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The late David Alloway, formerly with the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, did the same for the trails at Big Bend Ranch State Park in the first and second editions. Barrett Durst helped with the new Big Bend Ranch trails in the third edition. Nathanael Gold helped with the fourth edition.

Dennis Vásquez and Mary K. Manning did most project organization for the first edition. I did most of the primary editing but was assisted by Mary K. Manning, Valerie Naylor, and Dennis Vásquez. Fact-checking was done by several members of the Big Bend staff. Thanks also go to the late Carl Robinson of the Big Bend Natural History Association and Randall Green and David Legere of Globe Pequot / FalconGuides for encouraging this project. I also wish to thank Patricia Parent, Earl Nottingham, William Hennessy, Barry Hanlon, Mary Baxter, John Morlock, Heather Ainsworth-Dobbins, David Mettauer, Michael Gentry, Steve Kennedy, and Erica Little for accompanying me on many of the hikes I did for this book. Joanna Ruley-Garza helped with all the administrative work that goes with running a photography and writing business.



[image: All the water flowing from the Basin drains down over a sheer pour-o− at the Window.]
All the water flowing from the Basin drains down over a sheer pour-off at the Window.






1 SOUTH RIM VIA PINNACLES AND BOOT CANYON TRAILS (AND EMORY PEAK)

A backpack or long day hike to the South Rim of the Chisos Mountains via the Pinnacles and Boot Canyon Trails.


Elevation range: 5,400–7,290 feet, not including the Emory Peak side trip

Distance: 6.3 miles one way, not including the Emory Peak side trip

Hiking time: 3–3.5 hours one way

Difficulty: Strenuous

Best season: All (Start early in summer.)

Schedule: Open year-round

Traffic: Heavy

Other trail users: Hikers only

Trail surface: Dirt path

Maps: USGS The Basin, Emory Peak




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_002.png] The trail starts in the Basin at the main trailhead, located near the Basin store, visitor center, and lodge. From the store, follow the sidewalk downhill to the west to the main trailhead sign. GPS: N29 16.208' / W103 18.059'

During busy times, an alternative to parking at the main trailhead is the amphitheater, just to the left and uphill from the entrance of the Chisos Basin Campground. The park particularly encourages overnight backpackers to use the amphitheater parking lot. A short connector trail leads from the amphitheater/campground area to the main trailhead.




THE HIKE

The Pinnacles Trail climbs into the Chisos Mountains to the South Rim, a sheer escarpment on the south side of the high section of the mountains. Views encompass thousands of square miles of desert and mountains, making this one of the most impressive hikes in the park.

From the Basin, the Pinnacles Trail climbs steeply through oaks, pines, junipers, and madrone trees to a high saddle between Toll Mountain and Emory Peak. At this pass, the trail levels out. From here, spectacular views of the Basin, the Window, and the desert far to the west attract the eye. Recent drought years, particularly the incredibly dry 2011, killed many pinyon pines in the Chisos Mountains. A forest fire in April 2021 burned much of the Chisos high country, as you’ll see once you reach the saddle and the junction with the Emory Peak Trail. Some areas were untouched; some were severely burned.

The junction with the Emory Peak Trail lies at the saddle; bear left unless you wish to climb Emory Peak. Option: The right-hand trail, a 1.5-mile spur with about an 800-foot elevation gain, leads to the summit of Emory Peak, the highest point in the Chisos Mountains. It climbs steeply and requires a bit of rock scrambling at the end that can be unnerving to some people. Sheer, vertigo-inducing cliffs drop off from the small summit on several sides. Views from the summit cover 360 degrees and encompass almost the entire park and far beyond. It’s a very worthwhile side trip, but be careful on the exposed summit. Be sure to note your route up the short rock climb at the end; you want to be sure to descend the same way. If you climb Emory Peak, return by the same spur trail to continue toward the South Rim on the main trail. The trail mileages listed do not include the spur trail to Emory Peak.


[image: A hiker enjoys the view from the South Rim.]
A hiker enjoys the view from the South Rim.



The Pinnacles Trail becomes the Boot Canyon Trail after the junction with the Emory Peak Trail in the saddle. It winds through Boot Canyon, so named because of a large, prominent rock formation shaped like an upside-down cowboy boot. The only spring in the high Chisos Mountains that produces enough water to be useful to humans lies in Boot Canyon, but it flows only intermittently. Do not rely on obtaining water from Boot Spring; carry what you need from the trailhead.

