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Introduction





  Texas has possibly the greatest variety of culture, terrain, and climate of any state in the Union. For thousands of years, various Indian groups hunted, farmed, and fought with each other across the vast breadth of the state. After Europeans arrived, an array of governments claimed dominion over Texas, starting with Spain and followed by France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the Confederacy, and the United States. Possibly the most influential period was Texas’s years as an independent republic. Texas is the only state in the country that fought its own war of independence and ruled itself for 10 years. The experience instilled a certain sense of pride and independence in citizens that is still apparent today. Unlike other states, where a single flag pole flies the American flag above the state flag, Texans often have two poles of equal height, one for the American flag, the other for the Texas flag.




  The Landscape




  




  The state is so large that it crosses multiple, very different ecosystems. Texas forms a bridge between East and West, from the Deep South on the Louisiana border to the Old West in El Paso. Follow I-10 for the 834 miles from El Paso to Orange, and you pass from the arid mountains and basins of the Chihuahuan Desert to the lush, fetid bayous of the Big Thicket. The change from north to south is no less extreme. On a given winter day, residents of Brownsville may be sweating in the citrus groves of the Rio Grande Valley while Amarillo shivers under 2-foot drifts of snow.




  People unfamiliar with the state often believe that Texas is little more than flat desert, grazed by underfed cows and littered with oil wells. But Texas’s tremendous size and wide elevation range create a surprising variety of climates, vegetation, and terrain. East Texas receives 50 or more inches of rain annually and is covered with a mosaic of lakes, rivers, and forests. Bald cypresses and water tupelos line the swampy bayous, while dense pine and hardwood forests blanket the uplands. Spanish moss festoons live oaks and fragrant magnolia blossoms perfume the air; alligators bask and swim in the marshes.




  A visit to West Texas will dispel any notion that Texas is flat. Texas may not have the high elevations common in some western states, but the highest point, Guadalupe Peak, still reaches a respectable 8,749 feet. Its steep slopes and sheer cliffs tower a vertical mile above the salt flats at its base. Numerous other mountain ranges pepper West Texas, with many peaks reaching 7,000 feet and a few reaching 8,000 feet.
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  Cenizo blooms in the Chisos Mountains foothills at Big Bend.




  Live oaks and junipers cloak the rolling terrain of the Hill Country, in the center of the state. Crystal-clear streams tumble down canyons cut through the limestone plateau. Secret places lie hidden in the folds of the hills: the fiery red maples of the deep canyons of the Sabinal River, the labyrinthine Caverns of Sonora, the pink granite dome of Enchanted Rock.




  The Panhandle also guards its secrets. The Canadian River breaks the endless flat plains into a series of bluffs and gullies. The Prairie Dog Town Fork of the Red River cuts an 800-foot-deep gash known as Palo Duro Canyon. Gnarled junipers cling to the red and ocher slopes of the canyon. Hidden side canyons and eroded pinnacles belie the stark treeless plains above.




  Weather




  




  Elevation, the presence of the Gulf of Mexico, and the sheer size of the state largely control climate in Texas. The gulf provides a moisture source and a moderating influence on temperature in the coastal areas of the state. Overall, Texas is a warm state because of its southern latitude and low elevation. But the Panhandle, reaching far to the north, and the mountains of West Texas get at least a few snowstorms every winter.




  Texas weather is famous for its unpredictability. No mountains block the flow of cold fronts from Canada in winter, so occasional northers interrupt the warm weather and bring surprisingly cold temperatures even to the southern part of the state. The northers sweep in suddenly, dropping the mercury 30 or 40 degrees overnight. Historical temperature extremes in Texas run an incredible range, from minus 23 degrees to 120 degrees Fahrenheit.




  Cold fronts barrel south and collide with warm, moist Gulf air and create tornados and severe thunderstorms, particularly in spring. Fall can bring hurricanes to the coast. The September 1900 hurricane that hit Galveston Island claimed more than 6,000 lives, making it the deadliest natural disaster in American history. Fortunately, Texas weather is rarely extreme enough to hinder outdoor activities. All of the drives in this guide can be done year-round, although some seasons will be more pleasant than others.




