According to Indian
legend, when the Great
Creator made the Earth
and had finished placing
the stars in the sky, the
birds in the air, and the
fish in the sea, there was
a large pile of rejected
stony material left over.
He threw this material
into one heap and made
the Big Bend.
-Ross A. Maxwell, The Big
Bend of the Rio Grande
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Who This is For
This guide is to:
1. Help anyone planning a trip to Big Bend
2. Encourage people that haven’t been to Big Bend
3. Help return visitors explore new possibilities
4. Help me learn more through active participation in
the comments section

A Note About Respect
A recurring theme throughout this guide will be respect for
the park and the area around it. Respect the rules of the
parks. Leave no trace of where you’ve been. When visiting
the surrounding towns, the locals want to welcome you
and your business, but remember that these eclectic
communities have a different pace. Don’t be that selfentitled jerk from the city and relax a bit. Also, keep in
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mind resources are scarce, especially water. Terlingua has
a little saying, “If its yellow, let it mellow. If its brown, flush
it down.” When there is an influx of tourists during the
holiday seasons, water becomes scarcer. Some restaurants
resort to serving on paper plates so dishes don’t have to
be washed. Bottom line, be polite and conserve.

Why Big Bend
“I didn’t know Texas had anything like that!”
–everyone I share my photos with
It’s difficult to articulate
what it is about Big Bend,
but you’ll know and
understand the magic when
you get there. Big Bend
offers endless intrigue and a
place to reflect, view the
stars like you’ve never have
seen before and being in
solitude with nature.
Travel a few miles in any direction and your scenery rarely
remains the same. From black bears inhabiting the alpine
forests in the Chisos Mountains to ocotillo groves on the
floor of the Chihuahuan Desert, Big Bend offers just about
everything. On any hike, you may see natural springs, hot
springs, canyons, abandoned mines, mountain peak views,
or even hieroglyphs from ancient indigenous people. You
will learn the areas rich history, why this is a paleontologist
dream, and constantly view scenery that leaves you in
constant awe and wonder.
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That sense of exploration and wonder doesn’t stop at the
National Park. There’s so much more the Big Bend area
has to offer; the eclectic small towns and all of its culture,
fantastic restaurant in a ghost town’s early 1900’s theater,
the state park, river trips, and you can even follow in the
footsteps of the popular Robert Earl Keen Jr. song “Gringo
Honeymoon” as you visit the Mexican town of Boquillas.

About
This guide will give you a
quick and easy
understanding of what
Big Bend has to offer so
you can plan your trip. I
will provide enough detail
to give you a good idea of
what the hike or
attraction is about but
not go into excruciating detail (spoilers). A lot of that detail
(scenery, history, other surprises) should be learned as you
experience for yourself. The visitor center or the NPS
website will provide you with all the additional info and
directions you need.
"... to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects
and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the
same in such manner and by such means as will leave them
unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations."
-National Park Service Organic Act, 16 U.S.C.1.
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Big Bend National Park
ProTip: Holidays are super busy (relative to Big Bend, this
is still not The Grand Canyon). Book lodging far in advance.
With that said, you can have the park to yourself much of
the year. Summers are hot, but you can acclimate and plan
accordingly. My first visit was in July. We camped and
easily acclimated to the heat, did smart hikes, carried lots
of water and “energy”, and ensured we supplemented
plenty of salt. I found the trip completely tolerable, and
that was where the obsession began.
ProTip: The speed limit inside the park is 45 mph. Rangers
will not hesitate to hand out a ticket. There’s no need to
rush through the park. Set the cruise control and don’t let
a ticket spoil your time.

The Gettin’ There
Part of Big Bend’s draw is how
secluded it is. It’s one of the most
remote National Parks with no
major airports for hundreds of
miles. Getting there usually means a
long road trip. So make a playlist,
load up on some beef jerky
(preferably from Buc-ee’s) and hit
the road. And don’t forget to enjoy the trip. I relish these
trips and enjoy seeing the changing landscapes along the
way.
ProTip: Download that playlist you made to your phone.
Cell service spotty.
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Orient Yourself at a Visitor Center
With any park, this is the best way to
get an understanding of your
surroundings and what the park has to
offer. Talk to a ranger. They can make
suggestions, provide you with maps,
and give you advice. Many stations
have theaters that play videos to give
you a better background of the park.
This is also a good place to pick up any
souvenirs, books, maps, and other
park merchandise.
There are five visitor centers located in the large area of
Big Bend Nation Park (open subject to season). Panther
Junction is the largest located near the center of the park.
I love all the stations, but Castolon Visitor’s Center is
especially cool since it’s an actual old store complete with
post office boxes. Several apparent hints of when this was
once a bustling expansion settlement.
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Hikes
Whoever you are, wherever you are
in your life, Big Bend has hikes for
you. From a wheel-chair accessible
Window View and other short
strolls to multi-day aggressive hikes
only for the seasoned hiker, Big
Bend magic will draw you back
again and again to see more.
What I love most about the hikes in
Big Bend are the dramatic payoffs
at the end. I can still remember
getting to the end of The Window
Trail and being astonished by its beauty and formation or
getting to the end of the Upper Burro Mesa Trail and being
in sheer awe at the secrets the entire hike held.
Park Maps: https://www.nps.gov/bibe/planyourvisit/maps.htm

Easy Strolls
Dugout Wells / Chihuahuan Desert Trail
A green oasis that hosts tall
cottonwood trees offering shade from
the surrounding desert. Hints of ranch
life leads your mind to wonder and
imagine what life was once here.
Dugout Wells offers an area for a
lunch while the neighboring
Chihuahuan Desert Trail points out
much of the plant life you will find on the desert floor.
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The Window View Trail
This is an easy, wheelchair accessible, walk from the Chisos
Basin Visitor Center. It offers mountain views and a clear
picture of The Window (that point almost dissected by the
sotol below). Rainwater drains to this point and created
the beautiful polished rock pour off at the end of The
Window Trail.
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Sam Nail Ranch
Another desert oasis that gave
life to an early ranch. Ruins
still remain today along with
two windmills.
Tuff Canyon
Volcanic activity is very
evident as you pass through
this area. Tuff Canyon’s
beautifully carved volcanic ash
walls can easily be viewed
from above along a paved
trail.