Although some trees were burned in the 2021 fire, bigtooth maples, oaks, pines, and junipers shade portions of the Boot Canyon Trail as it winds past seasonal pools of water. The route passes several trail junctions in Boot Canyon, as listed with the trail mileages. Follow the signs and stay with the Boot Canyon Trail all the way to the South Rim.

The South Rim is one of the most scenic areas of the park; vast stretches of Chihuahuan Desert sweep south from the mountain foothills 2,500 vertical feet below. The Rio Grande, almost a vertical mile below and far to the south, and mountains in Mexico are visible on a clear day. Because of this tremendous panorama, the South Rim draws many hikers and backpackers. From the South Rim, trails lead to the East Rim and back to the Basin via Laguna Meadow.

In late summer and early fall, evergreen and littleleaf sumac bear tart, edible berries; pinyon pines produce edible nuts that ripen later in the fall. Claret-cup cactus and prickly pear can be found blooming along these trails from April through June, and
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summer and early fall are the best times to see wildflowers along the Pinnacles and Boot Canyon Trails.

Mountain sage, scarlet bouvardia, two species of penstemon, and skyrocket gilia all have bright red, tubular flowers. Heliopsis has a yellow sunflower-type bloom. The delicate blue plains flax and dark blue dayflowers can be found along shadier sections of the trail.

Look in shady places under pine trees for Mexican squawroot, with its unusual pale yellow stalk that resembles a corncob with yellow flowers in place of kernels. The parasitic squawroot obtains nutrients from pine, oak, and madrone roots below the soil surface and lacks the chlorophyll that makes most plants look green.

The same summer thundershowers that bring wildflowers produce lightning and strong winds. Watch the weather as you hike, and avoid the South Rim, Emory Peak, and other exposed areas during storms. Be sure to carry plenty of warm, dry clothing, even in summer; thunderstorms can make it quite cool and wet. Although winters are generally mild, occasional storms bring snow and cold temperatures to the high mountains traversed by this trail.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start from the Basin trailhead at the initial junction and follow the left fork south toward the South Rim. The trail drops slightly and leaves the developed area.

	0.5 Trail junction. Follow the Pinnacles Trail to the left.

	3.4 The trail levels out on the saddle between Toll Mountain and Emory Peak. Junction with the Emory Peak Trail. Stay left unless you are doing the Emory Peak side trip.

	4.5 Junction with the Colima Trail. Go straight on the Boot Canyon Trail.

	4.8 Junction with the Juniper Canyon Trail. Go straight on the Boot Canyon Trail.

	5.3 Junction with the East Rim Trail. Go right on the Boot Canyon Trail.

	6.3 Arrive at the South Rim.








2 SOUTH RIM VIA LAGUNA MEADOW TRAIL (AND COLIMA TRAIL)

A backpack or long day hike to the South Rim of the Chisos Mountains.


See map on page 25.

Elevation range: 5,400–7,290 feet

Distance: 6.3 miles one way

Hiking time: 3–3.5 hours one way

Difficulty: Strenuous

Best season: All (Start early in summer.)

Schedule: Open year-round

Traffic: Heavy

Other trail users: Equestrians possible but not likely

Trail surface: Dirt path

Maps: USGS The Basin, Emory Peak




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_002.png] The trail starts in the Basin at the main trailhead, located near the Basin store, visitor center, and lodge. From the store, follow the sidewalk downhill to the west to the main trailhead sign. GPS: N29 16.208' / W103 18.059'

During busy times, an alternative to parking at the main trailhead is the amphitheater, just to the left and uphill from the entrance of the Chisos Basin Campground. The park particularly encourages overnight backpackers to use the amphitheater parking lot. A short connector trail leads from the amphitheater/campground area to the main trailhead.




THE HIKE

The South Rim is probably the classic hike of Texas. Although the trip is fairly strenuous, almost any Texas hiker worth his or her salt will someday try to hike to the South Rim. Few other hikes in Texas can surpass the quality and sheer quantity of views along the trail. On clear days, the views cover most of the Texas Big Bend country and far into Mexico.

To fully enjoy the trip, try to allow two or three days on the trail. People in good shape can do the round-trip hike in one day, however. Not surprisingly, the hike is popular. Although there are many designated primitive campsites, it may be difficult to obtain one during Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, or college spring break.


