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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Guadalupe Mountains Nat ional Park, author ized by an act of Congress in 1966 
and established in 1972, comprises 76,293 acres of mounta in and desert land in West 
Texas. Congress established the park for its scientif ic and scenic values. The 
escarpments and canyons of the high country provide dramat ic displays of geological 
sequences. McKi t t r ick Canyon, which contains a perennia l stream and unusual biotic 
associations, and the Bowl, which contains a relict forest, are the focal points of the 
park 's biological values. The park also contains archeological resources and historic 
resources related to westward emigrat ion and early ranching operat ions. Of the area 
within the boundar ies of the park, 46,850 acres are Congressionally designated 
wilderness. 

The park is located on the Texas-New Mexico border, 110 miles east of El Paso, 
Texas, and 55 miles southwest of Carlsbad, New Mexico. U. S. Highway 62/180, 
which passes through the southern end of Guada lupe Mounta ins Nat ional Park, is the 
pr imary route by which visitors reach the park. The area in which the park is 
located is undeveloped and sparsely populated; the land is used predominant ly for 
cattle and sheep ranching. However, the en t rance to Carlsbad Caverns Nat ional Park 
is only 35 miles northeast of Guadalupe Mounta ins on Highway 62/180 and at one 
point the boundar ies of the two parks are only five miles apart . The few tourist 
facilities between El Paso and Whites City, New Mexico, consist pr imari ly of small 
cafe-gas stations. 

Nomadic peoples uti l ized the resources of the mounta ins and desert lands of the 
park for at least 10,000 years before Europeans arr ived in the area, but there were 
no permanent sett lements unt i l the la te-nineteenth century, when settlers moved in 
and began cattle and sheep ranching. Later , in the 1920s, Wallace Prat t bought the 
first of several parcels of land he would acquire in McKi t t r ick Canyon. He built a 
summer home and a later a permanent residence on the property . In the early 1960s 
he donated 5,600 acres of his property in McKi t t r ick Canyon to the federal 
government to be used for a park. 

J. C. Hunte r also purchased land in McKit t r ick Canyon in the 1920s and 
thereaf ter managed the canyon property as a wildlife preserve. It was part of his 
72,000-acre Guadalupe Mountain Ranch, on which he raised sheep, goats, and cattle. 
In 1969, three years after Congress author ized the establishment of a nat ional park 
in the southern Guadalupe Mountains , the federal government purchased the 
Guadalupe Mounta in Ranch from Hunte r ' s son, J. C , Jr. Between 1966 and 1972 the 
government also purchased a number of smaller parcels of land that had been 
included within the park boundar ies and acquired through donation the mineral 
rights to the park lands. 

Planning for the park began in 1961, shortly after the Park Service began 
managing Pra t t ' s donat ion in McKi t t r ick Canyon as part of Carlsbad Caverns 
Nat ional Park. By 1979, master p lanning and most of the p lanning for development 
of the new Guada lupe Mounta ins Nat ional Park were complete. Wilderness 
designation for much of the park limited its uses pr imar i ly to hiking, backpacking, 
horseback r iding, and scientific research. Developments planned to enhance those 
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uses included a professionally planned trai l system, two developed campgrounds , and 
a number of pr imit ive campgrounds. Two visitor contact stations, a main visitor 
center and operat ions headquar te rs , housing for park personnel, and a maintenance 
facility rounded out the developments planned for the park. 

Construct ion of the park facilities began in 1977 and, except for the visitor 
center and operat ional headquar te rs , was mostly complete by late in 1982. After 
numerous design changes to reduce the cost of the combinat ion visitor center and 
operat ional headquar te rs , in 1987 Congress approved funding for construct ion. 
Ground breaking took place in May 1988. 

