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  Hiking Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains National Parks







  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date.While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  The Globe Pequot Press




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  P.O. Box 480




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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  “It seems that the strangeness and wonder are emphasized here in the desert. . . . The extreme clarity of the desert light is equaled by the extreme individualism of desert life forms.”




  —Edward Abbey








  
Foreword





  




  I was only fourteen years old at the time when I first set sight on the Guadalupe Mountains. I was relocating from a large metropolitan area in Japan, and after our plane landed in El Paso, my family and I started on our journey eastward toward Carlsbad, New Mexico. That’s when I saw what appeared to be a gigantic piece of rock protruding from the earth. This encounter was my first face-to-face meeting with the Guadalupe Mountains. Back then I had no idea that the summit at Guadalupe Peak is the highest point in Texas (8,749 feet) or that beneath the barren desert there are miles of secret chambers filled with astonishing cave formations.




  Our organization, Carlsbad Caverns–Guadalupe Mountains Association (CCGMA), was commissioned in 1957 to support the purposes and mission of the National Park Service. Our goals are met by providing interpretive materials to our park visitors, especially to visitors like myself back when I first came to this area. This guidebook describes what types of tours are available at both parks. It also provides details about the gear you will need, hiking safety, and the highlights of each tour.




  The most notable feature of this guidebook is the multilateral cooperation involved in publishing it. FalconGuides, the National Park Service, and the CCGMA have put in a tremendous amount of time, effort, and resources in completing this book. It is our hope that every reader of this guidebook will become well informed on all aspects of each hike and tour so that he or she can enjoy, cherish, and protect our American heritage.




  As for me, even thirty-five years later I am still amazed each time I visit both Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains National Parks. The magnificent Temple of the Sun in the Big Room, McKittrick’s fall color, the enchanting “twilight zone” at the Natural Entrance, or just the simple cactus blooms in spring reminds me of how great the wonders of the Southwest desert really are.




  Read on, and let’s experience America’s treasures.




  T. K. Kajiki




  Executive Director




  Carlsbad Caverns–Guadalupe Mountains Association
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Introduction





  




  Driving along the “National Park Highway” (U.S. Highway 62/180) through Guadalupe Pass between the Delaware and Guadalupe Mountains, through the eastern flank of Guadalupe Mountains National Park, and by the front door of Carlsbad Caverns National Park, you might glance off to the western horizon and see some hills but not realize that you have seen the Great Reef.




  This is the home of two national parks, and it is one of the most cave-rich areas on the planet. It has so many caves that a cross section would look like a 20-mile-long chunk of Swiss cheese.




  It certainly looks like a mountain range, but technically, geologists call these 8,000-foot peaks the Capitan Reef. Geologists come from all over the world to see this giant, exposed formation composed of ancient fossils and riddled with caves.
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  An aerial view of the Guadalupe Mountains and the mouth of the McKittrick Canyon. NPS PHOTO.
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  Lechuguilla, common in both parks. NPS PHOTO BY D. ALLEN.




  The reef rises slowly in southeastern New Mexico, site of Carlsbad Caverns National Park, and extends southward into northwestern Texas, where it abruptly ends with the venerable El Capitan at the southern edge of Guadalupe Mountains National Park. It seems the entire reef should be one national park, but 10 miles of the Lincoln National Forest separate the two parks.




  The area doesn’t have a Grand Teton or Denali, but so what? It has a special beauty that those famous mountains could never match. That beauty is embodied in the rugged individualism of desert flora and fauna and in the incredible diversity found in the parks, with the caves adding an extra treat to the mix.




  When you go to Yellowstone, you study geysers. When you go to Point Reyes, you learn about elephant seals. When you go to Olympic, you learn about rain forests. When you go to Hawaii Volcanoes, you learn about volcanoes. When you go to Carlsbad Caverns, you learn about caves. And when you go to Guadalupe Mountains, you learn about the incredible diversity of desert flora and fauna found in this corner of the Chihuahuan Desert.




  If that’s not reason enough to come to Carlsbad Caverns or Guadalupe Mountains National Parks, here’s another small bonus: Neither park has entrance fees for surface use. However, there are camping fees for the drive-in campgrounds, and in some cases you pay a small fee for entering sections of Carlsbad Caverns and other caves.