  An Invitation to Explore




  




  Except for West Texas, most of the state is fairly heavily populated and developed. Because of Texas’s status as an independent republic before it joined the United States, little land remains in public hands. Thus the only really large tracts of public land are the two national parks and one state park in West Texas, and the four national forests in East Texas. Big Bend and Guadalupe Mountains National Parks are the premier wild areas of the state that are open to the public. Happily, Texas has been adding new state parks, many with beautiful scenery such as Big Bend Ranch State Park.




  Although the drives in this guide may keep you busy for a long time, many other beautiful routes await exploration. In fact, a side road may entice you away from the route described. Don’t be afraid to try that little county road; it might lead you to the prettiest spot you’ve ever seen or the best chicken-fried steak you’ve ever eaten.











  
Using This Guide





  Scenic Driving Texas describes 34 drives scattered widely across the state of Texas. The map at the start of this book indicates their locations. With a current state highway map or GPS device and the directions given in the descriptions, you should have no trouble locating the start of each drive in this guide. Using the guidebook’s maps in conjunction with the written directions should make following any of the drives easy. Not all of the roads within a given drive may be shown on standard highway maps or on mobile mapping apps.




  A more detailed map book of the state, such as the widely available The Roads of Texas or the DeLorme Atlas & Gazetteer: Texas (see Suggested Reading in the back of the book), will help in planning side excursions or alterations of the described route. Other useful maps would be the detailed maps of the national parks and forests through which some of these drives pass. They show additional information that could not be squeezed onto the maps in this guide, including hiking trails and small side roads. The park and forest maps are usually available at park or forest headquarters and at many outdoor shops in the larger cities.




  How to Get There from Here




  




  Texas has two levels of state highways in addition to the federal highways. The busier, more important roads are designated as Texas highways and use the abbreviation “TX” in this guide. The smaller, less busy tier of paved state highways is designated as the Farm-to-Market and Ranch-to-Market road system. In this guide I use the common abbreviations FM and RM for these roads. The signs marking either a farm or ranch road look almost identical.




  Unless the drive described is a loop, the length specified is the one-way distance. Distances were measured using a car odometer. Realize that different cars will vary slightly in their measurements. Even the same car will read slightly differently with different tires or driving uphill on a dirt road versus downhill on a dirt road. GPS devices also may provide slightly different distance measurements than this guide. Be sure to keep an eye open for the specific signs, junctions, and landmarks mentioned in the directions, not just the mileage. The drives can easily be followed in reverse from how they are described.




  Recommended Seasons




  




  The travel season specified for a drive is the optimum or ideal season. Since snow does not stay on the ground for extended periods of time in Texas, all of the roads in this guide can be driven any time of year. A few snows usually fall every year in the mountains and Panhandle, but they usually melt off within a day or two.
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  A rainbow arches over the Chisos Mountains foothills at Big Bend National Park.




  Summers are typically hot, so spring and fall tend to be the best times for the drives. Of the two, spring is more likely to have rain in the central and eastern parts of the state, but it’s also the best time for wildflowers. Most rains fall in West Texas from July through September, but these are short-lived and bring cooler temperatures. To escape the heat in summer, take the drives in the West Texas mountains, or pick one with a lake or river for swimming. Otherwise just turn on the air conditioner and enjoy the drive anyway.




  Precautions on the Road




  




  Almost all of the drives in this guide follow paved roads, and all but one are generally passable with an ordinary passenger car. A few narrow or winding routes, as noted, may be difficult for large recreational vehicles or trailers.




  Remember, these drives have all the traffic hazards of any road anywhere. Use normal caution and drive defensively, particularly on some of the narrow, winding routes described here. The terrain these highways pass through is beautiful, but be sure to keep a close eye on the road. Watch out for blind curves and water crossings. Never drive into a flooded stream crossing. Most storms are short-lived and the water will quickly recede. Pull well off the road if you stop to sightsee. Watch out for deer and other animals on the road, especially at night. The author had an unfortunate and expensive experience with a deer. A few of these roads pass through open range, so also be aware of livestock.
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  A storm breaks at sunset at Sotol Vista on the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive.




  Go Prepared




  




  Before setting out be sure that your car is in good condition. Top off your tank, especially before driving some of the more remote highways in the western part of the state. Check weather forecasts. Snow and ice storms are rare but can be particularly hazardous because most Texans are not used to driving in them.




