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Introduction 

The Natural History o/San Solomon Springs: Balmorhea Today was inspired by Dr. Mark 

McGinley's book project, West Texas Oasis: The Natural History o/San Solomon Springs, and 

was written with the intention of appearing as a chapter in that book. This book project was 

designed with the purpose of educating the general public on the science and history of San 

Solomon Springs, and generating interest in the environmental challenges that it confronts. 

Understanding these issues in full relies on knowledge of both the historical and current 

relationships humans have to the springs. Appropriately, this thesis seeks to understand the 

community of Balmorhea and its relationship to the San Solomon Springs today. 

Note: All photographs featured in the thesis are those of Sara Hughes, a Texas Tech University 

student whom occasionally accompanied me to Balmorhea. 
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... ------------- - --- -. 

Review of the Literature 

The majority of my research involved personal interviews rather than literature. I found there 

were very few books available regarding my particular subject, being that it concerns the recent 

condition of a small, rather isolated city. However, brochures and local newspapers did serve to 

clarify information I obtained from interviewees. An oral history found at Texas Tech 

University's Southwest Collection was also a valuable resource. 
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Methodology 

I began this project by recovering books related to my topic, Balmorhea. These included books 

on the history ofthe Trans-Pecos region of Texas and Hispanic culture in America. I also 

obtained a copy of the U.S. Census Population Survey for the City of Balmorhea. Although 

these texts were not directly related to my specific topic, they were selected with the purpose of 

familiarizing me with the background and demographics of the community before entering into it 

for my personal research. After collecting this information, I proceeded to write a list of possible 

questions to ask the residents of Balmorhea. I made a total of five trips to Balmorhea throughout 

fall semester 2004, and found nearly all residents eager to answer my questions. Contrary to my 

structured list of questions, however, interviews were most productive when allowed generous 

flexibility. The conversation topics varied from person to person, as did my prompts, as t~ey 

accorded with the each person's specialty of knowledge. I anticipated that it would be difficuh to 

make my frrst contact in Balmorhea, but it actually happened quite naturally. The owner of the 

motel at which I stayed provided a number ofleads to follow. All the people he recommended I 

contact were in fact quite knowledgeable of the community, and friendly as well. With each 

person I interviewed, I was given the name of another potential contact or resource. The 

interviewees of Balmorhea became my greatest source of information. Over the course of the fall 

semester, I collected the information that would inspire my writing in the spring. The body of 

work that resulted was not only submitted as my Senior Thesis, but would also become a chapter 

in the book, West Texas Oasis: The Natural History o/San Solomon Springs. 
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The Natural History of San Solomon Springs: 
Balmorhea Today 

The story begins in the Trans-Pecos region of Texas along Interstate-10, and slows in the 

small city of Balmorhea. Founded in 1906 by land promoters, Balmorhea is named after three 

early settlers: Balcom, Morrow, and Rhea. 1 With a dwindling population of 527, a handful of 

ramshackle buildings line the road like trees line a dry riverbed.2 Tributary neighborhoods of 

boldly-hued trailer homes are adorned with defiant rose bushes and tall twisting cottonwood 

trees. Light escapes windows in the dim of dusk, and only a few businesses glow their neon 

signs. Veer onto Texas 17 and travel four miles south to Toyahvale, a small town that is home to 

Balmorhea State Park, San Solomon Springs, 20 people and a post office. 

The backdrop to these two communities is a landscape of amber prairie grasses and the 

blue silhouettes of table-top plateaus and jagged peaks called the Davis Mountains. Take a closer 

look and find stands of creosote bush, oak, juniper, mesquite, prickly pear, barrel cacti, and 

colorful bursts of wildflowers and butterflies. Gazing at this sparsely settled land, what many 

people see is a road through a "nowhere." But for some this road leads to a place for bird 

watching, hunting, swimming, and scuba diving; for some, it is a nowhere rich with meaning. 