[image: chpt_fig_006.png]


This route to the South Rim is less steep than the other primary route using the Pinnacles and Boot Canyon Trails, although it still requires the same net elevation gain. Often the two routes are combined into a loop trip. Water can sometimes be obtained in a pinch at Boot Spring, but do not count on it without checking on the spring’s status before you start; it does dry up at times. It is best to carry all the water you will need.


[image: Aspens cling to the slopes of Emory Peak above Laguna Meadow.]
Aspens cling to the slopes of Emory Peak above Laguna Meadow.



The hike will be hot in summer, but the terrain is high and wooded enough for the trek to be enjoyable. Get an early start for the climb out of the Basin. The trail is also good in winter, but be prepared for the occasional winter storm. The mountains usually get a few snows every year, but these are usually light and short-lived.

The trail starts from the bottom of the parking lot and immediately hits a three-way junction. As with all trail junctions in the Chisos Mountains, this one is well marked. Go left, toward the South Rim. The trail forks again in a short distance; go right onto the Laguna Meadow Trail. Ignore the Chisos Basin Loop Trail forking left after about 0.5 mile.

The trail climbs steadily south up a drainage below Emory Peak. Multiple switchbacks take you higher and higher until the trail reaches a small divide at the head of the drainage. To most hikers’ relief, the trail ceases climbing for a short distance as it crosses the grassy flats of Laguna Meadow. Junipers and pinyons dot the small valley. A fire swept through here a number of years ago, burning some of the forest, but there are still good shade trees under which you can relax before resuming the climb. More recently, drought has killed many trees in the Chisos Mountains, particularly the pinyon pines.

From Laguna Meadow the trail climbs southeast below the rocky talus slopes of Emory Peak. Look carefully at the talus slopes; a few aspens cling to life here—remnants of a cooler, wetter climate that once allowed aspens, Douglas firs, Arizona pines, and other trees to thrive in the Chisos Mountains. Today, only a few scattered stands of these trees survive.

The Blue Creek Trail forks to the right only a short distance above Laguna Meadow. Continue climbing toward the South Rim. After less than a mile, the Colima Trail turns off to the left. It is a shortcut to Boot Canyon and Boot Spring. Continue straight toward the South Rim. The trail soon levels out, and the rest of the hike to the South Rim is relatively easy. A forest fire in April 2021 burned much of the Chisos high country, as you’ll see once you pass the junction with the Colima Trail. Some areas were untouched; others were severely burned.

The South Rim is a large escarpment along the southern edge of the high part of the Chisos Mountains. From the rim the mountains drop off in precipitous cliffs and steep, rubble-choked slopes to the desert thousands of feet below. Views stretch for miles, far beyond the Rio Grande into Mexico. If you are camping, there are few better places in Texas to watch the sunrise and sunset. Unfortunately, in recent years the views have greatly declined in quality as Mexico has developed new power plants and industries with few pollution controls. When added to pollution from American sources, the haze greatly diminishes the view at times.

The trail follows the rim to the northeast, going a short distance to the junction with the Boot Canyon and East Rim Trails. Both are very scenic trails that offer good potential as loop routes when combined with this trail.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Basin trailhead.

	3.8 Junction with the Blue Creek Trail just past Laguna Meadow. Stay left.

	4.6 Junction with the Colima Trail. Go straight toward the South Rim.

	6.3 Arrive at junction with the Boot Canyon and East Rim Trails on South Rim.




[image: Fog swirls around Emory Peak above a hiker at Laguna Meadow.]
Fog swirls around Emory Peak above a hiker at Laguna Meadow.








3 EAST RIM

A day hike along a very scenic section of the South Rim of the Chisos Mountains.


See map on page 25.

Elevation range: 7,000–7,470 feet

Distance: 3.3 miles one way (plus 5.3 miles to reach trailhead)

Hiking time: 1.5–2 hours one way (not including time to reach trailhead)

Difficulty: Easy to moderate (not including the effort to reach the trailhead)

Best season: All (Start early in summer.)