  Carry some extra food and water with you in case you have trouble on the road. Many of the drives pass through small towns and villages. Each write-up notes the availability of food, gas, and lodging, but realize the status can change with time. Don’t count on finding gas stations and restaurants open late at night in small towns.




  Tread Lightly




  




  Please do your part to protect the scenic country that you pass through. Be careful with fire. Be sure to thoroughly put out campfires and cigarettes. Stay on designated roads; the land is fragile. Please don’t litter. Don’t disturb historic sites, such as old forts and ghost towns. Most of the land in Texas is privately owned, so unless you are within a park or other public land, stay within the highway right-of-way.




  Lastly, use this guide as an introduction. Follow that intriguing side road that disappears into the pines. Stop at a state park and hike along a trail or swim in a lake. Browse through a small-town antiques shop or pull into a roadside barbecue stand and sink your teeth into some ribs. Stay at a bed-and-breakfast and meet the hosts and other guests. Take your time and discover the real Texas.
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  Trans-Mountain Highway El Paso & Franklin Mountains




  General description: An 11-mile paved highway through the rugged Franklin Mountains, around which the city of El Paso forms a horseshoe shape.




  Special attractions: Franklin Mountains State Park, El Paso Museum of Archaeology, National Border Patrol Museum, hiking views.




  Location: West Texas. The drive starts in El Paso.




  Drive route number: Texas Loop 375.




  Travel season: All year. The drive is hot in summer, although afternoon thunderstorms sometimes provide relief. The rest of the year is usually more pleasant, with fall most ideal. On rare occasions, short-lived winter storms make the road icy and treacherous.




  Camping: The Tom Mays section of Franklin Mountains State Park allows limited RV and tent camping with no water or hookups.




  Services: All services are available in El Paso.




  Nearby attractions: Hueco Tanks State Park; Chamizal National Memorial; historic missions and churches at Ysleta, Socorro, and San Elizario.




  For more information: Franklin Mountains State Park, 2900 Tom Mays Access Rd., El Paso, TX 79911; (915) 444-9100; www.tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/franklin-mountains. Visit El Paso, One Civic Center Plaza, El Paso, TX 79901; (915) 534-0600; https://visitelpaso.com/




  The Drive


  


  El Paso lies at the far western tip of Texas, squeezed between Mexico to the south and New Mexico to the north. The Rio Grande has cut a pass through a north-south mountain range, dividing the Franklin Mountains of Texas from similar mountains across the river in Mexico. In that cut, or river pass, sprawls the heart of El Paso. Two horns of the city curve up to the north, flanking the Franklin Mountains on both east and west, forming a large horseshoe-shaped urban area. Across the river, Juarez, Mexico, stretches for miles.




  More than two million people live in the combined cities of El Paso and its larger twin, Juarez. As with any big urban area, traffic, crime, pollution, and other problems are common. But an easy escape is found in the Franklin Mountains, the rugged backbone of El Paso. To ease travel between the west side of the city along the Rio Grande and the east side in the flat desert basin called the Hueco Bolson, Texas Loop 375 was built across the heart of the mountains.




  To begin, drive north of downtown El Paso about 12 to 13 miles on I-10 West to exit 6 for Loop 375, the Woodrow Bean Trans-Mountain Highway. Turn right, toward the mountains. The broad four-lane road climbs steadily up the desert slopes to the mountains and enters Franklin Mountains State Park.




  Trans-Mountain Highway: El Paso & Franklin Mountains
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  Texas Highway 375 crosses the partially snow-covered Franklin Mountains.




  The Franklins are not a large range; the highest point is North Franklin Peak at 7,192 feet. Yet they still rise an impressive 3,400 feet above downtown El Paso and dominate the skyline. To Anglo-Americans who visited here early in the 19th century, the mountains were full of menace and hidden dangers. The Franklins were a “chain of frowning mountains” to George Kendall, who was taken prisoner by Mexicans along with 300 others when the Republic of Texas sent them on an expedition to Santa Fe in 1841.




  In 1951, noted artist and author Tom Lea wrote of the mountains: “Mount Franklin is a gaunt, hardrock mountain, standing against the sky like a piece of the world’s uncovered carcass. The plants that grow along Mount Franklin’s slopes are tough plants, with thirsty roots and meager leaves and sharp thorns that neither hide nor cover the mountain’s rough rock face. Mount Franklin is a lasting piece of our planet, unadorned.”