Through a class project at Texas Tech University, I became familiar with the history of 

this landscape the importance of San Solomon Springs as a centuries-old resource for people in 

this area. As interesting as this was, I wanted to explore how the people in the city of Balmorhea 

interact with the desert environment and San Solomon Springs today. I wanted to know how 

residents and visitors to this area impact the springs, and in turn, if and how the springs impact 

the lifestyle of the people. Other questions arose: How has the spring been affected and shaped 

in recent years? Do the people of this desert area rely as heavily on the spring as they used to? In 

what ways are the springs utilized by people today, if at all? And beyond my curiosity regarding 
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the current human-spring relationship, I had an interest in exploring the small community's 

economic situation. Knowing that many small towns in America are floundering with the 

increasing shift toward urban living, I was interested in learning how Balmorhea is coping with 

the challenge of sustaining their community. I probed further: With so many people moving to 

bigger cities for work, what kind of job opportunities anchor the local work force in this small 

town? How is Balmorhea promoting economic growth within the community? With such 

questions in mind, I began my research on Balmorhea and San Solomon Springs. 

I visited this remarkable spring and the city of Balmorhea several times throughout the 

fall of2004, trying to better understand the community and its relationship to the spring. There I 

had the opportunity to speak with Tom Johnson, the on-site manager of Balmorhea State Park 

since 1990. The state park is comprised of hotel cabins, campsites, picnic areas, expansive views 

of the Davis Mountains, and the San Solomon Springs swimming pool and cienega When I 

asked Mr. Johnson about the value of San Solomon Springs, he described San Solomon Springs 

as the most significant body of water for hundreds of miles, one that continues to interest 

farmers, ranchers, and travelers. 3 

In a land where water is locked in the armed vessels of cact~ San Solomon Springs is a 

Chihuahuan Desert oasis. Summertime swimmers and determined scuba divers are one group 

who makes the long journey to this desert oasis, a balmy spring with constant temperatures that 

can be enjoyed year-round. Dove hunters visit this area from September through October, and 

deer hunters visit after the Thanksgiving holiday. On average, approximately 200,000 people 

visit Balmorhea State Park and its pool each year. This figure includes visits from local residents 

who not only enjoy their close proximity to the poo~ but also enjoy their central location. 
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Sunset at San Solomon Springs pool, Balmorhea State Park 
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El Paso is a three hour drive away; the Guadalupe Mountains, Big Bend National Park, and 

Odessa-home of the nearest movie theatre and department store--are only two hours away. 

Although material pleasures must be sought in these distant places, residents take pleasure in a 

weahh of natural beauty from their own back yards. 

The beauty and lure of the San Solomon Springs do not diminish the inhospitable nature 

of the environment. Prior to 2004 the area suffered a twelve-year drought during which ranchers 

and farmers made due with only three-and-a-half inches of rain each year. Drought aside, 

farmers in this desert region have always been forced to be innovative in finding water for their 

crops. At one time, farmers were entirely reliant upon water diverted from San Solomon Springs 

and nearby Phantom Springs to irrigate their land.4 Spring water is still utilized today but in a 

limited capacity, only supplementing what the desert sky provides and the groundwater that 

farmers pump from the aquifer below. 

While the State of Texas owns all surface water, private landowners are generally granted 

ownership of groundwater and abide by the "Right of Capture." Under this common policy, 

landowners may pump as much water as they desire, even if it affects the ease at which 

neighboring landowners may pump.5 Farmers in the Balmorhea area are not afforded this luxury, 

as their pumping rights are limited. Since limits are placed on spring water and pumping, drought 

of this magnitude has been a huge detriment to the farming industry. Enduring little rainfall, 

several farmers have been forced to stop farming altogether and field hands have also abandoned 

their livelihood. Record amounts of rain fell in 2004, most fortunately, causing the spring to run 

at twice it normal flow, but skeptical drought-suffering farmers and ranchers question how long 

the rains will last. 
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As it was, farmers once relied solely on rainfall and the springs to supply water to their 

farms. When they began pumping water from the aquifer, local springs became threatened with 

extinction. Comanche Springs was one of the largest springs in Texas. Now it runs dry. a result 

of pumping in the 1950s by Clayton Williams Sr. Phantom Springs, which once flowed in 

abundance and irrigated 1,000 acres of farmland, has been reduced to a fraction of its flow 

because of pumping. 6 The Endangered Species Act of 1973 changed the pumping po licy for the 

Balmorhea area to ensure that San Solomon Springs would not meet the same fate. The act 

placed a limit on pumping groundwater to preserve the health of San Solomon Springs. Farmers 

were limited by the amount of San Solomon Springs water they could divert for irrigation 

purposes. Such restrictions were implemented in the name of protecting the three endangered 

species that reside in the springs. Although the Endangered Species Act preserved a natural 

treasure, the limits placed on water use, combined with limits on pesticides, caused significant 

upset to local landowners of an already challenging environment. 

