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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 appreciate hearing 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:

Globe Pequot Press

Reader Response/Editorial Department

246 Goose Lane, Suite 200

Guilford, CT 06437

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!






MEET YOUR GUIDE



Based in Colorado Springs, STEWART M. GREEN has hiked, climbed, photographed, and traveled across the American West as well as the world in search of memorable images and experiences to document. Stewart, a freelance writer and photographer for Globe Pequot and FalconGuides, has written and photographed over forty-five travel and outdoor adventure books, including Best Easy Day Hikes Colorado Springs, Scenic Driving Colorado, Best Hikes Colorado Springs, Best Climbs Moab, Best Hikes Albuquerque, Rock Climbing Colorado, Rock Climbing Utah, and Rock Art: The Meanings and Myths Behind Ancient Ruins in the Southwest and Beyond. His photographs and writing are also published in magazines, books, catalogs, and ads. Stewart is a professional rock climbing and hiking guide for Front Range Climbing Company.

Visit green1109.wixsite.com/stewartmgreen photo for images and information.
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INTRODUCTION



COLORADO is a state of majestic landscapes, startling panoramas, and an amazing ecologic and geographic diversity. This land of uncompromising beauty is dominated by snowcapped mountain ranges; creased by sheer canyons and broad valleys; and rimmed by mesas, buttes, and distant horizons. The state offers hikers a land of contrasts: arid deserts and verdant meadows, rural solitude and urban sprawl, aspen woodlands and granite cliffs, whitewater rivers and dissected arroyos. Colorado’s timeless landscape lies out there, beyond the highway’s edge, on thousands of miles of foot trails that find places of beauty and wonder—that discover Colorado’s hidden gems.

In the twenty-first century, Colorado has become one of the most popular states for outdoor recreation, with millions of people flocking to iconic places like Rocky Mountain National Park and Indian Peaks Wilderness Area. In 2019 Rocky Mountain National Park was clogged with 4.6 million visitors, an astounding 58 percent increase since 2009, making it the third-most visited national park in the United States. During the pandemic year of 2020, Rocky Mountain’s visitation decreased due to closures and two wildfires, but other Colorado lands—state parks, wilderness areas, city parklands, and popular trails—saw huge increases in usage.

Despite the state’s growing popularity, and the resulting negative impacts like traffic jams, full parking lots, and toilet tissue “flowers,” plenty of off-the-beaten-track places are still out there in Colorado. This book details hikes to some of these clandestine and overlooked areas, what we call “hidden gems.”

That said, it is important to realize that few isolated places remain in Colorado. Almost every formerly secret Colorado spot and most remote trails have now been documented, cataloged, and published on web pages and in other books. Information on all the trails in Hiking Colorado’s Hidden Gems is readily available for anyone who wants to find it.

There are, however, wild areas on the boundaries of the maps and far beyond the urban Front Range corridor. Those places of solitude and silence will hopefully remain unvisited, unrecorded, and untrammeled in the future. Open spaces and plenty of elbow room are essential to Colorado’s natural heritage. We need to recognize that not everywhere needs to be mapped, described, and named.

Whether you are on a tight schedule and want a quick leg-stretcher or need a full day to wander up a mountain or glaciated valley, the hikes in this book allow you to find a day hike suitable for your abilities and time constraints. The hikes include easy strolls for families and seniors and barrier-free trail sections that are wheelchair accessible. Trail-heads are reachable by two-wheel-drive vehicles and have designated parking lots. Some trailheads offer facilities, including maps, drinking water, and restrooms. The hikes are also rated by difficulty from easy to strenuous to help you decide which trail is best for your party.


One of the best ways to enjoy and understand Colorado is by exploring its diverse terrain and natural sights on foot. Trails take you away from highways and city walls into pristine landscapes preserved in rarified air, past alpine lakes ringed by windswept grass, up cliff-lined canyons below shining mountains, and to the rocky summits of high peaks with forever views to jagged horizons. Out there on the dusty trail, hikers discover Colorado’s fascinating geologic story, learn about the state’s rich Native American heritage, and explore varied ecosystems from sandstone canyons to wetlands teeming with wildlife and fragile wildflowers in the land above the trees.