  The Franklins still stand, but little remains to menace visitors. No Apaches haunt the slopes waiting to raid parties of passing travelers, no outlaws hide out in the canyons, no fearsome animals lie in wait for unsuspecting prey. The mountains hide their secrets well, but those who persevere will find the flowing water and lush vegetation of springs tucked out of sight in narrow canyons. Old mines mark the site of prospectors’ searches for mineral wealth buried deep within the rocky heart of the mountains. Other secrets, such as tremendous views from the high peaks, are more obvious but reward only those willing to hike.
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 A hiker stands in the entrance of Aztec Caves in Franklin Mountains State Park.




  Because of their small size and resulting inability to capture much extra rain, these fault-block mountains are blanketed almost entirely by Chihuahuan Desert vegetation. The dry climate and steep rocky slopes are sparsely vegetated.




  Spiny green rosettes of lechuguilla plants, whose stiff, daggerlike leaves seem designed to spear the ankles of unwary hikers, grow in much of the mountain park. Its tough fibers were once used by American Indians to make ropes and sandals.




  Because the plant is common throughout the Chihuahuan Desert of Texas, New Mexico, and Mexico, biologists consider it an indicator plant for that specific desert.




  The tall, crooked stalks of the ocotillo appear lifeless until rains come, then small leaves sprout all along the woody stalks. Another common Chihuahuan Desert species, the sotol, clings to rocky inclines. Long, thin leaves radiate from the center of the large, bushy plant. Small hooklike thorns line the leaf edges like the teeth of a saw blade.




  Cacti, such as the common prickly pear, have thick waxy skins and no leaves to better conserve water. The barrel cactus, common in Arizona’s Sonoran Desert, finds its easternmost outpost in the United States in the Franklin Mountains. This distinctive cactus grows into ponderous individual stems up to 4 feet tall and 2 feet in diameter. The idea that the stem can be cut open to reveal a reservoir of water to thirsty travelers is only a myth. Many very old plants have been damaged or destroyed by people cutting into them, only to find a thick, unpalatable sap. People frequently steal barrel cacti and other cactus species from the state park for use in gardens. Consequently, large cacti are becoming rare in the Franklins.




  Franklin Mountains State Park


  


  The main entrance to Franklin Mountains State Park is on the left after about 3.5 miles. The park was created by the Texas legislature in 1979 after development began to encroach on the mountains. The 24,000-acre state park, one of the largest in Texas, contains most of the mountain range. The short side road leads to the Tom Mays area, with picnic tables, campsites, and trailheads.




  A strenuous but spectacular trail leads from the picnic area to the summit of North Franklin Peak. It follows an old road up the large canyon to the east of the picnic area to a gap in the mountains. From there the old road climbs the ridge to the top of the peak. Views stretch for miles, from mountains far to the south in Mexico to 12,000-foot Sierra Blanca Peak 100 miles north in New Mexico. Be aware of weather conditions; the peak is very exposed. Storms are infrequent but can build quickly, especially in late summer. I got caught in a vicious lightning and hail storm on the summit some years ago. With no cover to be found, I ended up running down the mountain. There used to be an easy ride to the top of Ranger Peak farther south in the mountain range, via the Wyler Aerial Tramway. However, for the time being the tramway is closed while the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department decides whether to do a major renovation of it.




  After Loop 375 passes the entrance to the picnic area, it begins to climb in earnest. In a little more than 2 miles, the highway tops out at 5,250-foot Smuggler Pass. Shelters and picnic tables provide a lunch spot with tremendous views of the Rio Grande Valley below. The site is particularly nice at sunset.
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 A mountain biker enjoys the Tom Mays section of Franklin Mountains State Park.




  Just past the large road-cut of the pass on the other side lies a large gravel parking area on the right. Signs mark the trailhead for trails leading south along the crest of the Franklin Mountains.




  About a mile below the pass the road leaves the state park and enters a military reservation. The former artillery range is no longer used but, because of fears of unexploded ammunition, is still posted against trespassing. However, several trails on the left side of the road lead to interesting sites, including lush, hidden springs. The Texas Parks and Wildlife Department eventually hopes to obtain the property from the Department of Defense. Before entering these areas, check with Fort Bliss or Franklin Mountains State Park.