Short Hikes
Short hike is a relative term.
You can speed through these
hikes fairly quick. Most are
around 1-2 miles round trip
and if you consider you walk
around 20-30 minutes a mile,
they are relatively short.
However, I encourage you to
go slow. Be present and take
in your surroundings. Notice
and look at everything. You
can easily stretch most of
these out into a full half day.
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Mariscal Mine
About: An ore mine that got
started when Theodore
Roosevelt was still a vice
president. The ore was refined
into mercury, or quicksilver, on
the mining site for much of its
existence. Otherwise, the ore
was refined in the nearby ghost
town of Terlingua.
You can feel the history and
almost see the community hard
at work as you pass through the
housing ruins of the employees.
You even pass by the remains of
an old automobile that is worth a spot in your Instagram
feed. The body of the mine and much of its inner workings
are still very much intact. You can make out how the mine
worked during its prime and follow the path of the ore all
the way from the mine to the refining chimneys. There are
still several mine shafts you can peer into, though they are
caged off.
Pros: Stimulating intrigue from
the mine and surrounding
housing ruins. Vistas of the
desert.
Cons: Although worth it, this is a
long drive down a dirt road. A
very secluded part of the park.
Make sure your vehicle can
handle the trek.
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Tips: Once you hike towards the “top” of the mine, you
can follow a path to the top of the hill to adjoining hill.
Follow that trail to the top of the hill for an amazing vista.
Rating: Because of the rich history and high intrigue, this
short hike gets: ⭐⭐⭐⭐
Ernst Tinaja Trail
About: One of the most beautiful spots in the park to
witness geology with a touch of creepiness. This small
limestone canyon features a slick slide that leads to a deep
pool, tinaja, of water. The sides of the pool are smooth
and run straight down. Don’t ever expect to see the
bottom though, because it never seems to run out of
water (though some claim to have seen it dry, I’ve never
seen any pictures). The levels will go up and down, but
when low, it is near impossible to climb out. With the slick
run off to the pool and its deep walls, this is a death trap
for local wildlife. I imagine there is a bunch of bones at the
bottom of the water. I wouldn’t touch it. Be careful.
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Pros: It’s magical, like a
fairytale. The thin layers
or orange and white cast
a spell around you and it
all leads to something
that feels almost evil.
The murky death pit of
despair!
Cons: You need to drive down a dirt road to reach the
trailhead, though it’s not near as long as the Mariscal Mine
road.
Tips: I don’t know, bring a rope? Consider the time of day
and shadows in the canyon. Oh, and people report lots
sunglasses, lens caps, hiking sticks are all lost to this, so be
careful.
Rating: Because of its amazing awe-striking beauty:
⭐⭐⭐⭐
Lower Burro Mesa Pour-Off Trail
About: I consider this the easy part of
a two-part hike. Here you hike
through a dry creek bed as the desert
begins to build walls around you.
There is plenty of brush and plant life
along the hike since this is one of the
drain offs from the Chisos to the Rio
Grande. You make your way to an
impressive pour off from high above. The biggest treat is
to hike the Upper Burro Mesa Pour Off-Trail and look out
to the lower portion from above. Sometimes when the
settled dirt at the bottom of the pour off has been washed
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away, it reveals large stones that have been
eroded down over the last few thousand
years.
Pros: Easy hike for the family with a fairly
impressive payoff. But seriously, the upper pour off is
where it’s at.
Cons: Hiking the soft ground of dry creek beds can really
suck sometimes.
Tips: The initial part of the trail is very apparent. You’ll
pass lots of rocks and cactus. Look for lizards basking on
the rocks during the warm months. Once you get to the
dry creek bed, take a right and follow the creek bed all the
way to the end.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐½
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Grapevine Hills Trail (Balanced Rock)
About: Nestled between two
rocky hills with interesting
formations that I guess is
supposed to resemble
grapevines… But I don’t
know about that. This is a
relatively flat hike all the way
towards the end. The last bit
starts of an incline up the
side of the hill to the primary destination, the Balanced
Rock. This is a pretty cool pay-off with a large boulder that
seems to be balanced on top of other boulders. You can
step under it and get a nice Instagram pic.
Pros: Really cool pay off and some opportunity just
beyond the balanced rock.
Cons: The destination can get busy. You may have to wait
your turn for a photo. But when you get your chance, take
your time and get your shot. It’s your time, everyone else
can wait a few minutes just like you waited. But really
most people are really cool
about it.
Tips: Don’t stop at the
Balanced Rock. Keep going for
some fun rock scrambling and
great views of the Chisos
Mountains off in the distance.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐ if you go
beyond the balanced rock as
well.
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Santa Elena Canyon Trail
About: Majestic canyon walls raise
1500 feet in the air with a running
river splitting apart two countries.
One wall is the US and the other is
Mexico. You can hike to the river
and take in the awe-inspiring view
of the canyon, but you can also
cross Terlingua creek and hike deep
into the canyon.
Pros: A truly impressive canyon.
Cons: Very popular destination. If Terlingua creek floods,
you may not get to go into the canyon.
Tips: The morning sun lights up
the canyon walls, where the
entrance succumbs to shadows
in the afternoon.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐½ This can be
polarizing where many folks
think this is the park’s main
feature, but I more like, “eh,
it’s pretty cool but relative to
what I have seen in the park,
it’s just not the top of my list.”
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Hot Springs District of Big Bend
About: The hot springs
district dates back to 1909.
There is still a standing
store that was built in
1927. There is also a
structure in the hot springs
district that has 7 cabins.
This was called a motor
court, much like a roadside
motel. The destination for this hot spot in the Big Bend
area was the hot springs. First developed in 1909, the
water comes out through a natural thermal process at 105
degrees. The original developer used this to restore his
health from malaria. All of
the district, plus the hot
springs, are within easy
walking distance. And it’s all
super interesting. As you
hike to the hot springs, slow
down and take notice of the
geology and layering on the rock walls on the trail side
opposite of the river. You may even see some glyphs. The
hike actually goes on beyond the hot springs, but honestly,
I haven’t done that yet. Next time.
Pros: Relaxing, healing, hot
springs after long hikes.
Historic buildings that spark the
imagination as it plays out
scenes that may have
happened 100 years ago.
Cons: Can get crowded during the holidays.
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Tips: Bring a swimsuit and a towel.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐ For its historic satisfaction its really cool
destination.
Boquillas Canyon Trail
About: Not as grandiose as Santa
Elena but still has its charm. If you’re
lucky, you might catch a Boquillas
local across the river singing into the
canyon. On the hike to the canyon,
you will notice holes in the ground.
These are mortar holes from ancient
natives of the area.
Pros: The mortars are kinda cool and
there are some nice views.
Cons: It’s been a while since I
hiked this but… it’s not one of my
favorite hikes in the area.
Tips: …I don’t know… Bring cash
so you can buy trinkets along the
way that the Boquillas locals
leave out along the trail. Oh, wait, but that would be illegal
so don’t do that…
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐ I think most people love this more than I
did. It’s good, just not priority in my book.
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Day Hikes and ½ Day Hikes
Several of these can be considered half-day hikes, which I
will note. When I say half-day, I mean that this is a hike
you can do in the morning or afternoon and still have time
for another short or even another half-day hike the same
day. They are usually between 2-5 hours. However,
sometimes a 4-5 hour hike in the morning will drain you
for the rest of the day on warmer days. Usually, a nice
break for lunch is enough to energize you and keep you
going in order to make the most of your visit.