Schedule: Closed Feb 1 through May 31 for peregrine falcon nesting

Traffic: Moderate

Other trail users: Hikers only

Trail surface: Dirt path

Maps: USGS Emory Peak




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_002.png] This trail forms a side loop off the Boot Canyon Trail. The trail can be hiked in either direction. In this description, the trail is described traveling from the north end in Boot Canyon to the south end on the South Rim. GPS: Boot Canyon Junction: N29 14.182' / W103 18.021'; South Rim Junction: N29 13.850' / W103 17.922'




THE HIKE

This trail makes a loop along the East Rim section of the South Rim area of the high Chisos Mountains. A high, sheer escarpment characterizes the South Rim, where the scrub woodland of the Chisos drops rapidly down into the Chihuahuan Desert below. The high elevation and steep cliffs along this route offer some of the best views in Texas.

A forest fire in April 2021 burned much of the Chisos high country, including the East Rim. As you’ll see, some areas were untouched; others were severely burned.

This hike is usually done as part of a combination with the Laguna Meadow, Boot Canyon, or Pinnacles Trail. Although the combined trails can be done as a long, strenuous day hike, most people do the hike as a one- or two-night backpack. Water can sometimes be obtained at Boot Spring, but it is not a reliable source. Plan to carry all that you need.

Peregrine falcons often nest along the section of the South Rim traversed by this trail. If falcons are in residence, this trail is generally closed from early spring to midsummer. Be sure to ask about the trail’s status before hiking all the way up to it.

The upper parts of the Chisos Mountains harbor a small area of woodland surrounded by a sea of desert. The high elevations are cooler and attract additional precipitation that allows trees to grow. Most of the woodland consists of a scrubby forest of pinyon pine, juniper, and oak. One tree, the Mexican drooping juniper—noticeable because it looks perpetually wilted—is found nowhere else in the United States. Another tree, the Chisos oak, is also not known to occur anywhere else.

In more sheltered areas of the mountains, such as Boot Canyon, where this trail starts, protection from wind and sun allows scattered stands of Arizona pine, Arizona cypress, bigtooth maple, and Douglas fir to grow. These trees were more common in centuries



[image: A hiker enjoys the sunset from the Chisos Mountains’ precipitous East Rim.]
A hiker enjoys the sunset from the Chisos Mountains’ precipitous East Rim.
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past, when the climate was cooler and wetter. Recent drought, especially the very dry 2011, and the 2021 forest fire have killed many of the trees in the Chisos Mountains.

The trail starts in the bottom of Boot Canyon at a fork with the Boot Canyon Trail. It climbs steadily out of the canyon, heading east overall. After a mile or so, the trail reaches the high point of the hike and levels out as it nears the northeast corner of the East Rim. Views stretching northeast across Juniper Canyon to Crown Mountain and beyond are tremendous. The trail gradually turns south and then southwest as it curves around the various sections of the East Rim, following the edge of the massive escarpment for much of the way. New views continually open up of vast sweeps of mountain and desert. If the light is right, silver glints of sun reveal the Rio Grande far to the south.

Unfortunately, new power plants and industrial developments in Mexico have been built without strong pollution controls. When combined with pollution from American sources, the resulting haze sometimes mars the views from the Chisos Mountains. In addition, acid rain and other environmental problems may be resulting from the pollution.

The trail ends at a junction with the Boot Canyon Trail at its terminus on the South Rim. If time allows, plan to spend a night or two somewhere on or near the South or East Rim. It is hard to find a better spot to watch the sunrise or sunset in Texas.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start from the trailhead at junction with Boot Canyon Trail down in Boot Canyon.

	1.4 Reach the northeast corner of the East Rim.

	3.3 Arrive at junction with the Boot Canyon Trail on the South Rim.





[image: Clouds cloak the lower peaks below the East Rim of the Chisos Mountains.]
Clouds cloak the lower peaks below the East Rim of the Chisos Mountains.








4 JUNIPER CANYON

A day hike or backpack down one of the major canyons that drains the high Chisos Mountains.


Elevation range: 7,100–3,980 feet

Distance: 6.2 miles one way

Hiking time: 3–3.5 hours one way

Difficulty: Strenuous

Best season: All (Start early in summer.)