  How to Use This Guide




  




  This guidebook won’t answer every question you have about your planned excursions to Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains National Parks. But then, you probably do not want to know everything before you go, lest you eliminate the thrill of making your own discoveries. This book does, however, provide much of the basic information you need to plan your hiking trip.




  Types of Trips


  

  Loop: Starts and finishes at the same trailhead, with no (or very little) retracing of your steps.




  Shuttle: A point-to-point trip that requires two vehicles or an arrangement to be picked up at the end of the trail at a designated time. One way to manage the logistical problems of shuttles is to arrange for another party to start at the other end of the trail, meet at a predetermined point on the trail and trade keys, and, when finished hiking, drive each other’s vehicle home.




  Out and back: Traveling to a specific destination and then retracing your steps back to the trailhead.




  Distances


  

  In Guadalupe Mountains National Park, distances used in this book come from National Park Service (NPS) handouts and National Geographic Trails Illustrated maps. In Carlsbad Caverns National Park, distances come from NPS handouts and signs and, in a few cases, estimates made from topo maps. Keep in mind that distance is often less important than difficulty. A rocky, 2-mile uphill climb can take longer than 4 miles on a well-contoured trail on flat terrain.




  Ratings


  

  The estimates of difficulty should serve as general guidelines only, not the final word. What is difficult to one person may be easy to the next. In this guidebook difficulty ratings consider both how long and how strenuous the route is. Here are general definitions of the ratings.




  Easy: Suitable for any hiker, including small children or the elderly, without serious elevation gain, hazardous sections, or places where the trail is faint.




  Moderate: Suitable for hikers who have some experience and at least an average fitness level, probably not suitable for small children or the elderly unless they have above-average level of fitness, perhaps with some short sections where the trail is difficult to follow, and often with some hills to climb.
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    Cairns lead the way through the junipers dotting the plateau above Yucca Canyon.




  Difficult: Suitable for experienced hikers with above-average fitness level, often with sections of the trail that are difficult to follow or some off-trail sections that could require knowledge of route-finding with topo map and compass, sometimes with serious elevation gain, and possibly some hazardous conditions.




  Maps


  

  The maps in this book serve as a general guide only. You should obtain more detailed maps to take with you or your hikes. Good maps are easy to find, and they are essential to any wilderness trip. For safety reasons, you need maps for route-finding and for “staying found.” For non-safety reasons, you would not want to miss out on the unending joy of mindlessly whittling away untold hours staring at a topo map and wondering what it’s like here and there.




  For trips into the Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains National Parks, you have two good choices for maps—U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) topo maps and National Geographic Trails Illustrated maps. The well-prepared wilderness traveler will take both. Guadalupe Mountains National Park also has a free map that is adequate for many hikes.




  You can find maps at the following locations:


  

  National Geographic Trails Illustrated maps: You can buy these maps in bookstores managed by the Carlsbad Caverns–Guadalupe Mountains Association in both parks or order them online at www.ccgma.org. You can also order them by calling (800) 962–1643.




  USGS: These maps are available at sporting goods stores in the local area, or write directly to the USGS at the following address: Map Distribution, U.S. Geological Survey, Box 25286, Federal Center, Denver, CO 80225.




  For More Information


  

  The best source of additional information is the National Park Service. Use the following addresses and phone numbers.




  Carlsbad Caverns National Park




  3225 National Park Highway




  Carlsbad, NM 88220




  Phone: (505) 785–2232




  www.nps.gov/cave




  Guadalupe Mountains National Park




  H.C. 60, Box 400


 

  Salt Flat, TX 79847-9400




  Phone: (915) 828–3251




  www.nps.gov/gamo




  Following Faint Trails


  

  Some trails in both parks receive infrequent use and can fade away in places. Don’t panic. Usually these sections are short and you can look ahead to see where the trail goes. If so, focus on that landmark and don’t worry about being off the trail for a short distance.




  You should also watch for other indicators that you are indeed on the right route even if the trail isn’t clearly visible. In Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains, watch for cairns (strategically located piles of rocks), which are often used to mark faint trails. Please don’t build new cairns; this can make a confusing situation worse.




