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Hiking and Backpacking 

INTRODUCTION Big Bend National Park is a hiker's 
paradise containing the largest ex­
panse of roadless public lands in 
Texas. More than 150 miles of trails 
offer opportunities for day hikes or 
backpacking trips. 

Elevations range from 1,800 feet at 
the eastern end of Boquillas Canyon 
to 7,825 feet atop Emory Peak in 
the Chisos Mountains. These eleva­
tion changes produce an exception­
al variety of plants, animals, and 
scenic vistas. 

THE BACKCOUNTRY Chisos Mountains: Because they 
receive more precipitation than the 
rest of the park, the Chisos are 
often referred to as a temperate 
island in a desert sea. Since the 
Chisos are the most popular hiking 
area in Big Bend National Park, 
designated campsites help reduce 
damage to this delicate environ­
ment. 

Desert: The scenery varies widely, 
ranging from the Rio Grande flood-
plain to arid badlands to sotol 
grasslands to rugged volcanic 

peaks. The desert provides virtually 
any backcountry experience sought 
by a hiker. Some areas are often 
used; others, more isolated, are 
seldom used and reflect a true wil­
derness setting. 

Mesa de Anguila and Deadhorse 
Mountains: The most remote areas 
of Big Bend National Park, these 
magnificent limestone uplifts are 
best left to experienced backpack­
ers. In the oven of summer they are 
particularly dangerous. 

TRAILS About 30 miles of park trails are 
developed and heavily used. These 
include short nature trails and the 
trails in the Chisos Mountains. Most 
other trails are primitive, difficult to 
follow, and in some instances no 
more than a route up a dry wash. 

Due to the complex topography and 
vague trails, detailed 7.5 minute 
topographic maps and a compass 

are necessary for most hikes. 

All overnight backpackers must ob­
tain a free Backcountry Use Permit. 
Permits are issued in person only 
on a first come, first served basis 
up to one day in advance of depar­
ture. Permits for the high Chisos 
designated campsites are available 
at the Basin Ranger Station. Maxi­
mum group size is 15. 

WATER The dry desert air quickly uses up 
the body's water reserves. We rec­
ommend that you carry a minimum 
of one gallon of water per person 
per day in the summer, slightly less 
in the winter. For half-day hikes, 
carry at least 2 quarts per person. 

Springs and tinajas (depressions in 
rock where water collects) are un­
reliable and may be unsafe to drink. 
Springs are rare in the desert and 
wildlife depend on them. Please 
carry enough water to supply your 
own needs. 

WEATHER Annual precipitation is just under 10 
inches in most of the park, but in 
wet years may exceed 30 inches in 
the mountains. Typically, winter and 
spring are dry seasons; the rains 
usually begin in June and last into 
the fall. 

Summer brings hot days and warm 
nights. Dramatic afternoon lightning 
storms with high winds are common 
and come on quickly. Heavy down­
pours may result in flash floods. 

Winter days may be sunny and 
warm, but the nights tend to be 
cold. Winter storms can blow in 
suddenly with plummeting tempera­
tures and rain or snow. 

The weather in Big Bend, hot or 
cold, injures and kills more hikers 
than any other factor. Come well 
prepared because weather changes 
can be dramatic and unexpected. 
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