Schedule: Open year-round

Traffic: Light

Other trail users: Hikers only

Trail surface: Dirt path

Maps: USGS The Basin, Emory Peak, Glenn Spring

Special considerations: Check with a ranger for current road conditions.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_002.png] The trail is reached on foot by taking the Pinnacles and Boot Spring Trails to Boot Canyon. The Pinnacles Trail starts at the Chisos Basin trailhead by the Basin store and visitor center. It is 4.8 miles from the Basin trailhead to the start of the Juniper Canyon Trail in Boot Canyon. GPS: N29 14.454' / W103 17.847'

The lower trailhead of the Juniper Canyon Trail lies at the end of the dirt Juniper Canyon Road. The road is a spur off Glenn Spring Road. Both roads usually require high clearance or four-wheel drive. GPS: N29 13.545' / W103 14.587'


[image: Sunrise lights Juniper Canyon and the East Rim from the Lost Mine Trail.]
Sunrise lights Juniper Canyon and the East Rim from the Lost Mine Trail.
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THE HIKE

Hikers often take the Juniper Canyon Trail as part of the Outer Mountain Loop, but it is worthy of a long day hike as well if hiked from the lower trailhead at the end of Juniper Canyon Road. When hiked as part of the Outer Mountain Loop, backpackers combine it with the Dodson and Blue Creek Trails. When the Juniper Canyon Trail is combined with other trails, it usually requires a multiday backpack. If a shuttle is arranged, the trail can be done as a strenuous one-way day hike between the Basin and the Juniper Canyon Road trailheads.

The upper part of the Juniper Canyon Trail is generally warm but pleasant in summer. The lower parts can get quite hot, however. Although winters are usually temperate, fall and spring are probably the ideal times for the hike.

The trail begins in the Chisos Mountains in Boot Canyon, climbs a short distance, then descends fairly steeply through pinyon pine, oak, and juniper to Upper Juniper Spring. The section of trail from Boot Canyon to the spring is closed to camping except in designated sites; campers should look for sites below the short spur trail to the spring. A sign marks the start of the area of zone camping, where you don’t have to camp in a designated site. The route up and down Juniper Canyon is used by many animals in addition to hikers, so campers should take precautions to avoid encounters with black bears.


[image: Juniper Canyon lies far below the Lost Mine Trail in this view.]
Juniper Canyon lies far below the Lost Mine Trail in this view.
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Upper Juniper Spring, set in a lovely grove of oaks, does not flow reliably year-round, so be sure to carry plenty of water. If you do collect water here, purify it before drinking. Several rectangular concrete stock tanks, pipes, and lengths of fence wire remain from Big Bend’s ranching era and attest to the scarcity of water. Early landowners went to great lengths to provide water for their stock by clearing out springs, building tanks such as these, and sometimes even pumping water up steep slopes to pastures. In the early 1900s ranchers considered grasslands in the canyons and higher elevations of the Chisos Mountains to be some of the best grazing lands in West Texas.

Below Upper Juniper Spring, the terrain gradually becomes less steep and the trail enters more grassland, punctuated by sotol and the occasional juniper tree. Pleasant campsites can be found in this area. Hikers traveling the trail in spring may notice a heavy grape-like fragrance; look for the purple flower clusters and shiny deep green leaves of Texas mountain laurel lining the trail and washes. Near the end of Juniper Canyon Road, the trail ends and the east end of the Dodson Trail starts.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start on the Juniper Canyon Trail in Boot Canyon.

	2.6 Pass Upper Juniper Spring.

	6.2 Arrive at the lower trailhead at Juniper Canyon Road.








5 DODSON

A backpack, extended backpack, or long day hike between Juniper Canyon and Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch.


Elevation range: 3,850–5,280 feet

Distance: 10.5 miles one way

Hiking time: 5.5–6 hour one way

Difficulty: Strenuous

Best season: Oct through Mar

Schedule: Open year-round

Traffic: Light

Other trail users: Equestrians possible but not likely

Trail surface: Dirt path

Maps: USGS Emory Peak, Glenn Spring

Special considerations: Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch is a convenient site for backpackers traveling the Outer Mountain Loop to cache water and food ahead of time. Do not leave caches in the historic ranch buildings; put them in the large metal bear-proof storage boxes located a short distance down the trail from the Homer Wilson Blue Creek trailhead. Write your name and expected removal date on the containers.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_002.png] The Dodson Trail has two trailheads, one at each end. The eastern trailhead is located at the end of Juniper Canyon Road, a primitive dirt road that joins Glenn Spring Road 1.5 miles north of Glenn Spring. This is also a trailhead of the Juniper Canyon Trail, forming a connection between the two trails. There is a bear-proof storage box at the trailhead if food or water caches need to be set up. GPS: N29 13.545'š/šW103 14.587'