The construction of the three-acre marsh land or "cienega" near the springs thus became a 

compromise between landowners and the state. If landowners donated their land for cienega use, 

the state would lighten the pesticide restriction, since the spring and cienega are safely located at 

the headwaters. The cienega is located just east of the springs with a purpose of providing a more 

natural habitat for fish and wildlife, one that resembles the marshy land that existed before the 

Civilian Conservation Corps's (CCC) construction of the pool in the 1930s. The project was 

initiated by the Educational Foundation of America and the National Fish and Wildlife 

Foundation of America and carried out by a team of biologists, engineers and educators. Efforts 

from the Texas Department of Agriculture and the Texas Department of Transportation and 

various other agencies also contributed to the project. 7 

9 



The view en route from Balmorhea to San Solomon Springs at Balmorhea State Park 
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Ironically, the very act that landowners once loathed now protects their way of life. 

Since the Endangered Species Act protects the water at the springs and thus excess flow down to 

farmers, cities like El Paso that are looking to this area for water are prevented from pumping 

water that would affect the springs. Without the protection afforded by the Endangered Species 

Act, El Paso could buy land and pump the water that now goes toward irrigating farms here, 

possibly ending the farming industry in this area entirely and forever. The local fanning industry 

shares the hardship of drought with many others. As I discovered during my participation in the 

Third Annual Bird Fest, even local ranchers were challenged by the drought. During this three

day event at the springs and surrounding area, birders were granted access to privately-owned 

ranches. 

One morning, our group of festival birders traveled the dirt road of the SI Bar KC Ranch 

and found ourselves at a stone and mortar ranch house and barn, surrounded by autumn-yellowed 

cottonwoods. This is the home of the Bob Young family, descendants ofthe legendary Robert 

Casey and his son W.D. Casey, 1879 original homesteader. The 60 section ranch has been in the 

Casey family for over one-hundred years, and the house, built from on-site materials, is original 

Historically a family of cattle ranchers (a local industry dating back to the late 1800s), the recent 

drought has forced them to sell their cattle. In a struggle to maintain the ranch, the family now 

has plans to rent out their guest house to travelers, and to cooperate more extensively in the 

movement of ecotourism as a new source of livelihood.8 

The Young family prepared a cowboy breakfast that our birding group enjoyed outside in 

the morning light. Coffee was heated over the fire pit, and a buffet was set up from which Maley 

Young and her two-year-old daughter served our food. After the rustic mea~ Tom Johnson led a 

bird walk touring the ranch land. The walk incorporated tape-recorded screech owl calls, and 
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buzzed with the quiet excitement of seeing various birds as they dove into the open, making their 

attack on the mock-owl. After the walk, a brisket and potato lunch was served in the same 

cowboy fashion. One guest played old cowboy tunes on his guitar as our group ate in the shade 

of an old cottonwood tree near the ranch house. 

Like the Young family, the twelve-year drought has forced many ranchers to sell their 

livestock and search for other means of support more suited to the conditions of their arid 

environment. Attracting birders to such festivals is one of many evolving forms of ecotourism, 

since San Solomon Springs has been a prime migration stop for birds from Canada and Central 

America for centuries. In recent years, the springs have been attracting birders from all over the 

United States, from Michigan to Florida. However, it is no small venture to this remote oasis: 

most birders fly to nearby airports in Midland or EI Paso and then drive for hours before they 

arrive. Birders find the journey here is well worth the challenge, as San Solomon Springs offer a 

unique experience to enjoy an assortment of birds that cannot be found anywhere else. Birding, 

guided trail rides onto privately-owned ranches, and hiking access to private land are all 

components of this ecotourism movement. 