Hiking Colorado’s Hidden Gems is about walking for pleasure, about the joy of lacing up your boots, shouldering a pack, and setting off on a trail into the natural world of sunshine, snow, and wind. Pick a trail and follow your feet. You’ll glimpse fresh vistas, find your own special places, and bring new experiences back to your tribe.

PRACTICE ZERO-IMPACT PHILOSOPHY

Colorado is a popular place. While there are plenty of old-timers who know the importance of loving our state and taking care of its fragile ecosystems, wildlife, and natural spaces, there are new residents and out-of-state travelers that haven’t yet learned the importance of protecting and caring for Colorado.

Everyone recreating on Colorado’s lands needs to walk softly, educate themselves about their environmental footprint and how to lessen it, and practice a zero-impact ethic to preserve our wild spaces and places for future Coloradoans. Following a zero-impact philosophy protects Colorado’s trails, mountains, rivers, and natural resources from overuse and maintains a positive outdoor experience for backcountry visitors.

Use the following zero-impact suggestions to make your own as well as everyone else’s visit enjoyable and to protect Colorado’s spectacular natural world.

Zero-impact is about responsible outdoor ethics, including staying on trails, not cutting switchbacks, packing out litter, keeping your dog leashed and picking up its poop, disposing properly of human waste, and leaving the environment as pristine as possible. Mountain and prairie ecosystems are fragile and sensitive to human use. Critical wildlife habitat is damaged by unthinking human actions. The marks of people, including social trails and damage from all-terrain vehicles (ATVs), linger for years on this landscape.

Every hiker should adopt the zero-impact ethic to minimize his or her impact on this beautiful land. It’s our responsibility to pay attention to our effect on Colorado so we can ensure that all these fabulous trails will remain as wild refuges from the urban environment.


FALCONGUIDE PRINCIPLES OF ZERO IMPACT

Follow these FalconGuide Principles of Zero Impact to be a responsible backcountry user and hiker:

Always stay on the trail. Cutting switchbacks or traveling cross-country causes erosion and destroys plants. Popular areas are braided with social trails from careless hikers. Always follow the main route or trail whenever possible. The mountains, especially steep slopes, are susceptible to erosion caused by unthinking off-trail hiking.

Pack it in—pack it out. Everything you carry, including food waste, orange peels, cigarette butts, plastic bottoms, and energy-bar wrappers, needs to come out with you and be deposited in a trash can. Carry a plastic bag for picking up trash along the trail.



[image: Cliff-lined Point Lookout, a Mesa Verde National Park landmark, is the sloping mesa’s northernmost point.]
Cliff-lined Point Lookout, a Mesa Verde National Park landmark, is the sloping mesa’s northernmost point.




Also, pick up your dog’s waste and pack it out in a plastic bag. Too many bad dog owners leave their pet’s feces in the middle of the trail. That’s just gross!

Respect public and private property, livestock fences, and mining claims. Federal laws protect archaeological and historic antiquities, including Native American artifacts, projectile points, ruins, rock art, fossilized bones, petrified wood, and historic sites. Don’t carve your name on a rock surface or on a tree. Leave natural features, like flowers and rocks, where you found them. Enjoy their beauty but leave them for the next hiker.

Properly dispose of human waste. Bring at least two RESTOP wag bags for human waste disposal. These waste bags are portable, sanitary, and environmentally friendly, with polymers and enzymes that absorb and solidify solid and liquid human waste so it can be thrown away. In an emergency, do your business in a hole 4 to 6 inches deep and at least 300 feet from water sources, trails, and washes. Do not burn or bury toilet paper or leave “toilet tissue” flowers tucked under rocks or logs. Instead, pack it out in a plastic baggie and deposit in a trash can. The best thing to do is to use the public restrooms or vault toilets found at many trailheads.