The Window
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The Window Trail
About:
5.6 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: Yes, see tips on speeding it up

This hike will always be near and dear
to my heart. Long story short, my wife
took me to Big Bend when we were
still fairly new in our relationship and
this was our first hike there. It was
really my first real hike ever. What I
thought I couldn’t do, I was able to
easily do and fell in love with the
land. This was my gateway drug. The
hike offers amazing views around the
basin and the terrain changes
throughout the hike. It’s beautiful from start to finish. And
the pay-off, at the end, astonishing. This is probably the
perfect hike; length, beauty, payoff.
Pros: Views, changes in terrain, desert
to forest to rocks. The picturesque
ending. This is a must.
Cons: Can get crowded during the
holidays, may have to wait your turn
for photos in the window. Return is
uphill.
Tips: Park in the campgrounds. Don’t start at Panther
Junction, you can knock off over a mile of grueling stairs
that really suck on the way back! Start in the Chisos Basin
Campground, Loop 3 trail head.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐
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The Lost Mine Trail
4.8 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: Possibly, the way up can be taxing

About: I visited Big Bend many times before I had the
chance to do this amazing hike. If you could only do two
hikes in Big Bend, I would say Lost Mine and Upper Burro
Mesa just to see the two stark contrasts of the park. Lost
Mine offers an alpine hike with breathtaking vistas
compared to the Burro Mesa’s desert canyons. There are
inspiring lookouts along the way, but once you reach the
end of the trail, it will take your breath away. You really
feel like you are in the mountains on this one. This is also
where I saw my first family of black bears. Don’t worry,
they stay far from you, but always proceed with caution.
We saw them from the valley below.

Pros: Amazing vistas along the way. The pay-off view is
amazing.
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Cons: Crowded. Period. One of the
most popular hikes meaning almost
everyone attempts this. You’ll come
across the most inexperienced folks
that don’t yet respect the rules of
the park (stay quiet, yield, respect).
You get loud suburban mom’s yelling
up to their kids about their PB&J
lunch. It’s not the easiest trail. As
you get near the end there are lots
of switchbacks. On the upside, the crowd does lean out
the farther you go. I guess a large majority that start don’t
go to the end.
Tips: This trailhead fills up quick. LISTEN! If you plan to
park at the trailhead, get there early! There is limited
parking and there are no parking alternatives close by. Not
kidding – this lot fills up fast.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐
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The Pinnacles Trail
8 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: Nah, but do couple the Emory Peak
Trail in with this one while you’re up there.

About: The Pinnacles takes you up into the mountains
where the air is noticeably, sometimes drastically, cooler
than the desert floor. This hike offers breathtaking views
of Casa Grande and The Window. As you hike, take in the
high-desert flora and fauna as well as the birds. If you plan
on hiking to Emory Peak, the tallest peak in the park, this is
the most popular path to get to the trail that leads to the
peak. At the end of the trail you have three choices:
1) Go back, you’re done
2) Continue on to Emory Peak
3) Continue on the Boot Canyon Trail which
eventually takes you to the network of trails that
leads to the South Rim.
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Pros: Mountain views, alpine environment.
Cons: Inclined switchbacks can get a
little boring and tiresome.
Tips: You can’t turn back now, you
have to continue on to Emory Peak
which adds another ~3 miles round trip
but so worth it. Bring plenty of water
and snacks or even a packed lunch.
When the trail splits, as mentioned above, there is a nice
spot to rest and re-energize. Do so. Eat, consume water
with a pinch of salt, rest for a while, and you can make it
on to Emory Peak.
You can save a little time on the way out or back by hiking
through the cabins at the basin.

Rating: ⭐⭐⭐½ If you don’t include Emory Peak.
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Emory Peak Trail
10.5 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: No

About: So, most of this hike is the Pinnacles Trail. Now it’s
time to complete the journey to the 7825’ peak. Mountain
vistas amaze along the way. Once you get to the peak, you
need to do a little rock climbing. Relatively easy to do for
most anyone and fun, just make sure you have sure
footing. Once you get to the top, it’s almost hard to stand
up as you see how high you are and how far the land is
below. Fear of heights can become very real here. The
peak is solid rock and there is plenty of room for fellow
hikers. The 360 views are jaw-dropping. Out of all the
hikes in Big Bend, make it here, and you get a real sense of
accomplishment. Take your time up there, relax, and take
it all in.