The western trailhead is at Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch, located along the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive 8.1 miles south of its junction with the Panther Junction–Study Butte highway. One trailhead of the Blue Creek Trail is also located here, so hikers may continue directly from the Dodson Trail onto the Blue Creek Trail. GPS: N29 12.993' / W103 22.162'




THE HIKE

The Dodson Trail crosses the rugged, mountainous terrain of the northern Sierra Quemada (Spanish for “burned mountains”), a southern extension of the Chisos Mountains. Passing below the South Rim of the high Chisos, the trail crosses several major drainages, including Juniper Draw, Fresno Creek, Smoky Creek, and Blue Creek. Hikers must therefore cross the high ridges that divide these drainages, repeatedly gaining then losing elevation. The total elevation gain is thus more than just the difference between the highest and lowest points of the hike. The trail requires a total gain of about 2,000 feet traveling east to west and 1,800 feet traveling west to east. However, at the high points, broad wilderness vistas reward hikers for their exertions. A trail sign says “11.5 miles” for the Dodson Trail. However, a recent GPS measurement done by the park indicated a total distance of 10.5 miles.

Part or all of the Dodson Trail may be hiked in conjunction with other trails, including Juniper Canyon, Elephant Tusk, Smoky Creek, and Blue Creek Trails. Probably the most common combination is the Outer Mountain Loop, which combines the Pinnacles, Boot Canyon, Juniper Canyon, Blue Creek, and Laguna Meadow Trails with this hike.



[image: The sun rises over the western end of the Dodson Trail.]
The sun rises over the western end of the Dodson Trail.



The Dodson Trail passes through a broad ecotone between the forested Chisos Mountains and the arid desert. Ecotones are borders or transition zones between ecologic zones. Here the ecotone shares characteristics of both mountain and desert, so you may find moisture-loving plants such as oak, fern, and mountain laurel growing in isolated pockets in sheltered canyons as well as dry desert plants growing on exposed slopes and ridges.

Plants and animals that live in an ecotone may be outside of their ideal environment. When they try to live in this marginal habitat, individuals are often forced to adapt to new conditions. When successful, they may pass on these new traits to their offspring, providing a versatility that may help the species cope with changes in the climate. Given isolation and enough time, a new subspecies or even a new species may arise.

Some plants are adapted to handle the large climatic fluctuations that occur in eco-tones and are able to take advantage of the distinctive environment. Cacti have a unique structure that permits their cells to swell dramatically without bursting. This allows them to store large amounts of intracellular water during the infrequent rains so that they can survive long dry spells. Ocotillos have a dual-strategy root system, with spreading near-surface roots that collect moisture during light rains, as well as a taproot to exploit deeper water sources.

Remains of corrals, dams, and ruined ranch houses in the foothills along the Dodson Trail provide mute testimony of frontier ranching during the first half of the twentieth century. The rich, arid grasslands that attracted ranchers to the Big Bend were destroyed by overgrazing within fifty years. Without grasses to protect the fertile soil and slow water
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[image: Mule Ears Peaks and the mountains of Mexico lie far to the south of the Dodson Trail.]
Mule Ears Peaks and the mountains of Mexico lie far to the south of the Dodson Trail.



runoff, erosion stripped the soil away. With the land’s lessened ability to retain moisture, springs and creeks sometimes dried up.

Grasses along the Dodson Trail are recovering from overgrazing that occurred before the park was created. Juniper trees may also be making a limited comeback after being heavily cut for fence posts. However, grasslands still have not recovered in the lower elevations of the park, despite seventy years of protection. The destruction happened quickly; recovery is slow.

Hikers should not attempt the Dodson Trail without the 7.5-minute USGS topographic maps, a compass, and the ability to read them. Plenty of water and good judgment are additional requirements. Be aware that parts of the trail follow a route significantly different than that shown on some of the maps. Some sections of the trail follow dry washes. Because flash floods can quickly wipe out any trail markers in these drainages, hikers must watch carefully to find the points where the trail exits the wash.

Although numerous springs are marked on the maps, most are ephemeral and cannot be relied upon. Fresno Creek is most likely to have water, but it too can be dry. Rangers may be able to advise you on water availability; however, wise hikers always carry plenty of liquid. Many animals, including humans, depend on springs; please take care not to contaminate any water source. Always purify water taken from them.