Take only photographs and memories. We can avoid leaving evidence of our passage across Colorado’s delicate mountain environments. With care and sensitivity, we can all do our part to keep Colorado beautiful, clean, and pristine. Do not pick flowers, pick up rocks, or take anything with you when you leave. If everyone carried off just one item, it wouldn’t be long before nothing special was left. Leave the souvenirs for other hikers to enjoy.


BE PREPARED

Hiking, while rewarding, also comes with hazards and risks, especially for those who hike unprepared. Respect the mountain and desert environments, be prepared for most emergencies, and you’ll be safe on the trail. Remember that dangers are found along Colorado trails in a wide variety of environments, from high peaks to rugged canyons.

You must assume responsibility for your own actions and your personal safety. Be aware of your surroundings and of potential dangers, including drop-offs, cliffs, and loose rock; the weather; and the physical condition of yourself and your party. Never be afraid to turn around if conditions aren’t right. Pay attention to your bad feelings about every situation—those feelings keep you alive.

Here are a few suggestions to be prepared for emergency situations on your hike:


	Bring extra clothes and a raincoat, especially in the mountains. The weather can change in an instant. Heavy thunderstorms occur on summer afternoons, and cold wet clothing leads to hypothermia.

	Thunderstorms are accompanied by lightning. Pay attention to the weather and get off high places before a storm arrives. If you can hear thunder, you’re probably not safe.

	The air is thin and the sun is bright. Summer temperatures can be hot. Wear a hat, and use sunscreen on exposed areas to avoid damaging sunburns.

	Carry water and sports drinks for electrolyte replacement due to sweating. Don’t drink water from streams or lakes unless you treat and purify it before use.

	If you’re coming from a lower elevation, watch for symptoms of altitude sickness, including headache, nausea, and a loss of appetite. The best cure for altitude sickness is to lose elevation.

	Allow enough time for your hike. If you start late in the afternoon, bring a headlamp or flashlight so you can see the trail in the dark.

	Bring high-energy snacks and food for the trail and treats for youngsters.

	Wear comfortable hiking shoes and comfy socks. Your feet will thank you. To avoid blisters, break in your shoes before wearing them in the backcountry.

	Enjoy wildlife along the trail but keep your distance and treat wild animals with respect. Cute critters can bite and spread diseases like rabies. Watchful mother animals, including mule deer and black bears, are protective of their babies. Rattlesnakes live along low-elevation trails. Watch where you place your hands and feet. Do not feed wildlife to avoid disrupting their natural eating habits.

	Carry a pack to tote your trail needs, including a raincoat, food, water bottle, first-aid kit, flashlight, matches, and extra clothes. A whistle, GPS unit, topo map, binoculars, camera, pocketknife, and FalconGuide identification books for plants and animals are handy additions. And don’t forget your copy of Hiking Colorado’s Hidden Gems!




WILDFIRES AND COLORADO’S CHANGING CLIMATE

Studies indicate that global warming, caused by greenhouse gas emissions, is changing Colorado’s climate. These changes include rising temperatures, hotter summers, decreased precipitation, lower snowpack levels, larger drought areas, an increase in insects that kill trees, increased aridification, and altered vegetation patterns. Colorado’s average temperature has increased 2 degrees, faster than the global rise, since 1990. Stream flows are predicted to decrease as much as 15 percent by 2050.

The increased dry and hot conditions and an extended fire season have led to catastrophic wildfires, with the twenty largest wildfires in Colorado history occurring after 2000, including the three largest in the devastating 2020 season: the Cameron Peak, East Troublesome, and Pine Creek Fires. Those fires led the author to remove three hikes through areas that were severely burned.

Be aware of wildfire dangers when trekking in Colorado’s backcountry. Plan ahead of time to avoid areas impacted by wildfire and smoke, and follow these basic rules:


	Don’t build campfires except in an emergency. Campfires can ignite nearby brush and trees. Campfires are often prohibited due to red-flag conditions and high fire danger. Use a portable stove for cooking.

	Before hiking, check with the appropriate land management agency for fire restrictions and current regulations.

	Be aware of wildfire smoke. It’s best not to hike if wildfires are burning, since the air is unhealthy to breathe.