From its establ ishment in 1972 unt i l late in 1987, Guada lupe Mountains National 
Park was adminis tered joint ly with Carlsbad Caverns from a headquar te r s in 
Carlsbad, New Mexico. From 1973 unti l 1987 an Area Manager lived at the park and 
oversaw day-to- day operat ions. Since October 1987, Guada lupe Mountains has had 
its own resident Super in tendent and management of the two parks has been separated 
except for shared adminis t ra t ive services. 

Dur ing the first fifteen years after establ ishment of the park, resource 
management focused on research to ident i fy and evaluate the na tura l and cul tural 
resources of the park. Under the mandates of wilderness management , park 
personnel worked to return the park lands to their na tura l state and to protect the 
flora and fauna found there. Signif icant cul tural resources were ei ther stabilized 
and preserved or adapted for use as admin is t ra t ive facilities. 

By 1988, with construction of the visitor center and operat ional headquar te rs 
underway, development was nearly complete. Similarly, much necessary research to 
establish baselines for resource management had been accomplished. Fifteen years 
after its establishment, the park had assumed the form and substance of matur i ty . 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Guadalupe Mounta ins National Park, author ized by an act of Congress in 1966 and 
established in 1972, comprises 76,293 acres of mounta in and desert land in West 
Texas. Congress established the park for its scientif ic and scenic values. The park 
consists pr imar i ly of the highest and southernmost portion of the Guadalupe 
Mountains, a range that extends nor theas ter ly into New Mexico. The escarpments 
and canyons of the high country provide d ramat ic displays of geological sequences 
and contain relict and unusual plant communit ies . Of the area within the park 's 
boundaries , 46,850 acres are Congressionally designated wilderness. This designation 
precluded extensive development within the park and has l imited the uses of much 
of the park to hiking, horseback r iding, backpacking, and approved scientific 
research. 

Location, Access, and Public Facil i t ies 

Guadalupe Mountains Nat ional Park is located on the Texas- New Mexico Border, 
110 miles east of El Paso, Texas, and 55 miles southwest of Carlsbad, New Mexico 
(see Figure 1). Part of the nor thern boundary adjoins the Lincoln Nat ional Forest 
and lands controlled by the Bureau of Land Management . Other mountain ranges lie 
within or in proximity to the park: the Brokeoff Mountains to the north, the 
Delaware Mountains , Patterson Hills, and Sierra Diablo Mountains to the south (see 
Figure 2). U.S. Highway 62/180 passes through the southern end of the park and 
is the pr imary route by which visitors reach the park. State Road 137 in New 
Mexico provides access to the nor thern part of the park. 

The park is located in an undeveloped and sparsely populated area where the land 
is used predominant ly for cattle and sheep ranching. However, another nat ional 
park--Carlsbad Caverns--is only 35 miles away on Highway 62/180 and at one point 
the boundar ies of the two parks are only five miles apart . The tourist facilities that 
have been developed along the h ighway between El Paso and Carlsbad consist 
pr imari ly of small cafe-gas stations. Dell City, Texas, a farming and ranching 
community with a population of about 400, is the town nearest to the park, but it 
has only limited services for tourists. A larger development of tourist facilities is 
located at Whites City, New Mexico, approximate ly 35 miles northeast of the park. 
Van Horn, Texas, 60 miles south of the park, also has tourist facilities. Guadalupe 
Mountains Nat ional Park provides the only campground between Whites City and 
Hueco Tanks, a state park on the eastern outskir ts of El Paso. 

Physical Description 

Included within the boundar ies of the park are the sheer cliffs and peaks more 
than 8,000 feet high that make up the V-shaped southernmost extension of the 
Guadalupe Mountains . The mountain range is an uplifted segment of the Capi tan 
reef, a limestone bar r ie r reef that formed some 280 million years ago from algae in 
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Chapter I 

Figure 1. Vicinity of Guadalupe Mountains National Park 
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Introduction 

Figure 2. Map of Guadalupe Mountains National Park 
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Chapter I 

a shallow inland sea. The geological informat ion revealed in the sheer escarpments 
and deeply incised canyons of the Guada lupe have made this exposed portion of the 
Capitan reef one of the world's best-known and most-studied fossil reefs. 