  Sharing


  

  We all want our own wilderness area all to ourselves, but that only happens in our dreams. Lots of people use the national parks, and to give everybody an equal chance of having a great experience, we all must work at politely sharing the wilderness.




  For example, hikers must share trails with backcountry horse riders. Both groups have every right to be on the trail. Keep in mind that horses and other stock animals are much less maneuverable than hikers, so it becomes the hiker’s responsibility to yield the right-of-way. When you see horses ahead on the trail or when they catch you from behind, move uphill from the trail about 20 feet and quietly let the stock animals pass.




  Another example of politely sharing the wilderness is courteously choosing your campsite. If you get to a popular camping area late in the day and all the good campsites are taken, don’t crowd in on another camper. This is most aggravating, as these sites rightfully go on a first-come, first-served basis. If you’re late, you have the responsibility to move on or take a campsite a respectable distance away from other campers, even if it’s a less desirable site. In Guadalupe Mountains National Park, designated backcountry campgrounds have as many as eight tent sites. Try to pick one as far away from other campers as possible.
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  The 1989 El Capitan fire was caused by a lightning strike. Other fires in the parks have been caused by careless park visitors, so be careful with fire. NPS PHOTO BY J. BASSINGER.




  Special Rules and Regulations for Backcountry Use


  

  Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains National Parks have strict regulations to protect the fragile environment. Please follow these rules carefully.






	Pets, with or without a leash, are prohibited on all backcountry trails.




	Do not drive vehicles off established roads.




	The collecting, destroying, or defacing of any mineral, plant, animal, or historic or archaeological artifact is prohibited.




	All firearms, or any implement designed to discharge missiles, are prohibited.




	Entry into any cave in the backcountry without written permission from the park superintendent is prohibited.




	
Campfires are prohibited.




	All backcountry campers must have a free backcountry camping permit. In Guadalupe Mountains, backpackers must use designated campsites. In Carlsbad Caverns, campsites must be located (a) at least 100 feet off established trails, (b) 0.25 mile from any water source, (c) 100 yards from any cave entrance, and (d) 0.5 mile from any road or designated day use area.




	Camping is allowed only in designated Wilderness.




	Backcountry camping groups are limited to ten people. Larger groups must hike and camp at least 0.25 mile apart in separate areas.




	You must carry your backcountry permit with you at all times.




	Vehicle or RV camping is prohibited.




	Your safety is your responsibility. Be prepared for trail and weather conditions. Hike carefully. Be sure that someone, a friend or family member, knows when to expect your return and will contact the park office if you are overdue.







  Horses


  

  Horses are allowed on backcountry trails in both Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains under special regulations. About 60 percent of the trails in Guadalupe Mountains and most of the trails in Carlsbad Caverns are open to horses, but an essential part of planning a trip involving horses or other stock animals should be a call to the park headquarters for specific regulations.




  Some trails are simply too hazardous, and these have been closed to horse use. In other areas trails pass through a particularly fragile environment intolerant to horse use. For example, horse manure may introduce exotic plant species that can displace native vegetation.




  Guadalupe Mountains has prepared a special “Horseback Riding” brochure explaining in detail the park regulations. It also includes an excellent trail map showing which trails are open to horses and ranking the trails for difficulty.




  Although you should definitely call for specific information, here is a brief checklist of special needs and regulations for horse use in Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains National Parks.




 

	All rides in the parks require thorough preparation. Improper equipment, poor conditioning, or disregard for weather conditions can result in an unpleasant or dangerous experience.




	Both parks require a free backcountry use permit for all horse use of backcountry trails. You can get the permits at any park visitor center or ranger station.




	Horse use is restricted to day use only. No horses can be kept in the backcountry overnight.




	Both parks have stock corrals, but you must call ahead for reservations. Manure dropped in the corrals must be cleaned up and deposited in a marked receptacle before you leave the park. Trail riders must use the trailheads at these corrals instead of transporting horses to other trailheads.
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  The New Mexico century plant only blooms once, usually after twenty or thirty years, not one hundred years as rumored. NPS PHOTO BY D. ALLEN.