	Have a plan if you encounter flames. Know your location relative to an active fire, and plan escape routes to return to the trailhead before your hike. Report the fire’s location to authorities. Call 9-1-1.






[image: Granite cliffs and domes scatter across Lost Creek’s hidden valley in Lost Creek Wilderness Area.]
Granite cliffs and domes scatter across Lost Creek’s hidden valley in Lost Creek Wilderness Area.





THE TEN ESSENTIALS

The Ten Essentials are easy to carry and could help you survive. The purpose of carrying the Ten Essentials is twofold: (1) to allow you to respond positively to an accident or emergency situation and (2) to allow you to survive one or more nights outside. Carry these Ten Essentials in your hiking pack on a major trek into the wild:


	1. Navigation. Bring a map, compass, GPS unit, and extra batteries, and know how to use them.

	2. Sun protection. Sunscreen is essential to protect you from the burning rays of the high-altitude sun. Also pack lip balm and either baby powder or Gold Bond powder for chafing.

	3. Insulation. Bring plenty of clothing and dress in layers, especially in the mountains. A waterproof outer shell gear is essential.

	4. Illumination. Bring a headlamp and extra batteries in case you have to hike down in the dark.

	5. First-aid supplies. Pack a basic first-aid kit with bandages, Band-Aids, painkillers, and basic medical supplies.

	6. Fire. Bring a lighter and a box of waterproof matches to start a fire for warmth if you are benighted.

	7. Repair kit and tools. A multiuse tool or pocketknife along with duct tape can repair torn gear. Wrap extra duct tape around a trekking pole.

	8. Nutrition. Pack plenty of food. Stash extra energy bars in your pack. You may need them if you get lost.

	9. Hydration. Bring plenty of water. In summer bring a minimum of 3 quarts of water per person. You can substitute a sports drink for one of them or bring flavored powder to mix with water. Fill your water bottles or hydration bladder at home, although water is available at some trailheads.

	10. Emergency shelter. Pack a lightweight space blanket, emergency bivy bag, or ultralight tarp for shelter from the storm.






	Bring extra gear, including face masks, a personal locator beacon, and a weather radio.

	Watch smoke and check the wind direction. Wildfires usually burn uphill. Hike downhill and upwind, preferably in streambeds or open areas.

	Go to blackened areas that have already burned. They are usually the safest place in a wildfire.

	Use caution when hiking in burned forests with dead trees. Branches often fall; root systems are burned, making unstable ground below trees; trees may blow over in high winds; mud-and rockslides occur after rain.
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1 PAWNEE BUTTES TRAIL, PAWNEE NATIONAL GRASSLAND

The scenic Pawnee Buttes Trail explores the shortgrass prairie of Pawnee National Grassland. The trail offers summer wildflowers, a diversity of wildlife, and the East and West Pawnee Buttes, iconic landmarks of northeastern Colorado.


Start: Trailhead on north side of the parking lot

Distance: 3.8 miles out and back

Hiking time: 2–3 hours

Elevation gain: 438-foot cumulative gain

Trail surface: Dirt

Best season: Spring and fall

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed but must be under voice control at all times (Be sure to pick up after them.)

Land status: USDA Forest Service public land

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Pawnee Buttes, Grover SE

Trail contact: Pawnee National Grassland, 115 N Second Ave., Ault 80610; (970) 834-9270; www.fs.usda.gov/main/arp/home

Special considerations: There is no shade on the trail. Watch for rattlesnakes along the trail in summer. No mountain bikes allowed. Nearby seasonal raptor closures at the Overlook and Lips Bluff areas. Road to trailhead may be impassable with mud and snow in winter (4x4 recommended).




