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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—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

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 falconeditorial@rowman.com.

Thanks for your input!
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Introduction

To create Best Easy Day Hikes: Big Bend National Park, I’ve selected the easier, more scenic hikes from my comprehensive Hiking Big Bend  book, also published by FalconGuides, and edited them for this new book. This book is aimed at park visitors with limited time or ability to hike the park’s longer, harder trails. It is also directed at families with young children for whom the park’s harder trails would be very difficult. The selected hikes are easy routes to some of the park’s most scenic destinations. Trailheads are easy to find and mostly on paved roads. The selected trails are popular, well marked, and with few route-finding difficulties. The longest is 5.6 miles round-trip; most are considerably less. With the exception of the Lost Mine and Window Trails, elevation gain is generally quite modest.

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 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 lead 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—Leave No Trace

A few simple rules and courtesies will help preserve the natural environment and allow others to enjoy their outdoor experiences. 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 parks, 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 national park—at the Chisos Basin, Rio Grande Village, and Castolon. Showers and limited RV sites with hookups can be found at Rio Grande Village. Many 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 permit must be obtained online at recreation.gov or in person at Panther Junction or the Chisos Basin Visitor Center ahead of time. During busy times of year, November through April—and especially Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and college spring break—it may be difficult to obtain a campsite anywhere in the park. Reserve online well ahead of time if you plan to visit then. If your plans change, be sure to cancel your reservations. Although there is often little or no refund for cancellations, it will free up the site for another park visitor. Within certain guidelines, most of the rest of the park is open to backcountry camping. As with the Chisos Mountains, you must obtain a permit, 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 attract 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 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 go.

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. Your camp must be set up at least 100 yards away from the trail and, ideally, out of sight.

Carry out all your trash. Food containers are much lighter once the contents have been consumed and are easy to carry. Improve the area for future visitors by taking out trash 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 in a zip-top plastic bag 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-ofway. 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 the national park trails described in this guide. However, mountain bikes are allowed along the many miles of back roads in the park.

Dogs are not allowed on any of the national park trails because of their potential to disturb or threaten wildlife and create sanitation problems. There are
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