 

	
No feed is available in either park.




  	Water is available at corrals, but no water is available along backcountry trails in either park.




  	All stock should be properly shod before arriving at the park. Bring shoeing tools and supplies. Almost all trails have rocky sections.




  	Groups are limited to ten animals or fewer. This is to reduce potential conflicts between trail riders and hikers and to reduce trail damage.




  	All stock must remain on designated trails.




  	All livestock must meet state vaccination requirements, and copies of vaccination documents must be in your possession. Nursing colts may not accompany their mothers on park trails, and loose herding is not permitted.




  	Special use permits are required for commercial groups.




  	No horses are available for rent in the vicinity of either park.







  Zero Impact




  




  Going into the desert is like visiting a famous museum. You obviously do not want to leave your mark on an art treasure in the museum. If everybody going through the museum left one little mark, the piece of art would be quickly destroyed. And of what value is a big building full of trashed art? The same goes for a pristine wilderness, such as the Chihuahuan Desert of Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains National Parks, which is as magnificent as any masterpiece of any artist. If we all left just one little mark, the wilderness would soon be despoiled.




  A wilderness can accommodate lots of human use as long as everybody behaves. But a few thoughtless or uninformed visitors can ruin it for the rest of us. An important addition to the hiker’s checklist is proper wilderness manners. Don’t leave home without them.




  All wilderness users have a responsibility to know and follow the rules of zero-impact camping. An important source of these guidelines is the book, Wild Country Companion (Globe Pequot, 1994).




  Nowadays, most wilderness users want to walk softly, but some aren’t aware that they have poor manners. Often, their actions are dictated by the outdated understanding of a past generation of campers who cut green boughs for evening shelters, built campfires with fire rings, and dug trenches around tents. In the 1950s, these “camping rules” may have been acceptable, but they leave long-lasting scars. Today, such behavior is absolutely unacceptable. The wilderness is shrinking, and the number of users is mushrooming. More and more camping areas show the unsightly signs of this trend.
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    In backcountry campsites in the Guadalupe Mountains, the NPS has designated specific flattened out tent sites such as this one at the Blue Ridge Camp.




  Thus, a new code of ethics is growing out of necessity to cope with the unending waves of people wanting a perfect wilderness experience. Today, we all must leave no signs that we have gone before. Canoeists can look behind them and see no trace of their passing. Hikers should have the same goal. Enjoy the wildness, but zero impact, of your visit.




  Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the wilderness. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless of how small it is, along the trail or at the campsite. This means you should pack out everything, including orange peels, flip tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Also, pick up any trash that others leave behind.




  Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail. In the desert, some of the terrain is very fragile, so stay on the trail. And don’t pick up “souvenirs,” such as rocks, antlers, or wildflowers. The next person wants to see them, too. Besides, this violates park regulations.




  This goes triple for any archaeological sites. They are very precious and extra fragile. Don’t even go near them, and obviously, do not disturb the aging signs of early cultures. Park regulations strictly prohibit disturbing archaeological sites.




  Avoid making loud noises that may disturb others. Remember, sound travels easily to the other side of the canyon. Be courteous.




  Be careful with food wastes to prevent unsightly messes and bad odors.




  If you use toilet paper, you need to pack it out with the rest of your garbage. In many hiking areas, you can safely use white, unscented paper and bury it along with human waste about 6–8 inches deep, but at Carlsbad Caverns and Guadalupe Mountains, the topsoil is so thin that you really only have one option—packing it out. Bring along ziplock bags for this purpose.




  Finally, and perhaps most important, strictly follow the pack-in pack-out rule. If you carry something into the backcountry, consume it or carry it out.




  Leave zero impact—and then, put your ear to the ground in the wilderness and listen carefully. Thousands of people who will follow you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.




  Be Prepared




  




  The Scouts have been guided for decades by, perhaps, the best single piece of safety advice—Be Prepared! For starters, this means carrying survival and first-aid materials, proper clothing, compass, and topographic map—and knowing how to use them.




  Perhaps the second-best advice is to tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return. Pilots must file flight plans before every trip, and anybody venturing into a blank spot on the map should do the same. File your “flight plan” with a friend or relative before taking off.
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