Pros: Best mountain vistas in the park. Fun and selffulfilling.
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Cons: Long way up, but worth it. The last bit of the hike as
you approach the peak is pretty steep.
Tips: Lots of water and
(salty) snacks. When you
get to the top – relax. Take
your time. Soak it in. Think
about your pics and ensure
you get the right shots. It
can be a bit overwhelming
in your head when you get
to the top – take deep
breaths. Also, see tips from
The Pinnacles Trail.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐½

Upper Burro Mesa Pour-Off
3.8 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: Yes

About: I can’t even tell you what
this hike means to me. I’ve done
this one several times. This has to
be one of the most fun hikes in the
park. The fun consists of plenty of
light rock scrambling to navigating
through closed canyon walls. And
then the pay-off. The end is
spectacular. It does require you to
move down some rock slides, but
then you enter an enclosed den
that is usually all to yourself. And
you can peer off to the bottom of
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the pour off where you once looked up from the Lower
Burro Mesa Pour-Off. This is the desert hike to do in Big
Bend.
Pros: Usually not very crowded. Fun
fun fun rock scrambling that almost
anyone can do. Canyon treks where
you swear you can see Jawa’s waiting
for a passing droid.
Cons: Almost the entire trail is a water
run-off. Hope it doesn’t rain.
Tips: There is a parking area and trailhead. Start there.
You’ll traverse a good portion of open desert before you
get to the good parts. For some interesting photos have
someone stand in the pour off den and take photos of
them from outside (above)the den for the best
perspective. See pic.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐
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Pine Canyon
4.3 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: Yes

About: I have unresolved business here. As you hike a
good while on a gravely trail, you then start to enter the
“foresty” area where cedars start populating the hike like a
Christmas Tree farm. The scenery is getting beautiful and I
know there should be a really good payoff, given the
relatively wet season that
year recently experienced.
Along the way, I pass a deer. I
am able to get pics within 10
feet of it. It’s cautious but less
feral than one of my house
cats. Everything is going great
and the hike has been quite
lovely as you ascend into the
Chisos. But then, as hikers
start to pass from the
opposite direction, they
state, “there’s a bear up
there”. I’ve seen bears on
hikes before, no big deal. Black bears are not very
aggressive and tend to keep a good distance. We proceed.
Next group of hikers heading down warn us of a bear on
the trail. …I keep proceeding, while my wife started to
verbally protest. Another set of hikers pass and say they
turned around a cedar and a bear was right there in front
of them. Ok… I am not really scared of black bears, but I
am with my daughter and don’t want to “surprise” a bear,
so this is the time to be “bear smart” and we turn around…
I’ll be back for you soon, Pine Canyon.
Pros: TBD
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Cons: That initial gravel path is a bit of an annoying trek
Tips: TBD
Rating: TBD

Dog Canyon Trail
4.3 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: Yes

About: You don’t see a lot of
pics or glamourous posts
about this hike, but it may be
one of Big Bends most
underrated trails. Probably
because it’s out of the way
from the rest of the park.
Fairly easy to hike to, it’s a
wonderful canyon! Stop for a bit
inside the walls and take it in.
Disconnect a bit and let the canyon
walls speak to you. You can almost
feel the history here as I imagined
the Comanche stealing mustangs
and hiding out inside the canyon.
As you make your way through to
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the opposite side of where you entered, up the creek bed
wall, you can find an interesting cave that begged me to
explore (you can’t see it from the trail). Fearing of running
into a mountain lion denned up in there, I didn’t pursue it
too much. But I am positive there are many stories to be
told regarding this place of hiding. This “felt” like sacred
ground.
Pros: You almost certainly will have this hike to yourself.
And it’s awesome.
Cons: Pretty far north in the park
and a seemingly long flat desert
hike to start. It might not be
everyone’s favorite, but I think
it’s totally worth doing.
Tips: Couple this with the Devils
Den and you pretty much get a full
day. It won’t take you a full day, but
the effort feels like it. This can be a
“hot” hike if you do both so
bringing plenty of water is key. Go
all the way through and explore the
other side.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐¾
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Devils Den Trail
5.6 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: Yes, if you hike the top

About: As I left Big Bend for the first
time, I looked back as we neared the
park exit to the north. I saw a hillside
that looked like someone took a
crooked dagger to it and violently
stabbed down its side. This is the
Devil’s Den. And I vowed I would be
back to see this up close and in person
one day. Big Bend kept me coming
back every year since this first trip,
but it took me 8½ years to keep that
vow.

This is not on park maps or hardly any other maps, but
they have a hand-out copy of it at Panther Junction Visitor
Center. This one felt a little rough because we missed
some of the hiking cues. We coupled the hike with Dog
Canyon which contains hiking dry creek beds, which my
wife hates. But whatever, I can deal.
See trail guide scan from ranger station
The guide above tells us to traverse the upper part of the
canyon, but we didn’t realize how early on we were
supposed to exit the creek bed. We left some cairn
markings to hopefully help the next folks. Once you are up
on the desert floor, it’s easy to hike the top of the den. I do
want to go back and hike through the den which
supposedly is pretty hardcore and should have a full day
dedicated. If you do hike through the Den, do not go
alone.
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Pros: Ultra secluded, primitive,
and is up for as much adventure
as you are willing to throw at it.
You can hike up over the top of it
(recommended) then come out on
the opposite site and hike back
down through the crag. Multiperson hiking and experience are
recommended for that.
Cons: If you ask my wife, creek
bed hiking sucks.
Tips: If you want a real adventure, give this its own day.
See the pros for this hike. Hike up the top side of the
entrance then make your way over the hill to the upper

34

mouth, then hike back down through the canyon. I have
not done this yet, but I want to.
Rating: There is so much adventure and mystery here, I
think it needs a day of its own. ⭐⭐⭐¾ though I am
predicting a much higher rating if you hike back through
the canyon.
Laguna Meadows Trail
4.8 point-to-point | ½ day hike candidate: No

About: This trail is one of the
primary ways to get to the South
Rim Trail. Folks will either go up
Laguna Meadows or The
Pinnacles. I would much rather go
up Laguna Meadows and down
The Pinnacles. This trail offers
very nice vista points and a good
view of The Window. It’s a very
cool trail where you get mountain
vistas on the way up, but then it
levels out a bit and turns into a
grassy meadow and forestry hike.
Pros: Less traffic than The Pinnacles
Trail.
Cons:

"

Tips: I wouldn’t recommend JUST doing
this trail. It’s to get you to the South Rim
which is one of the most picturesque
and breathtaking trails in the park.
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You can save a little time on the way out or back by hiking
through the cabins at the basin.

Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐
The South Rim Trail
11 - 15 miles round trip | ½ day hike candidate: No

About: One of my favorite
trails in the entire park.
Quite possibly the most
picturesque and
breathtaking trail in Big
Bend, but I have several
favorites. The views on this
trail are just stunning with
its dramatic cliff lookout
point as you view the rippled
mountainous terrain below.
Like much of Big Bend, it will
leave you asking, “This is
Texas?”
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The actual South Rim Trail isn’t 11 – 15 miles round trip,
but you do have to take other trails to reach it. The trail
itself is broken into two parts, the Southwest Rim (~2.5
miles) and the Southeast Rim (~3.3 miles). They are
divided by the Boot Canyon Trail. The Southeast Rim
contains a portion of trail also referred to as The Northeast
Rim. So far, I have only
hiked the Southwest
Rim portion. I plan on
camping the rim this
year and finish it up.
I’d recommend hiking
up the Laguna
Meadows Trail and the
Pinnacles Trail down.
We opted to cut off at
Boot Canyon and hike
that entire trail to the
Pinnacles. We saw a
bear on Boot Canyon
(our 3rd encounter).
Pros: Best view in the park. I enjoyed it more the Emory
Peak.
Cons: It’s a “hike” to get to.
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Tips: If you simply stay on
the main trail, you will miss
the big pay off! Find the
trail marker pictured here,
I believe it was near the
“restroom”. See that side
trail that runs behind the
sign? It looks like it goes
nowhere, but it leads to
the most dramatic views of
the trail and possibly the
entire park.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐
Boot Canyon Trail
2.8 miles long | ½ day hike candidate: No

About: This trail has a lot
going on which makes it very
intriguing with its changes the
entire length. Trees running
streams, dramatic desert
canyon vistas with an
interesting formation which is
also it’s namesake.
The trails length is 2.8 miles
but takes a minimal of 3.5
miles just to reach the trail.
Double that for round trip. If
you hike the length of Boot Canyon, you will not want to
stop there. It leads you straight to the South Rim Trail
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which has the most dramatic and breathtaking views in
the park.
Pros: Lush valleys with
running water to
exceptional mountainous
vistas. Offers shaded
portions.
Cons: No direct access,
you have to hike
(typically The Pentacles)
to get to it.

Tips: Listen closely. Stef, my
wife, stopped us upon the trail
and said, “wait, there’s
something big moving in the
woods”. We paused and
started glancing into the
woods. There we noticed a
black bear, minding his own
business looking for nuts and
berries, off in the distance. He
was a big boy too.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐
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Secrets of Big Bend
About: There are some areas of the park that are so
delicate and fragile, we choose to keep those areas secret.
Not only is the eco-system so volatile, these spots may be
the only source of water for surrounding wildlife. As
beautiful as they are, we must ask everyone to protect
these areas. If we open them up to the suburban parents
handing out PB&J’s, unconcerned that Gold Fish fall on the
ground and that plastic bag left on the ground doesn’t
really matter, the most natural and awe-inspiring wonders
of the park will certainly be destroyed. Keep the secrets
secret. If you become serious about Big Bend along your
way, the secrets will reveal itself one way or another. It
may be a conversation at the Starlight Theater or a trusted
guide who thinks you can handle the obligations.
The point of me including this section is to encourage
conservation. This is my attempt to educate people on the
sensitive eco-system the park processes. Always practice
“leave no trace” and as we mentioned at the start of this
guide, respect the park and its employees.
Pros: Heaven on Earth.
Cons: If an unaware, or uncaring
parent, encourages their kids to
get in the water for a picture, the
environment sustains damage.
Tips: Respect, respect, respect,
and conserve. I cannot stress this
enough.
Rating: ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐
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Oak Spring Trail,
connects close to the
end of The Window,
then you make your
way down from the
Chisos until you reach
the Tie-Down tree.

Scenic Stops and Overlooks
Tuff Canyon
Tuff Canyon is on the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive. There is
ample parking here and includes an overlook path where
you can view the white volcanic ash canyon with ease. You
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can also hike down into the canyon and make a real hike
out of it.

Mule Ears
An unmistakable landmark, Mule Ears is another trail off of
the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive. You can get great vistas
from the Mule Ears viewpoint area, but it’s the Mule Ears
Springs Trail that is calling me to explore.

Castolon
I believe there are some turn-outs to view Castolon peak
(Cerro Castellan), but the best place to park is on the side
of the road where the ground turns white (coming from
the north) and round eroded lava rocks litter the ground

for stark contrast. Exploration is exciting and not much
foot traffic around here. This area makes for great pics.
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Luna’s Jacal
This can be found on Old Maverick Road, a road we usually
find ourselves taking towards the end of the day as it is a
short cut heading out of the park if you are on the south
end of the Max Roswell Scenic Drive. It’s a cool drive that
offers different views and scenery from the rest of the
park. Old Maverick Road is a long dirt road and along the
road, you will stumble across
Luna’s Jacal. A pretty cool
point of intrigue. An actual
home of a local from 1890.
There is an informational sign
at the site that gives you
interesting insight.

Boquillas Canyon Overlook
If you are just doing some driving,
this lookout gives you a view of
the village of Boquillas where you
can see the characteristic colors of
the buildings. As you walk to peer
out to Boquillas Canyon, you will
most likely find some trinkets for
sale from our friends across the
stream. These will include copperwire art, walking sticks, and other
crafts. Bring extra cash to pick up
these beautiful items (wink wink).
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Ocotillo and the Chisos
There is an information turn
out about 6-7 miles west of
Panther Junction heading
towards the Rio Grande
Village. I have been getting
a pic of the ocotillo here
every year with the Chisos
Mountains in the
background.

New Fossil Discovery Exhibit
Let your imagination go as you learn about this prehistoric
hot spot. The National Park we have come to love was
apparently once the dinosaur mecca. This exhibit has tons
of information to take in. It’s amazing what this area has
gone through over the years. This is easy to get to and has
picnic grounds for your re-energizing lunch. It is a popular
spot for families, so if you want to be one with nature on
this trip, and not one with someone else’s crying baby, get
here super early in the morning or super late in the
afternoon.
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Sotol Vista
Yet another scenic overlook on the Ross Maxwell Scenic
Drive. This one is worth stopping to see the expansive view
of this side of the park. It’s amazing, but I can never get a
camera to capture what I see here. So burn it into your
own memory banks and hold the memory with you.
Observe the signage so you can learn about a useful plant,
the sotol.
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Driving
If you are unable to hike or are short on time, we have
solutions. You won’t get to experience everything Big Bend
has to offer but you will definitely see some of what it’s all
about. Stop at all the points of interest marked along the
roads. Definitely go through the Scenic Stops and
Overlooks for additional recommendations.