The precipi tous cliffs of El Capi tan punc tua te the southern tip of the Guadalupes 
and ju t above the desert floor like the prow of a great ship (see Figure 3). In 1858, 
a traveler , seeing El Capitan for the first time, wrote: "It seemed as if nature had 
saved all her ruggedness to pile up in this colossal form. . . ." Visible for many 
miles from both east and west, the peak has served as a landmark for t ravelers for 
unnumbered centuries . Northeast of El Capi tan are the four highest peaks in Texas: 
Guadalupe Peak at 8,749 feet, Bush Mounta in at 8,631 feet, Shumard Peak at 8,615 
feet, and Bartlet t Peak at 8,513 feet. The top of the escarpment offers unparal leled 
views of the Delaware basin to the east and the salt basin to the west (see Figures 
4 and 5). Hidden between the escarpments that form the V-shaped terminus of the 
Guadalupe range are two other manifes ta t ions of the scientif ic and scenic values 
preserved in the park: the relict forest in the Bowl and the aquat ic habi ta t of 
McKit t r ick Canyon (see Figures 6 and 7). The unique and fragile var ia t ions of plant 
life in these areas create a museum-like atmosphere, vestiges of a time when the 
climate of this land was less arid. 

The park also includes desert lowlands. The western side of the park encompasses 
a portion of the salt basin lying between the Guadalupes and the next range of 
mounta ins to the west, the Cornudas. These lowlands contain flora and fauna typical 
of the Ch ihuahuan desert of which they are a part . They also exhibi t the ecological 
changes caused by overgrazing of domestic livestock. Williams Ranch, one of the 
park 's cul tural resources, located at the base of the mounta ins on the west side of the 
park, gives visitors a sense of the isolation of a rancher 's life. The ranch site also 
provides a dramat ic point from which to view the steep scarp of the western side of 
the Capitan reef (see Figure 8). On the eastern side, the park does not extend far 
beyond the base of the mounta ins . The park lands there are character ized by deep 
and mostly waterless canyons that lead to the high country. 

Although the var ia t ions in elevation in the park may produce extremes of 
temperatures , the climate of the park is generally mild. Dur ing the summer the pine 
forests of the high country offer a cool respite from the intense heat of the desert 
lowlands. In winter, the lower elevat ions and west side of the park remain 
comfortably warm even when snow blankets the mountains . Strong winds in late 
winter and spring and severe electrical storms accompanied by torrent ia l rains dur ing 
the summer pose some na tura l hazards for hikers. 

The scarcity of water determines the pa t te rns of life in the park lands. Although 
an extensive variety of animals, from large ungulates to the smallest mammals, make 
their homes in the park, the water avai lable from small springs scattered throughout 
the park dictates their numbers and ranges. Similarly, the locations of these water 
sources became the camping places of nomadic peoples and the set t lements of early 

W a t e r m a n L. Ormsby. The Butterfield Overland Mail, ed. Lyle H. Wright and Josephine M. Bynum (San 
Marino. California: The Huntington Library. 1942), 73-74. 
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Figure 3. El Capitan, as seen from the southeast. Visible for many miles from both 
east and west, the peak has served as a landmark for travelers for unnumbered 
centuries. (NPS Photo) 
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Chapter I 

Figure 4. View from Guadalupe Peak, overlooking El Capitan. At 8, 749 feet, 
Guadalupe Peak is the highest point in Texas. A five-mile-long trail makes it 
possible for park visitors to reach the summit of Guadalupe Peak. (NPS Photo) 
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Figure 5. The view down Guadalupe Canyon toward Guadalupe Pass from a high 
point on the Guadalupe escarpment. (NPS Photo) 
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Figure 6. View of the Bowl from a high point on the Guadalupe escarpment. The 
Bowl contains a relict forest that is one of the park's primary natural resources. 
(NPS Photo) 
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