An encounter at a local cafe introduced me to a woman who had staked her own claim in 

the ecotourism business. Overhearing me question the cafe owner about life in Balmorhea. Kate 

Vigneron, a slender blonde woman in her senior years invited me to sit with her and offered to 

answer any questions she could. A long-time resident, Ms. Vigneron proceeded to tell me the 

story of how she ended up in Balmorhea. She was born in Louisiana and lived there until she left 

to study abroad in France, where she fell in love with a Frenchman that would later become her 

husband. After the marriage, they moved to Paris where they would raise their family. 
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Birders at the Third Annual Bird Fest in Balmorhea 
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Surprised that any French resident would find their way to West Texas, I was eager to 

learn what brought her here. Twelve years ago, she flew to EI Paso to visit her brother at his new 

ranch. En route, she drove through the Davis Mountains and fell in love with the majestic 

beauty of the land. She returned to France with determined designs to move here. She and her 

husband bought a ranch outside of Balmorhea, one nestled in the Davis Mountains, and moved 

from Paris to Balmorhea permanently. Although her husband passed away, Ms. Vigneron 

remains here on her ranch and runs a successful guided trail ride business. 

But Ms. Vigneron has other ideas for promoting the appeal of Balmorhea, namely, 

helping to preserve its history. After leaving the cafe, I followed Ms. Vigneron to the Calera 

Chape~ five miles west of Balmorhea. The century-old chape~ originally known as Mission 

Mary, is a solid white stucco structure, but the light of dusk tinged the western wall a pale yellow 

and shaded the others an oceanic blue. Gold glared from the belfry as the sun slipped behind the 

mountains. The one-room chapel is the only building visibly erected in the soft desert landscape. 

A simple cross spanned the far wal~ and three rows of basic wooden pews furnished the 

otherwise white room. The forsaken chapel was crumbling and dilapidated prior to Ms. 

Vigneron's purchase of it, but it now stands strong and restored thanks to her restoration of it. 

Once the restoration of the chapel was complete, she donated it to the Calera Foundation in 2003. 

This bit of history is now open for visitation by the public. 

After visiting the chape~ I followed her further down the highway as the sun set, turning 

onto a rough and winding dirt road that we followed for the next half hour. The road led us 

through the foothills of the Davis Mountains and ended at an adobe ranch house. She had it built 

upon her purchase ofthe land as a place to host her guests and patrons. Solar panels decked the 

yard behind the house, while stables of Tennessee Walkers extended to the west side of the 
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property. She gave me a brief tour of the guest house that she'd furnished with rustic Mexican 

furniture and accessories, complete with a stocked kitchen and bathroom. She gave me the 

number to her home just over the hill and left me for the night-a star-sieved sky above.9 

Eco-tourist attractions like the birding festival and Ms. Vigneron's trail ride business are 

attracting new visitors to the Balmorhea area, but tourists have always had a presence in 

Balmorhea Austinite Greg Shattuck and his wife, Mary Kleypas, have been visiting Balmorhea 

State Park regularly since 1985. They stumbled into Balmorhea when their car broke down on a 

drive from Albuquerque to Austin. The auto repairman suggested that they pay visit to San 

Solomon Springs, and following his recommendation began a lifelong affair with the springs. 

They started coming here frequently when they had children, whom preferred a trip to the 

springs over Disneyland. Their family would also regularly meet friends from Albuquerque at 

the springs, a convenient half-way point. 

Mr. Shattuck and his wife appreciate San Solomon Springs because it is different from 

Austin: it's isolated, so when they come here, they feel they're really getting away from it all. 

Furthermore, they take delight in the moderate climate, the swimming, and seeing the stars at 

night-something unthinkable in a bigger city. Mr. Shattuck explained that the emotional tie his 

family has to the springs is not uncommon. In fact, several groups of visitors keep coming back, 

donating their time, energy, and money to fixing up the park. Mr. Shattuck and his wife are such 

active tourists who maintain the garden at the park's motel as an act of kind charity. Although 

they care deeply for their desert getaway, the isolation and low-key atmosphere that make it a 

nice place to visit also make it a place they wouldn't want to live. 10 

But like Ms. Vigneron, others travel far to make a home here. For instance, Balmorhea 