The trail description is based on an east-to-west hike from the Juniper Canyon trailhead to Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch. Starting from the trailhead at the end of Juniper Canyon Road, follow the trail south across open desert to reach the main drainage of Juniper Draw. The trail then proceeds west up the drainage, passing in and out of the wash, and reaches the ruins of Dodson Ranch near Dodson Spring. Campsites must be located at least 100 yards from any historic structure or spring; collecting or damaging any artifact or structure is strictly prohibited.


[image: chpt_fig_019.png]


This part of the trail follows the route used by Harve Dodson to reach his ranch headquarters, which was more than 3.5 miles from the nearest wagon road. The only access was by horse or on foot, and all supplies had to be packed in on horseback to the ranch house. When an early visitor asked how he moved his family into such a remote and rugged place, Dodson replied, “Me and the old woman walked in; the kids was born there.”

About a mile west of Dodson Ranch, the trail crosses Fresno Creek. The Elephant Tusk Trail junction is 0.3 mile west of Fresno Creek. About 1.3 miles farther west, the Dodson Trail crosses a high pass, elevation 5,280 feet, then drops into the Smoky Creek drainage.

The trail follows the Smoky Creek drainage for about a mile before exiting on the northwest side of the wash. Watch carefully for the metal sign that marks the junction; hikers sometimes miss this exit and find themselves heading south on the Smoky Creek Trail. The Smoky Creek Trail here is just a wash bottom, not a developed trail, so if you somehow miss the sign marking where the Dodson Trail exits the wash, you should soon notice that the trail surface has changed. If you come to a man-made rock dam crossing the Smoky Creek wash, you have missed the exit and should backtrack to the Dodson Trail junction.

West of the Smoky Creek Trail junction, the Dodson Trail is relatively easy to follow to its end at Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch. Hikers wishing to continue up into the Chisos Mountains via the Blue Creek Trail will find the trail intersection at the Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch house. Others will end their hike by taking the heavily used,

0.25-mile trail up out of Blue Creek to the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead at the end of Juniper Canyon Road.

	3.6 Reach Dodson Ranch.

	4.4 Cross Fresno Creek.

	4.7 Elephant Tusk Trail junction. Continue on the Dodson Trail.

	6.0 Cross high pass—the highest point of Dodson Trail (5,280 feet).

	7.1 Smoky Creek Trail junction. Continue on the Dodson Trail.

	10.5 Arrive at the Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch.








6 BLUE CREEK

A backpack, extended backpack (when combined with other connecting trails), or long day hike from the wooded Chisos Mountains near Laguna Meadow to the desert grasslands at Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch.


See map on page 40.

Elevation range: 4,180–6,760 feet

Distance: 5.5 miles one way (plus 3.75 miles to reach the upper trailhead or 0.25 mile to reach the lower Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch trailhead)

Hiking time: 2.5–3 hours one way, plus time to reach the start of the Blue Creek Trail at its junction with the Laguna Meadow Trail

Difficulty: Strenuous

Best season: All (Start early in summer.)

Schedule: Open year-round

Traffic: Light

Other trail users: Equestrians possible but not likely

Trail surface: Dirt path and wash bottom

Maps: USGS Emory Peak




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_002.png] If starting from the Chisos Basin, as this trail description is written, hike up the Laguna Meadow Trail about 3.75 miles to the clearly marked Blue Creek Trail intersection. The Laguna Meadow Trail begins at the west end of the parking lot at the Basin store and visitor center in the Basin. GPS: N29 14.560' / W103 18.680'

To leave a shuttle car at the lower Blue Creek trailhead, follow the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive about 8.1 miles south of its junction with the Panther Junction−Study Butte highway. A large parking pullout on the left marks the Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch overlook and trailhead. Walk 0.25 mile down the trail to the Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch house, visible below. (Option: To hike the trail in the opposite direction, find the trail up




THE HIKE



[image: chpt_fig_019.png]




[image: Rock formations line the lower part of the Blue Creek Trail.]








[image: Ancient volcanoes created the rock from which the Blue Creek formations were carved.]







MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at junction of the Blue Creek and Laguna Meadow Trails.

	3.5 Traverse the red rocks section of trail.

	5.5 Arrive at the Homer Wilson Blue Creek Ranch house.
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[image:  Hazy morning sunlight streams into Boquillas Canyon about a mile from the Marufo Vega Trail.]
Hazy morning sunlight streams into Boquillas Canyon about a mile from the Marufo Vega Trail.
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