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From I-25 east of Fort Collins, take exit 269 and drive east on CO 14 for 52 miles to CR 103 (about 13 miles east of Briggsdale). Turn left on CR 103 and drive 4.5 miles north to Keota. Cross over CR 390 and pass through Keota and turn left (north) on CR 105. Drive 3 miles north to CR 104 and turn right (east). Follow CR 104 for 3 miles to CR 111 and turn left (north). Drive north for 4.5 miles on CR 111 until it makes a sharp horseshoe bend left. At the top of the curve, go right (north) on GDR 685 and follow it for 1.8 miles to a parking lot and the trailhead, on the left. GPS: 40.808192 N / -103.989386 W




THE HIKE

The Pawnee Buttes Trail, twisting east for 1.9 miles to the edge of 193,060-acre Pawnee National Grassland, offers an excellent introduction to grassland ecology. This easy hike, exploring the heart of an immense range of shortgrass prairie, descends through eroded bluffs to the twin monolithic Pawnee Buttes that tower above a broad valley. Most of the original shortgrass prairie was destroyed by decades of overgrazing in the twentieth century, but it has returned and now resembles the historic grassland that was once the ancestral hunting ground of the Pawnee tribe.

The grassland also teems with wildlife. The area, sitting on the edge of the Central Flyway, is renowned for its bird-watching opportunities. The late ornithologist Roger Tory Peterson called the grassland his favorite Colorado birding area. More than 296 bird species, including horned lark, black-tailed magpie, golden eagle, western meadowlark, burrowing owl, American goldfinch, and lark bunting, Colorado’s state bird, are spotted on cliffs and in creek bottoms, grassy plains, and wooded draws. Common mammals living here are pronghorn, mule deer, coyote, badger, prairie dog, and jackrabbit. Keep alert for rattlesnakes—usually the prairie rattler, which inhabits rocky slopes on the buttes and the open prairie.


[image: The twin Pawnee Buttes rise above the shortgrass prairie on the Pawnee Buttes Trail.]
The twin Pawnee Buttes rise above the shortgrass prairie on the Pawnee Buttes Trail.



Unpredictable weather dominates the Pawnee Buttes. Summer days are hot, with highs climbing into the 90s. Heavy thunderstorms, coupled with lightning and hail, regularly occur on summer afternoons. Watch for lightning on exposed elevations like the trailhead parking lot and the Pawnee Buttes Overlook. Rain also makes the dirt roads temporarily impassable with mud. Bring water and wear a hat and sunscreen, since little shade is available. Autumn days, late September to early November, are pleasant and warm. Winter brings snow, with blizzards drifting snow over roads and melting snow turning dirt roads into muddy gumbo. Warm winter periods melt the snow, dry the roads, and provide superb conditions for hiking. Spring, beginning in late March, offers a medley of rainstorms, wet snows, high winds, and warming temperatures. Much of the grassland’s 12 to 15 inches of annual precipitation falls between April and June.

Begin the hike at the Pawnee Buttes Trailhead, on the north side of the parking area, which has restrooms, shaded picnic tables, and interpretive signs about the Pawnee Pioneer Trails Scenic and Historic Byway and information about the area’s geology, grasslands, and wildlife. Follow the marked Pawnee Buttes Trail (#601) past three ramadas and bend north across a sloping plain to a junction with Trail #601.1 at 0.15 mile. This short trail heads east to a viewpoint. The trail, as well as the Lips Bluff area to the north, is closed from March 1 to June 30 for nesting raptors.

Continue northwest on the trail to a fence and gate at 0.6 mile. Past the fence is a junction with the Lips Bluff Trail, which heads east along the rocky bluffs to a viewpoint. This area is closed in spring. The trail bends north and descends through eroded badlands, passing castellated rock formations sculpted by wind and water and dry ravines filled with tallgrass and clumps of yucca. The trail reaches the base of the escarpment after 0.8 mile and bends east alongside a twisting dry wash. Tall cottonwood trees spring from the wash, providing a welcome shade stop on hot days.


[image: The Pawnee Buttes Trail descends an eroded arroyo lined with yucca and grass.]
The Pawnee Buttes Trail descends an eroded arroyo lined with yucca and grass.



Past the cottonwoods, the trail dips across the wash at 0.9 mile and heads east across a grassy plain. Blue grama and buffalo grasses dominate the dry prairie, while other grasses flourish in moist ravines. These mixed grasses include needle-and-thread grass, June grass, western wheatgrass, and little bluestem grass, which prefers north-facing slopes that hold water. Prickly pear cacti scatter along the trail, and juniper trees cloak the dry hillsides. A stand of limber pines, probably a relic from wetter times, grows in Dave’s Draw, west of the buttes.