Grocery owner Harry Barron has been living in Balmorhea for 18 years now. I approached the 
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store counter, behind which stood two teenage boys and a Hispanic man in jeans and a baseball 

cap. "How are you doing today?" the man in the cap asked. "Good," I replied, before we 

formally introduced ourselves. I proceeded to ask Mr. Barron, the man in the cap, a line of 

questions about life in Balmorhea. When I asked what brought him to this community, he 

explained that he used to live in Lubbock and would travel through here for work on his way to 

Mexico. After a few trips, Balmorhea became more than a rest stop: he was captivated by the 

town's tranquility and decided to spend his life here. When he moved here he bought a hay farm 

just outside of town, but soon took over the original Balmorhea Grocery store. In 1992, he built 

this new building for the business just off the main road. The store is slightly larger than the 

average convenient store and is stocked with all the necessities, plus cigarettes, magazines, and 

movies for rent. Having raised a family and established a life here, Mr. Barron continues to 

enjoy the serenity of the Balmorhea area. 11 

Darrel and Neta Rhyne have been residents of the area for twenty years now, about as 

long as Mr. Barron. Formerly urbanites, the Rhynes moved here because they "fell in love with 

the mountains, the waters, and the desert." They raised their son and two daughters here, whom 

now live and work in Odessa, Fort Davis, and New Mexico. When they first arrived here, Mr. 

Rhyne managed the State Park, but they opened Toyahvale Desert Oasis: The San Solomon 

Springs Outfitter a few years later. Renovated by the Rhyne's sixteen years ago, the dive shop 

building is over one-hundred years old and possesses a history like many other buildings in 

Balmorhea and Toyahvale. Though the Rhyne's face the challenge of seasonal tourism, they are 

steadied by the love of the land that brought them here. 12 
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Harry Barron, owner of Balmorhea Grocery 

17 



Mike and Marty May last lived in EI Paso before they retired in Balmorhea ten years ago. 

They own and manage Valley Mote~ the city's only motel except one at the state park. My first 

night in Balmorhea and every night there forward was spent at their motel, a white-painted 

cinderblock complex just off Main Street. Mike May, an outspoken retiree from the east coast, 

checked me in from the motel office that also serves as his home. On the door into 

their home hangs a sign that warns, "This property is insured by Smith and Wesson." Basic 

tourist brochures and magazines color the otherwise white room. The Mays purchased the motel 

after their contract managing Balmorhea Lake ended. This contract is the reason they first 

moved to Balmorhea. Although the Mays have lived here for ten years, Mr. May explains they 

dont't know the community as well as they would have if they had children in school But 

through he and his wife's involvement in community organizations, management of the lake, and 

owning the mote~ they have become familiar with the community of tourists that visit 

Balmorhea. Similar to the Rhynes' dive shop, the success of the Valley Motel rests on tourists 

drawn to Balmorhea and San Solomon Springs. Since the motel accommodates a wide range of 

tourists and passers-thru, it fares quite well. 13 

Unlike these other newcomers, Tami Dean moved to Balmorhea from Arizona not 

because the land called her here, but to care for her ill mother that had retired here. Although this 

move was intended to be temporary, by the time her mother had recovered, Ms. Dean had come 

to call Balmorhea her home. One challenge in living in a small community such as Balmorhea is 

that of finding work. Encountering little opportunity, Ms. Dean started her own business as the 

owner of Tami Dean's Main Street Cafe & Antique Soda Fountain, where I met her for the first 

time. 
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With an old west-styled f~ade, the interior of the cafe was refurbished to match. Aside 

from the long counter of the antique soda fountain, there were two tables of customers in a room 

made to seat 20 or more. In spite of the emptiness, great energy surged from high-spirited Ms. 

D~ whom greeted me with an open smile and urged me to seat myself I followed her request, 

sat at the counter, and initiated a conversation. When I asked her about life in Balmorhea, she 

explained, "If you want a non-challenging life, this is the perfect place to live. Balmorhea is 

peaceful and quiet ... not into change." Despite the excellent service and food, the cafe failed to 

flourish as she had hoped it would, perhaps due to tourism's seasonal nature and a lack of 

support from the community. When a large portion ofthe community lives below the poverty 

level, spending money eating out is not a priority. Thus, the cafe ultimately closed its doors in 

late 2004.14 

Though newcomers are not uncommon, lifelong residents comprise most of the 

population Paul Matta, thirty-something with dark eyes and a brow swept with soft black hair, 

embodies the essence of a lifelong resident. Mr. Matta was born in Alpine, Texas in I 968--at the 

time Alpine, Texas was where Balmorhea's nearest hospital was located. His dad lived in 

Balmorhea throughout his life and worked for the highway department for 35 years. Originally 

from Fort Davis, his mom taught at the school here in Balmorhea. Many relatives and both sets 

of grandparents (if not previous generation too) lived their lives in this area as well. 

