. This guide lists everything from short, barrier-free routes to rugged, multi-day backpacks. Pick a trail that fits your ability. Do not push your party any harder or faster than its weakest member can handle comfortably. Know your limits. When you get tired, rest or turn back. Remember, you are out here to have fun.

			Be prepared for the hike. Read this guidebook and the specific hike description. Study maps and other books on the area. Carry all necessary equipment to ensure comfort and safety. Every effort has been made to create a guidebook that is as accurate and current as possible, but a few errors may still creep in. Additionally, roads and trails change. Signs can disappear, springs can dry up, roads can wash out, and trails can be rerouted. Talk to park rangers about current road and trail conditions and water sources. Check the weather forecast. Find out the abilities and desires of your hiking companions before hitting the trail.

		

		
			Altitude

			Only the Chisos Mountains attain a very high elevation in the park. Since the highest peak reaches only 7,825 feet, most people will have few breathing problems on any of the hikes in the park. At most, people coming from low elevations may have a little trouble in the higher reaches of the Chisos Mountains. Until you acclimatize, you may suffer from a little shortness of breath and tire more easily. A very few hikers may develop headaches, nausea, fatigue, or other mild symptoms such as swelling of the face, hands, ankles, or other body areas at the highest altitudes. Mild symptoms should not change your plans. Rest for a day or two to acclimate. Retreating a thousand feet or so will often clear up any symptoms. Spending several days at moderate altitude before climbing high will often prevent any problems.

			The Chisos Mountains are not high enough to cause the serious symptoms of altitude sickness, such as pulmonary edema (fluid collecting in the lungs) or cerebral edema (fluid accumulating in the brain), except in very rare cases. Should these symptoms develop, immediately get the victim to lower elevations and medical attention.

			Companions

			Pick your hiking companions wisely. Consider their experience and physical and mental fitness. Try to form groups of relatively similar physical ability. Pick a leader, especially on long trips or with large groups. Ideally, have at least one experienced hiker with the group.

			Too large a group is unwieldy and diminishes the wilderness experience for yourself and others. The park limits group size to a maximum of fifteen people, but an ideal size is probably four. In case of injury, one can stay with the victim, while the other two can hike out for help. Thus no one is left alone. In addition, most of the backcountry campsites in the Chisos Mountains will not accommodate more than six people.

			Leave your travel plans with friends so that they can send help if you do not appear. Allow plenty of time before help is sent; trips often run later than expected.

			Ideally, you should never hike alone, especially cross-country or on the park’s lightly traveled trails. That said, if you do hike alone, inform family or friends of your specific travel plans. Because of the large number of hikers at Big Bend, the park staff cannot keep track of the whereabouts of every hiker. Once you set up your hiking itinerary, do not deviate from it. Otherwise, rescuers will be unable to find you. Upon returning from your hike, immediately call to let your friends know of your return. Never forget to check in at the end of your hike. Nothing will aggravate rescuers more than to find that you were at a bar in Terlingua relaxing with a beer while they were stumbling around in the rain and dark looking for you.

			On short busy hikes or nature trails, such as those at Santa Elena Canyon or Hot Springs, where plenty of other people are around should a mishap occur, such precautions may not be necessary.
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			A hiker looks across the desert from the Southeast Rim of the Chisos Mountains.

		

		
			Water

			Because of the heat and dry air at Big Bend, you must drink plenty of water. In summer, at least a gallon per day is necessary on long hikes. Since many of the springs at Big Bend are unreliable and dependent on recent rainfall, plan to carry all the water you will need. On some of the longer desert hikes it can be physically difficult to carry enough. Springs can help supplement the supply, but be sure to check ahead of time to learn the springs’ current status. Regardless of their believed status, try not to arrive at a spring without at least some water. If the spring had just gone dry, you could be in a difficult situation without some reserve water.

			Because water sources may be contaminated, any water used should be purified before use. You may not get sick if unpurified water is obtained directly from the head of a spring in a little-used area. However, it is best to play it safe and always treat your water.

			Boiling vigorously for ten minutes is a reliable method, but slow and fuel consuming. Mechanical filtration units are available at most outdoors shops. Filters with very small pores strain out bacteria, viruses, cysts, and other microorganisms. Their ability to filter out the smallest organisms, such as viruses, varies from model to model. For very contaminated water, filtration should probably be used in conjunction with chemical treatment.

			Chemical treatment is probably the easiest method, but may not be as effective as filtering. Chlorination is the method used by many municipal water systems, but the use of hyperiodide tablets is probably more controllable and reliable for backpackers. They can be purchased at any outdoors store. Follow the directions carefully. Cold or cloudy water requires more chemical use or longer treatment times. The cleaner that your water is from the start, the better.

			Get your water from springs or upstream from trails and camps if possible. Water taken from tinajas and particularly the Rio Grande is of dubious quality. Except in an emergency, it is best to avoid Rio Grande water altogether. For day hikes, it is usually easier just to carry sufficient water for the day.

			The park allows hikers doing long hikes to cache water along the route ahead of time. If you do cache water for a hike, write your name and expected removal date on the container. Do not leave water caches in historic buildings or other popular visitor use areas. Leave food only if it is stored in a commercial bear-proof canister.

			Stream Crossings

			Crossing all but the smallest of streams poses several hazards. In the desert country at Big Bend, streams are rare and small and generally pose little difficulty in crossing. Except during a flash flood, few of the drainages along the trails in this guide carry any water at all. If any do flood, however, do not attempt to cross them. Just wait; such floods subside very quickly, usually within a few hours at most. When crossing one of the few creeks that often carry water, such as Terlingua or Tornillo Creeks, try to find a broad, slow-moving stretch for your ford. Be careful hopping from rock to rock; they are often unstable and slippery, and can cause a fall or twisted ankle. Undo the waist strap on your backpack for quick removal if necessary. If the water is deep or swift-moving, use a stout walking stick for stability, or even a rope.

		

		
			The Rio Grande is the one significant waterway in the park. Because of its strong currents, deep holes, invisible bottom, and poor water quality, do not swim in or try to cross the river.

			Insects

			One of the pleasures of hiking at Big Bend is its paucity of nuisance insects. However, mosquitoes will hatch after heavy rains, even in desert regions of the park. The most likely time is late summer. A repellent containing DEET will discourage mosquitoes and gnats from bothering you. Camp well away from the river, water holes, streams, and other wet areas. Good mosquito netting on your tent will allow a pleasant night’s sleep. Usually mosquitoes are no problem at all.

			A tent will also keep out nocturnal creatures such as scorpions and centipedes. Bites and stings from scorpions and centipedes found at Big Bend are painful but not usually serious. As long as you use a tent and refrain from turning over rocks or logs, you are unlikely to see any.

			Ticks are rare at Big Bend, unlike in much of Central and East Texas. However, they can carry serious diseases, such as Rocky Mountain spotted fever and Lyme disease, so be aware of them. Use insect repellent and check yourself every night, especially if you have been moving through brush or tall grass. If a tick attaches, remove it promptly. Use tweezers and avoid squeezing the tick as you pull it out. Do not leave the head embedded and do not handle the tick. Apply antiseptic to the bite and wash thoroughly. If you develop a rash or any illness within two or three weeks of the bite, see a doctor.

			Bears and Mountain Lions

			Grizzlies have not roamed Texas for decades, so bear attacks are
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