The trail crosses rolling terrain, dips across another dry wash, and picks up an abandoned doubletrack road and at 1.2 miles reaches a four-way junction. Take the left track and continue east toward West Pawnee Butte, passing the heads of two washes. At 1.7 miles the trail reaches the south side of 5,325-foot West Pawnee Butte, a towering sand-castle ringed by white cliffs.

The East and West Pawnee Buttes, forming distinctive landmarks for Native Americans, trappers, and homesteaders, loom above North Pawnee Creek’s wide valley. Author James Michener featured them in his Colorado-based novel Centennial, published in 1974, renaming them the “Rattlesnake Buttes.” He wrote: “They were extraordinary, these two sentinels of the plains. Visible for miles in each direction, they guarded a bleak and silent empire.”



[image: chpt_fig_038.jpg]



The horizontal rock layers that form the 350-foot-high buttes are sandstone deposited on a seafloor about 125 million years ago. Wind and water erosion attacked the soft rock over the last 10 million years, slowly sculpting the monuments. The buttes are capped by the Arikaree Formation, a protective layer of erosion-resistant sandstone and conglomerate atop the softer, claylike Brule Formation beneath.

The Pawnee Buttes area is a famed fossil locale. Rival paleontologists Othniel Charles Marsh and Edward Drinker Cope came in the early 1870s to excavate fossilized mammal skeletons dating from the Miocene and Oligocene epochs, some 30 to 40 million years ago, from the area’s arroyos and exposed badlands. These fossils include hooved animals, ancestral horses, turtles, and giant megafauna like the rhinoceros-like titanothere and the clawed horselike chalicothere.

The trail traverses eroded slopes on the southern side of West Pawnee Butte and drops onto a plain between the buttes. Continue hiking northeast on the sandy trail; after 1.9 miles reach a fence line that marks the boundary of Pawnee National Grassland and the end of the hike. Turn around at the fence and return to the trailhead.

Note: Beyond the fence private land stretches to another grassland boundary on the southwest corner of 5,375-foot East Pawnee Butte. Some hikers continue east on the trail from the boundary across unposted private property to explore the east butte or to climb a short scrambling route up cliff bands on its east side to the summit. West Pawnee Butte has also been climbed. The butte is one of Colorado’s more difficult technical summits to climb, with its only route ascending a clay wall on its north face.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the north side of the parking lot (GPS: 40.808192 N / -103.989386 W).

	0.15 Junction with Trail #601.1. Go northwest on the main trail.

	0.6 Reach a fence line and gate (GPS: 40.814111 N / -103.994592 W). Go through the gate and hike northeast past the junction with the Lips Bluff Trail.

	0.8 Reach the base of the escarpment and bend east along a wash.

	0.9 Pass cottonwoods and scramble out of the wash. Continue east toward West Pawnee Butte on abandoned road.

	1.2 Reach a junction with an old road on the left and a singletrack trail on the right (GPS: 40.820328 N / -103.981570 W). Continue straight.

	1.7 Scramble across eroded slopes on the south side of West Pawnee Butte.

	1.9 Reach boundary of Pawnee National Grassland in a plain between the buttes (GPS: 40.822746 N / -103.972882 W). Turn around here and hike back to the trailhead.

	3.8 Arrive back at the trailhead.








2 MONUMENT HILL AND BLUFF TRAILS, SAND CREEK MASSACRE NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE

These interpretive trails explore the western edge of Big Sandy Creek’s valley, with numerous stops at signs that explain the 1864 massacre of the Cheyenne and Arapaho people camped in the valley. It is an emotional hike that every American should take.


Start: Trailhead at the north side of the visitor station parking lot

Distance: 4.0 miles out and back

Hiking time: 1–2 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation gain: 135 feet cumulative gain

Trail surface: Packed dirt and gravel

Best season: Mar through May; Sept through Nov

Schedule: Open Thurs through Mon, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m., Mar 1 to Oct 31; closed Tues and Wed. Open Mon through Fri, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m., Nov 1 to Feb 28; closed Sat and Sun. Closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day.