Mr. Matta graduated from high school in Balmorhea in 1987. After graduation, he 

attended college at Southwestern University at Georgetown, Texas where he majored in History. 

His family owned a restaurant in Balmorhea and he moved back home upon graduation from 

college to help with the family business, which ultimately closed. Staying in Balmorhea, Mr. 

Matta won contracts with the Department of Transportation, served on the School Board, and 

19 



worked in Pecos as a probation officer for two years. He now commutes to Pecos for work at the 

Pecos Technical Training center, helping adults earn their GEDs or pursue higher education. 

Mr. Matta has undertaken occupations in all the fields the area has to offer. Local opportunities 

include work for the State Department of Transportation and the Balmorhea State Park and 

Balmorhea School, while other occupations are found at least 20 miles away in Fort Davis and at 

prisons in Pecos and Fort Stockton. 

It is obvious that jobs in Balmorhea are limited, but it wasn't always so. With the CCC's 

presence in the community during the 1930s and the agricultural boom of the 1950s, the city was 

once home to four grocery stores, two barber shops, a drugstore, tailor, a couple of pool halls, 

and two doctors. IS However, the farming bust of the 1960s and 70s impoverished the local 

farming population, causing many people to leave and find work elsewhere. The people who 

stayed through these tough times were unable to support the businesses here. Businesses closed 

and houses were abandoned, and many more met the same fate with the construction of Highway 

10 that redirected traffic from Balmorhea through Pecos. The ghost of what once was is present 

throughout the city, in the scattered structures crumbling in disrepair. The current trend toward 

urban living, the lack of jobs and little interest in creating more jobs are causing more people to 

move, especially young adults on which the future of the community relies. 

In spite of the hardship of finding work, the beauty of the land keeps newcomers and 

residents like Mr. Matta devoted to improving the place they call home. As far as generating 

commerce or tourist attractions to employ the young adults of Balmorhea, Mr. Matta believes 

that the lake could be a valuable asset to Balmorhea if it were developed with campsites and a 

modem store. And though the springs have steadily attracted tourists for decades, the community 

takes little interest in promoting this attraction with more intensity. In fact, many residents take 
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little interest in the benefits of tourism in general, although it could be argued that towism is 

what keeps this community afloat. Tourism could be the impetus for establishing new 

businesses, providing jo bs to the residents that wish to stay in Balmorhea whom now have no 

choice but to find work elsewhere. 16 

Tourism aside, the school is the central source of jobs for Balmorhea, employing more 

people than any other single business in the community. This K-12 school is a point of pride for 

all members of the community, turning out well-educated youths prepared to pursue the 

collegiate or vocational life of their choosing. Featuring a native staff: the school's faculty is 

sensitive to the community dynamic and in-touch with the students' needs. Much of the school's 

success also rests upon technology grants that have provided' classrooms and students' homes 

with printers and computers. The school was recently awarded The Blue Ribbon Award in 

recognition of the school's success in turning out remarkably capable students. Local jobs being 

scarce, many students leave upon graduation which is causing a drop in Balmorhea's popUlation. 

If the population decreases to the critical point at which the school is shut down, 20 families 

would be forced to move, thereby threatening the survival of the small city. 

Balmorhea Independent School District currently serves 198 students and offers each 

student the opportunity to be involved in a number of organizations. Such school activities keeps 

children busy in a place like Balmorhea where there isn't much to do-though the city does host 

a number of events each year in which families and children gather in the street for food, music, 

and dancing that may be proceeded by softball tournaments. And of course, swimming at the 

spring is something enjoyed by children throughout the summers. Concerning common 

entertainment, Balmorhea has a library and a small football stadium. The stadium hosts the 

Balmorhea Bears. School games are played in this small stadium with bleachers ten seats high, 
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usually packed with cheering families and friends. It is not an uncommon sight to see children 

and teens walk down the street toward the game, guided by the blaring lights of the football field 

like moths to a flame when all else is dark. 