Dagger Flats
There is a guided tour as you drive along this documented
dirt road. I am not sure if they offer the paper trail guides
anymore as the printed trail guides seem to be coming
more and more rare.

Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive
It’s not called “scenic drive” for no reason. There is plenty
to see and do on this drive without having to hike great
lengths. Ross Maxwell is the primary south-bound road on
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the west side of the park. This drive will amaze and
astonish. There are lots of stops and scenic points that you
should take advantage of while navigating. The end of the
drive, heading south, will take you right to Santa Elena
Canyon.

Drive into the Chisos Basin
This drive is probably one of the most amazing drives in
the country. You start out in the desert and then start to
climb your way slowly, along auto-switchbacks, up as the
environment turns alpine. You start to see “watch for
bears” signs and your temperature gauge begins to drop.
Once you make your way across the ridge, you then
quickly get breathtaking views of the basin along with the
famous Window.
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Panther Junction to Rio Grand Village
From Panther Junction to Rio Grande Village, your visual
surroundings seem to change every few miles. You will
cross through the stark Chihuahuan desert landscape that
looks like the bottom of an ocean as the ocotillos grow in
their odd patterns resembling kelp like plants swaying in
the current and growing up towards the sun. This drive
then turns to beautiful backdrops where you can snag
some pics that will easily resemble something you would
see straight out of Texas Highways magazine.
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FM170
Hint: If you are only doing an auto tour, don’t miss the
famous FM 170 that takes you from Study Butte through
Big Bend Ranch State Park.
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Suggested Itineraries
This is a little hard to suggest because you can do a half
day hike and be toast for the rest of the day. Many times,
you can just rest an hour with a good lunch and regain the
energy for another half day hike. But here I’ll try to keep it
to one half-day hike a day with other points of intrigue.
Unless a second (and third) hike is easy enough.
Regardless of the day, we always try to end up in Terlingua
for dinner. Of course, the Starlight Theater is a favorite.
But the infamous La Kiva has been also highly
recommended. Rio Bravo has legit Mexican food. If you
are staying in Marathon, you have the awesome options of
the lovely 12 Gage Restaurant and, one of my cozy
favorites, the White Buffalo Bar.
Take these suggestions with a grain of salt or an easy
starting place thin customize on your own. Read what
there is to offer then visit a ranger station and create what
best suits you.
Day 1:
This will immediately get you acquainted with Big Bend.
• Visit Panther Junction Visitor Center
• Drive into Chisos Basin
• The Window Trail
• Drive to the Hot Springs District
o Hike to the hot springs and soak in it
o Explore the trail beyond the springs and
surrounding attractions
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Day 2:
Let’s crank the fun up a bit. My favorite hike is the Upper
Burro Mesa Pour-Off.
• Start off with Santa Elena Canyon early in the
morning – best sunlight
• Lower Burro Mesa Pour-Off
• Upper Burro Mesa Pour-Off
• You will end up driving the entire Max Roswell
Scenic Drive with this agenda
Day 3
•
•

Lost Mine Trail
Mariscal Mine

The drive to Mariscal will give you plenty of rest after the
Lost Mine hike.
Day 4
• Pine Canyon Trail
• Grapevine Hills Trail
Or if you’re up for it, this loop:
• Laguna Meadows Trail
• South Rim Trail
• Boot Canyon Trail
• Pinnacles Trail
Day 5
•
•

Boquillas (with Passport)
Boquillas Canyon Trail
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•

Ernst Tinaja if you still have time

These are really just loose guides. You should read through
all possible opportunities and mix and match as you see
fit.

The Stars
There is a saying “Half the park is after dark”. Noted for
one of the darkest areas in the continental United States,
there is nothing more moving than staring at the stars in
Big Bend. You will see things you have never seen before
as billions of stars become visible to you. If you look long
enough you will certainly see falling stars. You will also
notice very dim stars that seem to move across the sky.
These are satellites.
Pro-Tip: It takes about 30 minutes for your eyes to adjust
to the dark and reveal all the hidden stars you normally
cannot see until your pupils are properly dilated. If you
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look at your phone or a light – BAM – it’s over, you’ll have
to readjust. Use a red LED light to keep your night vision.
Red light will not interfere with your night vision and does
not dilate your pupils. You can also turn your iPhone
screen red with this article, Keep your Night Vision Sharp.
This photo was taken just outside Marathon Motel.

Bucket List: Back-Country and Other Trails
I have been coming to Big Bend annually since 2009,
though I feel like I am missing out on a big part of the park
because I have not done any backcountry or multi-day
hikes yet. This guide is obviously geared for the day-hiker
and Big Bend n00bs, so obviously I can’t start to tackle the
multi-day hike topic yet. To be honest, Big Bend was my
first hike in a National Park ever. I was missing out all my
life and then I fell in love. Since then I’ve visited more
National Parks and Monuments than I can count.
Now I want to do everything Big Bend has to offer. The list
of hikes below, mostly multi-day or extremely primitive, is
my bucket list. This guide currently serves as a good place
to start for most folks but I would like to expand it into the
back-country in the future.
Part of the reason I haven’t gotten to more of the Big Bend
trails is that we do many trails multiple times as we
continue to bring friends and family to our favorite parts
of the park. All of the hikes are worthy of repeat visits.
My Bucket List
• Mule Ears Springs Trail
• Burro Spring Trail
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Dorgan House Trail
Ward Spring Trail
Ore Terminal / Arial Tramway
Telephone Canyon
Dominguez Spring Trail (Supposedly beautiful
though warnings of thefts to things left in vehicles)
Mariscal Canyon Rim
K-Bar –Estufa Canyon and the spring nearby
Dodson Trail
Boot Spring
Elephant Tusk (you can see from Lost Mine)
Slickrock Canyon (just north of Junction at Maxwell
Scenic)
Smokey Creek

