
By Patricia òTrishó Freeman 
Big Bend and the Chihuahuan Desert   

F&W faculty member 
 The week before, rain sent the 

temperature down and there was 

flooding in Texas.  The week after 

there was about two feet of snow on 

the road back through Kansas.  But for 

the week we were in Big Bend, which 

started Friday the 13th (of March), it 

was perfect.  So much for superstition. 

 Jim Swinehart, a geologist, 

Cliff Lemen, biologist and cook extraor-

dinare, and I honchoed seven students 

to Big Bend National Park and back.  

None of the students had been in the 

desert before and the Chihuahuan 

Desert was just beginning to bloom.  

We started the week out with some 

green and very few blossoms, but we 

ended the week with slightly more 

green and lots more color.  The cactus 

were really starting to show their stuff.  

Ocotillo branches looked like they had 

permanent little red birds at their tips, 

then some of their little leaves started 

to appear.  A few lizards were out, one 

DOR snake, and a toad.  Birds were 

pretty good and vermillion flycatchers, 

road runners, and white-winged doves 

lived in camp with us.  We also had 

visits from packs of javelinas when we 

were high in the Chisos Mountain 
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campground.  We saw one or two of the 

endemic population of white-tailed deer.  

We trapped a few small mammals and net-

ted the Mexican free-tailed bat.  This is the 

bat of Carlsbad Caverns which is in the 

mountains just west of the Texas border in 

New Mexico.  We had hoped to catch the 

Western mastiff bats, the largest bat in the 

U.S. as Big Bend is one place where it is 

reliably caught.  But it was not to be ð 

maybe later this summer if Cliff and I re-

turn to the scene. 

 The highlight of the trip was our 

river run down the Rio Grande in canoes.  

What a blast!  We joined up with another 

university group ð geology students from 

the University of Alabama.  We spent two 

days and one night with 

perfect weather floating 

and paddling down.  One 

of the high points was 

seeing a huge, fresh foot-

print of a mountain lion 

on the sandy shore where 

we hauled out for lunch 

on the first day.  We did 

not see or hear any, but it 

was great to know it was 

wild enough to be there. 

 The Rio Grand 

pours through the narrow, 

spectacular Santa Elena 

Canyon for 20 or so miles.  

Upriver, we put in about 9 

am and stayed in the sun 

for most of the first day.  

Evidence of flooding from 

Hurricane IKE (2008) was impressive all 

that day.  Huge deposits of river debris 

were everywhere and the trace of the water 

level must have been 10 to 12 feet high.   

Often the outfitters use rafts for these trips 

but the water was only high enough for 

canoes for our trip.  The night was 
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What a view:  Trevor Hefley paddles 

his way through the Rio Grande, 

nestled within Santa Elena Canyon. 

Left to Right:  Rachel Paseka, Laurie Stufft, Trish Free-

man, Cliff Lemen, Dan Kolterman , Josh Fuchs , Sarah 

Bailey, Katie Lawry, Trevor Hefley, & Jim Swinehart 
Youõre next! 

UNL F&W majors have opportunities 

to participate in many different 

study tours. Puerto Rico, Argentina, 

Mexico and New Zea-

land are just a few 

examples of the 

places you can go!  

Contact your advisor 

for more information. 