Educator Terri Barrigan has lived in Balmorhea since she was one year old. Her parents 

moved here with their ten children from Mexico to work as laborers. She stayed in Balmorhea 

and raised a family with her husband, a childhood classmate of hers. After spending eight years 

as a stay-at-home mom, Mrs. Barrigan attended college at nearby SuI Ross State University and 

received a degree in Education. She taught first and second grades for 11 years before assuming 

the position of Assistant Principle that she still assumes today. As an educator, encouraging 

children to see the world outside of Balmorhea is an important part of her agenda For example, 

the school has allowed students to go on field trips to Midland, Fort Davis, Pecos, and San 

Antonio. Mrs. Barrigan also encourages students to move away from Balmorhea, get an 

education, and return home to share their knowledge and skills with the community. Ifher hopes 

come to fruition, there will be yet another possible solution to Balmorhea's uncertain future. 17 

Given the narrowed job opportunities, a few residents have chosen to pursue occupations 

beyond the bounds of the law. At least that is how it was explained to me one afternoon, as I sat 

on the porch ofa local business, Balmorhea Mexican Imports. To my left, a stout man adorned 

with various tattoos and a strawberry-hued mustache filled the hollows of a rocking chair. To my 

right sat Don Ford, a denim-clad, cowboy-hatted man. The late afternoon light cast itself upon us 

from the west. Both men said very little. What was said flowed without much urgency, but from 

their mouths came words about the "darker side of Balmorhea:" 
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Rusting statues outside Balmorhea Mexican Imports on Main Street 



The two men explained that while the majority of students who graduate from high 

school here join the military or go to college, a significant number of youths stay here. Some 

may have the opportunity to leave and stay because "it's home," but then they fight the problem 

of few jobs. Most people who stay work at the prisons in Pecos, 40 miles away. They don't make 

much money working hard everyday, so selling drugs and making "easy money" is a big 

temptation. Mr. Ford told me how he had fallen victim to this temptation. In fact, he was walking 

across the desert from Mexico to Balmorhea back in the 1970s with a back pack full of 

marijuana when he was arrested. Mr. Ford proceeded to explain the risk involved in being a 

mule: "some people get caught the first time they mule, others do it hundreds of times before 

they get caught. I was one of the ones who did it hundreds of times." After much steady 

rocking, and between sighs, the two men concluded that west of the Pecos River is still fairly 

lawless territory. While this may have been true, more law enforcement agents are brought to the 

area all the time--even Balmorhea is home to a deputy peace officer. IS 

Many youths leave for the larger surrounding cities--like Odessa, Midland, and Pecos

for respectable jobs after graduation. Therefore the lack oflocal job opportunities results in a 

drop in available employees. During the summer of2004 alone, the number of Reeves County 

workers dropped to its lowest in years, according to the Texas Workforce Commission. A loss 

of over 25 percent of the county's labor force has occurred in the last two years. 19 The year 1960 

held the all-time high population for Reeves County, reaching 17,644. Dissimilarly, population 

in Balmorhea was at its peak in the 1930s, but the city lost nearly half of its population from the 

1960s to the 1980s and has been steadily declining since. Yet some people that leave are 

inspired to return later, either from obligation to their family and community, or by a love for the 

beauty and serenity of the land. 
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Briefly mentioned before, one factor influencing the decline in population that 

Balmorhea has experienced is the construction of Highway 10. The artery that brought cars full 

of people through Balmorhea has been cut, and is now only traveled by those with intent of 

getting off the beaten path. The life that once danced in now dar~ silent buildings has blown 

westward to towns like Pecos. But Pecos shares in Balmorhea's economic and population 

troubles. Pecos, at the center of the largest irrigated land area in Texas, is undertaking large~ 

scale agriculture of cantaloupe, onion, green pepper and new strains of cotton as a solution to 

these problems.2o While it too lies in the desert, there are fewer restrictions regarding the 

pumping of water in Pecos as compared to those enforced in Balmorhea-a difference that gives 

hope to the success of the agricultural endeavor here. 