  Last Stop: History


  


  Near the end of the drive at the eastern edge of the mountains is the El Paso Museum of Archaeology. This excellent museum offers exhibits on early human history of the area inside and extensive cactus gardens outside. Excellent large-scale dioramas show cliff dwellers and other early Indigenous cultures from the area. If this appeals, be sure to visit Hueco Tanks State Park on the far east side of El Paso. It contains hundreds, if not thousands, of American Indian picto-graphs, plus excellent hiking and rock-climbing opportunities.




  The National Border Patrol Museum stands next door to the Museum of Archeology. It contains exhibits and historical materials about the Border Patrol, appropriate here, the largest urban area on the US border. The drive ends just beyond the museums at the junction with the US 54 freeway, Gateway Boulevard.
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  Guadalupe Pass Salt Flat to McKittrick Canyon




  General description: A 21-mile drive through a mountain pass below the highest peak in Texas to the state’s best fall colors.




  Special attractions: Guadalupe Mountains National Park, Guadalupe Peak, fall colors, hiking, camping, views.




  Location: West Texas. The drive starts at the junction of US 62/180 and TX 54 about 100 miles east of El Paso and 55 miles north of Van Horn.




  Drive route numbers: US 62/180, McKittrick Canyon Road.




  Travel season: All year. The drive is pleasant most of the year, but winter brings occasional snows and treacherous road conditions. Spring can be windy at times. Summers are hot but still cooler than most of the rest of the state. Late summer, when rains turn the mountains lush and green, and fall, with its cool days and autumn color changes, are probably the best times to visit.




  Camping: The National Park Service maintains a campground at Pine Springs.




  Services: Services are few and far between around Guadalupe Mountains National Park; be prepared. A small café is west of the drive along US 62/180 at the tiny outpost of Cornudas. The closest full services are in Whites City and Carlsbad, New Mexico, and Van Horn, Texas.




  Nearby attractions: Carlsbad Caverns National Park (New Mexico), Lincoln National Forest (New Mexico), Hueco Tanks State Park.




  For more information: Guadalupe Mountains National Park, 400 Pine Canyon Rd., Salt Flat, TX 79847; (915) 828-3251; www.nps.gov/gumo. Visit Carlsbad New Mexico, 910 W. Pierce #15, Carlsbad, NM 88220; (575) 513-7942; https://carlsbadnewmexico.com/




  The Drive




  




  The route over Guadalupe Pass is one of the highest highways in Texas, surpassed only by TX 118 and TX 78 in the Davis Mountains. It climbs up out of the desert into the foothills of the Guadalupe Mountains, a rugged mountain range dominated by the sheer cliffs of El Capitan Peak.




  The drive starts in the Chihuahuan Desert at the junction of US 62/180 and TX 54. To the west are the tiny outposts of Salt Flat and Cornudas. The small farming village of Dell City, located in a desert valley about 30 miles northwest of the junction, is the only settlement for many miles. Residents raise cotton and other crops using groundwater to irrigate the arid land.




  A short side trip on US 62/180 a few miles west of the junction is worthwhile. The road crosses a broad, white flat of salt and gypsum at the low point of the valley. In late summer, if the rains have been good, a shallow lake fills much of the flat. During the last ice age, the region was much cooler and wetter, and a large, deeper, permanent lake inundated the valley.




  Guadalupe Pass: Salt Flat to McKittrick Canyon
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  Fog and rain shroud the walls of Pine Spring Canyon in fall in the Guadalupe Mountains.




  In the 19th century the flats were an important source of salt for El Paso and surrounding areas. In the 1860s and 1870s, disputes over control of the deposits led to considerable violence, including murder and assassination. The violence peaked in 1877 with the Salt War. Before the bloody conflict ended, it had involved citizens of Mexico and the United States, army troops, Texas Rangers, judges, and legislators.