Maps
You will usually be
handed a park map upon
entrance. The Park
Rangers at the visitor
centers can provide you
with additional maps.
Big Bend National Park Maps
Chisos Mountain Trails
The National Geographic map pictured here was picked up
at the Panther Junction Visitor Center. It's a good one.
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Beyond the Park
Boquillas
After 911 the borders to access the quaint Mexican village
of Boquillas closed and didn’t reopen until April 2013. The
town died as it’s only source of income was now closed.
The border has since been re-opened, and now you relive
your very own “Gringo Honeymoon”.
My favorite part about this excursion is
that it was immortalized by one of my
favorites, Robert Earl Keen Jr. I strongly
encourage you to listen to the song and
even look up the lyrics to “Gringo
Honeymoon”. A visit to Boquillas is
what inspired this epic song. You can
take that rowboat across the Rio
Grande and saddle up a donkey and
ride to town.
Pro Tip: There are some hot
springs on the Mexico side that are
far less known. With the right
question and a tip, you can be
taken to your private spa.
Pro Tip: Bring lots of $1 bills.
Everything is “five dollars” but they
love to negotiate, it’s part of their
culture – so don’t take offense to
it. Kindly barter with the locals,
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often kids, and come back with some souvenirs knowing
you helped these folks immensely.
When you first get across, you will be assigned a guide.
They are so happy to help you out, and you should
embrace it. These village folks don’t have a lot and aren’t
trying to scam you, they are only trying to make a sincere
living and show you around their home. The people of
Boquillas are kind, gentle people and deserve more than
most are willing to give. These are family-oriented people
and they believe in treating people right. The better you
treat them, the more they will treat you like family.
This is a cultural experience. If you have the time, Lilia
Falcon runs the family Falcon restaurant. She has a small
shop for souvenirs and also mentioned she has rooms
available for rent overlooking the Rio Grande.
Some eating options in
Boquillas are some
tasty, yet curiously tiny,
tacos. They are amazing
but seemingly a little
more expensive than
you would anticipate.
Remember, you can
negotiate to a point
then consider what that
one dollar means to you
compared to what it means to them. It’s not about getting
a deal at this point, rather the experience and how you are
helping this community.
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Oh, and if you are still following the song, you can go to
the “towns best bar”. I actually witnessed the “crusty
cabiaro” playing an old gut-string guitar. It was amazing.

Throughout Boquillas, and along the US border, you will
see several pieces of art made of copper wire. They
typically are sculptures of a scorpion with some added
beads. You might also see an ocotillo with green and red
beads showing it in full bloom. I even have many scorpions
in my collection. Why all this copper wire art? Apparently,
there were tons of phone wire
coils delivered in order to
advance the village years and
years ago. Then 911 happened
and the border closed. No more
visitors meant no more tourism
funds. Many left to search for
work wherever they could.
Those who stayed used the
wire to make artwork and sold
it where ever they could in
order to make ends meet.

57

Big Bend Ranch State Park
It’s so easy to get lost in the National Park,
but don’t forget about this State Park gem.
There are plenty of amazing hikes and one
of the most scenic drives you will ever take
as you wind your way through the park on
FM 170.

FM 170
Known for being the “most scenic drive in Texas”, River
Road, or FM 170, doesn’t fall short of this expectation.
When you find yourself in the Big Bend area, be sure not
to miss out on this enchanting journey.

Closed Canyon Trail
This slot canyon carved its way through a mesa as it makes
its way to the Rio Grande. If there has been recent rain,
water can accumulate in some areas making it unpassable
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unless you want to get in scary water. This park has very
good trail guides they hand out at the visitor center. Here
is an online trail map from the State Park for the Closed
Canyon.
From left to right, inside Closed Canyon and a view from the Rio Grande side

Hoodoos Trail
Not as much of a trail rather an area to frolic and
scramble. Interesting rock
formations that nestled
around the winding Rio
Grande river. Here you
can explore the formation
and also easily make your
way down to the river to
soak your feet. Here is an
online trail map from the
State Park for the
Hoodoos.
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River Trip
Far Flung offers all sorts of
outdoor adventures. We did the
half-day river trip on a
Thanksgiving Day. It was an
amazing time spending the day
somewhere between Texas and
Mexico. Our guide, Reed, was
absolutely amazing. Very
knowledgeable of the area, he
pointed out local flora and told
stories and legends throughout
the day.

Trail Riding in Big Bend
Lajitas Stables offers horseback riding. We haven’t done
this, so check reviews and try if you are interested.
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The Big Bend Region
Alpine
I love Alpine. I seriously want to move
here. Home of Sul Ross University, this
almost mile-high city (.85 of a mile) was
once called Murhpyville prior to 1888.
Passing through the surrounding mountains, well above a
mile in elevation, you will begin to see why Alpine was a
fitting name for this West Texas college town. Alpine has
an artistic nuance and is known for its murals through-out
the town. There are plenty of places to lodge while you are
on holiday to visit Big Bend and the area. This town has
everything you need to stock up on while you make your
way towards the park, check out Blue Water, a natural
food store. If you are staying the night, they have a neat
little movie theater, awesome coffee shop, and quick
access to the Marfa Lights viewing area.
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Marathon
Marathon, about 40 miles north of the
Persimmon Gap entrance of Big Bend
National Park, is a great place to stay. The
historic Gage Hotel offers elegantly
decorated and themed rooms, a spa, fine
dining, a very nice bar for cocktails and
appetizers, and much more. Marathon is a
cozy town with a local coffee shop and a
“cute” little grocery store, The French
Grocer, where you can stock up on last
minute items needed for the park.
Don’t miss the Prada Marfa parody, Target
Marathon, located 15 miles to the west on
SH 90.
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Marfa
Made popular by its famous “Marfa
Lights” phenomenon, Marfa has
grown into a hip, quaint, eclectic,
artsy, in-the-middle-of-nowhere
town. The Chinati Foundation offers
paid tours, but also has an
interesting outdoor concrete display
for free.
Heading west on SH 90, a little past Valentine and about
35 miles from Marfa, you can visit Prada Marfa. An art
piece that intriguingly brings high-fashion sheik to the
rugged west Texas desert. The Marfa Lights viewing area is
towards the east on SH 90 just about 8 miles out of town.
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Fort Davis
Fort Davis is as close as you can get to
a “mountain town” in Texas. It does
have somewhat of a Colorado feel to
its small downtown. Here you can stop
for an ice cream at one of the local
shops then visit the National Historic
Site where you can learn about the
Buffalo Soldiers. There is a state park
just miles away, but the main