In Balmorhea, however, drought and pumping limitations undermines the agricultural and 

ranching pursuits. To compound that challenge, local businesses are failing to flourish, in part 

because of the new highway. Balmorhea residents that wish to stay have little choice but to 

leave the place they call home for the purpose of finding work. If this trend continues, it may not 

be long before the town is deserted. Fortunately, people in Balmorhea are looking to San 

Solomon Springs and the surrounding landscape as a possible solution to their challenges. While 

there is a limit to how much water San Solomon Springs can supply local farmers, the tourist 

potential of the springs is unlimited. Already, the springs bring tourists and tourist dollars to 

Balmorhea, and if Balmorhea State Park and Balmorhea Lake were promoted, the tourist 

population would increase. Ecotourism, if further developed and advertised, may attract even 

more tourists to Balmorhea. If the land were utilized to support tourism, the possibility of 

residents living out their lives here would be all the more likely. 
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These large numbers of tourists would inevitably seek out services beyond the eco

tourist attraction upon their visit-like restaurants, hotels, and gift shops-that locals could work 

to supply. Ecotourism businesses might even expand to employ more of the local population, 

though residents will probably fmd more opportunity in providing the extraneous services that 

tourists demand. Many residents could establish the new businesses that tourists demand while 

employing other residents. Balmorhea citizens who lose work to drought and failed industries 

would now have places of employment to which they could tum. Even youths looking to begin a 

career could then find opportunity in their hometown. As it turns out, tourism may very well be 

the key to Balmorhea's survival. The community seems to be aware of this, as it is already 

working to develop its tourist appeal. 

San Solomon Springs has witnessed dramatic changes through its history of human 

impact, transformed from expansive marshland to a rock-walled swimming pool that was later 

restored with a protected cienega. Though people may no longer rely on the oasis exclusively to 

meet fiuming needs, the springs are still vital to the lives of local people. Spring-related tourism 

is just one example of human dependency on the springs. It must be said that people appreciate 

more than just the economic value of San Solomon Springs. The springs are an intrinsic part of 

the local culture and the personal identity of each individual, standing as the foundation of local 

history and a place that is celebrated by children and adults who still frequent the pool. The 

springs and surrounding natural treasures are the reasons that tourists continue to visit 

Balmorhea; this is why people are compelled to move here and why residents remain here 

throughout their lives. 

However, many people today do not consider Balmorhea a desirable place in which to 

live. In fact, many prefer the fast-paced urban lifestyle to country life. Whether by force of 
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nature or choice, they leave this town for other destinations. Indeed, this lonesome Texas town 

remains a trying land endured by only the most loyal of adventurers and romantics. Balmorhea is 

a secret one happens to stumble upon, a sect of earth, vast and unspoiled, quiet, simple and 

divine. For some, this place comes to mean something special, awakening and feeding some 

dormant passion of the soul. As Erna Fergusson once said, 

The arid Southwest has always be.en too strong, too indomitable for most people. Those 

who can stand it have had to learn that man does not modify this country, it transforms 

him deeply .. .It is a wilderness where a man may get back to the essentials of being a 

man. It is a magnificence forever rewarding to a man courageous enough to seek to 

renew his soul. 21 

These are the qualities of the land that continue to capture the hearts of visitors and sustain its 

residents. Drive west into dusk's light and you will find the sky deepening with color, the 

mountains growing bluer upon approach and reaching higher into the sky, and perhaps you will 

catch a glimpse of this wild land's allure and the hope of the small Texas community, 

Balmorhea. 
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Reflections 

There was a wealth of information collected that was pertinent to describing the current 

condition of Balmorhea. However, I chose not to include some information in The Natural 

History of San Solomon Springs: Balmorhea Today in the interest of adhering to the purpose and 

theme of the larger book project. I believe some ofthis information-the extensive problems 

associated with .poverty in Balmorhea, for example-might have detracted from purpose of 

exploring the community's relationship to San Solomon Springs. It was difficult to determine 

what information served that purpose well, and what should have been discarded. The thesis 

therefore delves into issues that illuminate how the community functions, and at times may seem 

to lose sight of its relationship to the springs. My hope, however, is that information vital to 

understanding the community completes the picture of its interaction with the San Solomon 

Springs. 
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