  The sheer western wall of the Guadalupes towers almost a vertical mile above the salt flats, reaching its highest point at the summit of 8,749-foot Guadalupe Peak, the highest in Texas. Turn back east on US 62/180 and head for the mountains. After the junction with TX 54, the highway begins climbing, slowly at first and then steeply right after it becomes a four-lane road. A picnic area partway up the pass is a popular stop for views of El Capitan. The prominent peak, probably the most notable natural landmark in Texas, is a massive bluff of limestone that marks the southern end of the Guadalupe Mountains. It rises like the bow of an enormous ship cutting through a vast desert sea.




  About 250 million years ago, during the Permian Period, an ancient sea filled the area now occupied by the Guadalupe Mountains. At the edge of this sea, marine creatures created the massive Capitan Reef by depositing calcium carbonate, which later became limestone. The 400-mile-long reef ringed much of the ancient sea and stretched across much of West Texas and southeastern New Mexico. Eventually the sea dried up and the reef was buried under thousands of feet of sediment. Later, faulting uplifted blocks of the reef in the Guadalupe, Glass, and Apache Mountains of West Texas and southeastern New Mexico. As the living Capitan Reef once dominated the Permian sea, today its fossilized remnants once again dominate the area as the Guadalupe Mountains.
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  Storms cloak El Capitan Peak of the Guadalupe Mountains at sunset.




  The Guadalupe Mountains were uplifted in a large, triangular wedge. The southern part of the wedge was lifted the highest and today lies in the national park. Limestone of the ancient reef composes the cliffs of El Capitan.




  From the picnic area the road continues climbing steeply through large road-cuts before opening onto more gentle slopes. The air is cooler, and grasses take over from the desert scrub of creosote bush and cacti. The road climbs more gradually to the high point of the pass just before the park visitor center at Pine Springs. Guadalupe Pass is noted for high winds, especially in spring. Gusts of more than 120 miles per hour have been recorded; 60 miles per hour is common.




  Scattered junipers and oaks indicate the higher rainfall of the foothills. The visitor center and campground are on the left. Be sure to stop in to view the exhibits and get information. The park is a hiker’s paradise; many miles of trails penetrate deep into the rugged range.




  The mountains are deceiving from the highway. They appear dry, desolate, and waterless. But those willing to hike will discover the mountains’ secrets. The state’s four highest peaks crown the range. A relict forest of ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, southwestern white pine, and even aspen grows in the high country. Elk, mule deer, mountain lion, wild turkey, and black bear roam the mountain slopes. Unlike most of Texas, several snows usually blanket the mountains every winter.




  A number of trails start from the campground, including the strenuous but rewarding climb to Guadalupe Peak. Other trails lead to the Bowl, one of the most lush areas of forested high country in the park, and to the narrow slot of Devils Hall in Pine Spring Canyon.




  On the left along the highway, just past the visitor center turnoff, rests the remains of the old Butterfield stage station, built in 1858. For about a year, stages lumbered over the pass. Even though there was water here, Apache raids soon forced the stage line to move to another route farther south. Only crumbling walls remain today. Walk out to the ruins on a quiet moonlit night and listen closely. Maybe you’ll hear a faint rumble of horses’ hooves and the crack of a whip.




  Frijole Ranch


  


  About a mile farther down the highway, a marked gravel road on the left leads a short distance to the old Frijole Ranch house, named for the local diet which tended to be heavy on beans. As the last American Indians were forced out of the Guadalupe Mountains late in the 19th century, a few hardy ranchers moved into the area. The Rader brothers built a ranch house at Frijole Spring in the 1870s. The house, greatly enlarged by the Smith family in later years, still stands, shaded by large, spreading oak trees. The park service converted the building into a museum chronicling the history of the area.




  If Frijole Ranch seems empty and lonesome even today, consider Williams Ranch on the other side of the mountains. The dry, desolate western side of the mountains remained unsettled until early this century when Robert Belcher decided to graze cattle on the thick grama grass. Since Bone Spring provided the only water on the west side, Belcher was forced to lay almost 2 miles of pipe down rugged Bone Canyon to obtain water for his stock.
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 A hiker looks down on El Capitan from Guadalupe Peak, the highest point in Texas and the Guadalupe Mountains.




  To provide a home for his wife, Belcher spent a week hauling lumber from Van Horn by wagon and built, in the middle of nowhere, a clapboard house that would look more appropriate on the coast of New England. He brought Mrs. Belcher out, and she took one look around, stayed the night, then headed back East.