attraction for me was the McDonald Observatory high up
in the mountains. Here you can tour the observatory and
get spectacular views of the surrounding mountains.
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Study Butte / Terlingua
Terlingua is most certainly the star
of the show for small towns in the
area. It’s a magical community
and most folks here are very kind.
They may not always fit within
your expectations of “normal”,
but don’t be quick to judge. Just
chill, make friends and let them
teach you a few things about the area. With that said,
Terlingua is getting a bit too popular for its own good. It’s
a delicate community with their own ways and limited
resources. Don’t be a disrespectful tourist, please review
the A Note About Respect section.
Terlingua has done a fantastic job of conserving the town
and not opening up to ambitious money grabs. Try to buy
property and open a Wal-Mart, you may see West Texas
Law still rule here. There’s a story that someone set up a
sign coming down 118 from Bee Mountain that said,
“Coming Soon: Wal-Mart”. Half the town laughed
hysterically, and the other half went and grabbed their
guns.

The Terlingua Ghost Town
The Starlight Theatre is an
early 1900’s theater built
when Terlingua was mining
town but now is the host of a
fun, eclectic, and very good,
restaurant. It shares the
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famous porch with the Terlingua
Trading Company and is where many
of the locals like to hang out and
have a beer. At the Terlingua Trading
Company, you can shop for gifts,
books (pick up the entertaining
“Tales from the Front Porch”), pick
up beer for the porch, and even
lodge.
ProTip:
Starlight does not take
reservations. During busy times,
the wait can be 2 hours. This is not
a bad wait because you get to
hang on the porch! But if you don’t
want to wait, get their early when
the open.
The historic and photogenic
Terlingua cemetery is also worth
the visit. This modest cemetery
gravesites are mostly humble and
styled with Mexican influence.
There are graves dating back to
1903 and serves as a final resting
place for, probably too many,
miners that were victim to fatal
accidents or succumbed to the
deadly metal being mined,
mercury.
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Lajitas
Lajitas is resort town whose mayor is a beer drinking goat,
not kidding. Which is kinda cool because goats don’t use
Twitter like other people in politics. Sitting just on the
border of Big Bend Ranch State Park, Lajitas has all the
luxuries resorts offer; golf, lodging, spas and nice
restaurants.
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Lodging
This won’t be a definitive guide to the area’s lodging
options. I will share places I have stayed or at least have
some familiarity with.
ProTip: Everything books quickly (in and outside the park)
during the busy seasons so book well in advance for:
• Thanksgiving
• Christmas
• Spring Break

In Park
My first two trips were camping trips. Camping is always a
great option. There are several camping sites in Big Bend
where you can reserve a space.
There are also camping spots all over the park that are
available on a first come first serve basis. These exist on
dirt roads and are marked by the park map.
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ProTip: If camping, you can find showers and laundry
machines at the Rio Grande Village store.
Don’t want to rough it? The Chisos Mount Lodge offers
rooms in the Chisos Basin. I’ve never stayed here but it
does offer easy access to many trails and the Chisos Basin
stores. It also books very quickly.

Nearby
Terlingua / Study Butte
Ten Bits Ranch
Ten Bits is one of my very
favorite places to stay in the
world. Classic, well-done,
themed ranch, you really feel
like you just stepped into the
old west. I cannot say enough
about this location.
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Far Flung
Far Flung offers adventures all over the area, but they also
offer lodging. I have not had the privilege to stay with
them yet, but because our experience with them on the
river, they’d be one of my choices for the future.
Longhorn Motel
In a pinch? We’ve stayed at the Longhorn many times
because there were no options. They are the last to book
up and I have grown to appreciate this. They offer a really
great Mexican breakfast and that’s about it. The rooms are
adequate for a night’s stay but here is something you must
know: They have no modern reservation system, it’s all
pen and paper. If you call for reservations MAKE SURE you
give them your cell phone. Call prior to your trip to
confirm reservations. They have lost mine, and other
peoples, and then they rely on prayer to get you a room.
Luckily the Lord answered her prayers on one of our
occasions. I think they actually overbook because people
either no-show or cancel late and they hope for the best. It
is also more expensive than you
would anticipate but can also be
a fun experience.
Terlingua Ranch
These super friendly folks offer
camping sites, cabins, a
restaurant and much more.
Check’em out:
https://terlinguaranch.com/
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A Bit Farther
Marathon
The Gage Hotel
Indulge in the fancy side of the Big Bend area. The Gage
Hotel is a nice super hotel with an upscale restaurant and
awesome bar/lounge to wind down after an adventurous
day in the park.

Marathon Motel
Not only does the Marathon Motel have a road side motel
but they offer casa’s in town to rent. We stayed in one and
absolutely adored it.

Alpine
Antelope Lodge
Several of the big chain hotels have moved into the Alpine
area, but that’s no fun. There are plenty of quaint places
to stay here at a very reasonable price. One of our
favorites was the Antelope Lodge, a 1950’s motor court.
Alpine is a bit of a drive after a long day in the park but
offers a good central location for everything in the Big
Bend area.
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The Big Bend Top 10 Must Do’s
1. Starlight Theatre and the Terlingua Porch
2. Take the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive to Santa Elena
Canyon
3. Look at the stars
4. The Window Trail
5. Lost Mine Trail
6. Stay at Ten Bits Ranch
7. Mariscal Mine
8. The Hot Springs
9. Hwy 170 through the State Park
10. Upper Burro Mesa Pour Off
Special Mention: Boquillas (ride a donkey, eat tacos, have
a shot, REK song)

How You Can Help
Friends of Big Bend
Join the conservancy group.
http://www.bigbendfriends.org/

Smile.Amazon
When ordering your items from amazon, use
http://smile.amazon.com and select Friend of Big Bend
National Park as your donation option.

License Plate
Order a Big Bend license plate.
http://www.bigbendfriends.org/support/license-plates
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