  Belcher soon followed, leaving his ranch to his brother, who lasted 7 years before overgrazing and drought ended his stay. A sheep rancher, Dolph Williams, took over the ranch with a partner and stayed until his death in 1942. The house still stands at the end of a 4WD road that leads off of US 62/180 south of Guadalupe Pass. Ask at the visitor center for information on visiting the lonely and very dramatic site.




  A 2.3-mile loop trail leads from the Frijole Ranch house to Manzanita and Smith Springs. A plaque at Manzanita Spring, only a quarter-mile down the trail, describes a battle fought there.




  After the end of the Civil War, the US Army made a concerted effort to halt the raiding of Mescalero Apaches. Finally on December 30, 1869, Lieutenant Howard B. Cushing raided the large winter camp of the Apaches at Manzanita Spring.




  “Abandoning everything but their ponies,” recounted Cushing, “they [the Apaches] rapidly scaled the steep slopes in scattered parties, driving their stock ahead of them. Keeping some of my men after the Indians, I put others to work to destroy the rancheria. By hard labor, a little after dark, the destruction was complete.”




  The survivors of the raid were forced to live on the run for the next 11 years, when the remnant band was finally ambushed at Hueco Tanks, many miles to the west.
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  A hiker enjoys the dawn on the summit of Hunter Peak in the Guadalupe Mountains.




  The trail leads from Manzanita Spring into a narrow canyon that hides the oasis of Smith Spring. The spring feeds a small bubbling brook shaded by a dense canopy of oaks, colorful bigtooth maples, smooth-barked madrones, and ponder-osa pines. On a hot summer day, the spring provides a cool sanctuary.




  McKittrick Canyon


  


  About 8 miles down the highway from the visitor center, turn left onto the marked McKittrick Canyon Road. The canyon is open only during the day, so be sure to note when the gate closes in the evening. The road winds through the grassy foothills for about 4.5 miles and ends at the mouth of McKittrick Canyon. A small visitor center here has restrooms, water, and information.




  The canyon mouth appears dry and not especially appealing, but don’t be deceived. The deep, rugged canyon harbors many surprises. A well-maintained trail with only minimal climbing leads into the heart of the canyon. Soon trees appear on the north-facing slopes and the sound of flowing water echoes from the canyon walls. A permanent stream flows down much of McKittrick Canyon watering a lush woodland. The only reproducing population of trout in Texas once lived here, but two massive floods in the early 2010s appear to have obliterated the trout. Tall ponderosa pines reach skyward from the canyon bottom. Far above float endangered peregrine falcons, which nest high on the sheer canyon walls.




  Bigtooth maples dot the canyon and turn brilliant gold, orange, and scarlet in the fall, creating the best fall color display in Texas. Usually the color peaks in late October or early November. If possible, avoid visiting during fall color weekends. The canyon is crowded and the park service limits entry once the parking lot fills. Enjoy your hike through what has been called “the prettiest spot in Texas.”
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  Davis Mountains Loop Fort Davis




  General description: A 74-mile loop through the lush Davis Mountains, the second-highest range in Texas.




  Special attractions: Fort Davis National Historic Site, Davis Mountains State Park, McDonald Observatory, hiking, camping, views.




  Location: West Texas. The loop drive starts and ends in Fort Davis.




  Drive route numbers: TX 17, TX 118, and TX 166.




  Travel season: All year. Summer and fall are the most pleasant times, although the drive is usually enjoyable all year. The Davis Mountains are one of the coolest places in Texas during long, hot summers. Occasional short-lived snows in winter can make the drive icy and treacherous.




  Camping: Davis Mountains State Park contains a large, attractive campground.




  Services: All services are available in Fort Davis and nearby Marfa and Alpine. A very popular CCC-vintage lodge is in the state park.




  Nearby attractions: Balmorhea State Park, Marfa Mystery Lights.




  For more information: Fort Davis National Historic Site, P.O. Box 1379, Fort Davis, TX 79734; (432) 426-3224; www.nps.gov/foda. Davis Mountains State Park, TX 118 N., Park Road 3, Fort Davis, TX 79734; (432) 426-3337; www.tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/davis-mountains. Fort Davis Chamber of Commerce, P.O. Box 378, Fort Davis, TX 79734; (432) 426-3015; www.fortdavis.com.
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