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: National Park Service, Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS North of Chivington

Trail contact: Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site, 55411 CR W (mailing address: PO Box 249), Eads 81036-0249; (719) 438-5916 or (719) 729-3003; www.nps.gov/sand/

Special considerations: Hot in summer; carry water; wear a hat and sunscreen. Watch for rattlesnakes. Do not hike off-trail or enter the Big Sandy Creek drainage. Be sure to finish this hike by 4 p.m., when the site closes.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Site is 23 miles east of Eads; all turns are marked with signs. Drive to Eads on the plains between Limon and I-70 and Lamar and US 50. From Eads, drive east on US 287 for 2.7 miles and turn left (east) onto CO 96. Drive east on CO 96 for 12 miles to Chief White Antelope Way/CR 54. Turn left (north) and drive on the dirt road for 7.2 miles, past two interpretive pullouts. Turn right (east) on CR W and drive 1.8 miles to a signed left turn to the site.




THE HIKE

The hike on the Monument Hill and Bluff Trails runs along the western edge of a broad valley floored by intermittent Big Sandy Creek at the Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site. Signs along the trails interpret and explain the Sand Hill Massacre, one of the most brutal atrocities perpetrated on Native Americans by the US government and US Army.

The Sand Creek site is a place every American should visit and pay respect to the innocent people who died at the hands, rifles, and knives of the US government. It is a hallowed place with sacred ground; the site of murder, mayhem, and genocide; a place of blood, gore, hatred, and everything that is ugly in the world. Walking along the bluff, hikers sense the cries of anguish, the sobs of lost souls, the silence of the dead. It is a moving experience to look across the shallow valley, mostly unchanged since that terrible day.


[image: A hiker follows the Bluffs Trail along the western edge of Sandy Creek’s valley.]
A hiker follows the Bluffs Trail along the western edge of Sandy Creek’s valley.



In 1864 Territorial Governor John Evans, a transplanted Illinoisan (Evanston, a Chicago suburb, is named for him) who was appointed the second governor of the Colorado Territory by President Lincoln in 1862, urged residents to take arms and “all citizens of Colorado… to go in pursuit of all hostile Indians [and] kill and destroy all enemies of the country.”

Based on that order, and with Governor Evan’s blessing, Col. John Chivington of the Colorado Volunteers marched 675 cavalry troops to southeastern Colorado. Despite warnings from other soldiers not to attack the Cheyenne, who were negotiating for peace, Chivington’s men attacked a winter village of roughly 750 Southern Cheyenne and Arapaho in the early morning of November 29, 1864.

The Cheyenne and Arapaho camped at Sand Creek were in peace talks with the US government and flew an American flag and a white peace flag over the camp, which the soldiers ignored. Chiefs Black Kettle, White Antelope, and Left Hand believed their people were safe and were under the protection of the US Army. They were wrong.

In 8 hours the troops murdered more than 230 people, mostly women, children, and elders, as well as several chiefs; the others fled on foot across the cactus-studded prairie. The soldiers killed indiscriminately, shooting children in the head at point-blank range, cutting breasts and vaginas from still-living women and penises from men, and scalping others.


Two commanders, Capt. Silas Soule and Lt. Joseph Cramer, didn’t allow their troops to participate in the massacre of innocent people. Although they held their men on the bluff above Big Sandy Creek, they were unable to stop the slaughter, since they too were threatened with death if they intervened.

Testimony given in US government investigations and writings by observers provide horrifying accounts of the violence.

Captain Soule testified: “I refused to fire and swore that none but a coward would. Hundreds of women and children were coming toward us and getting on their knees for mercy… it was hard to see little children… have their brains beat out by men professing to be civilized.”

Witness Stan Hoig said: “Fingers and ears were cut off the bodies for the jewelry they carried. The body of White Antelope, lying solitarily in the creek bed, was a prime target. Besides scalping him, the soldiers cut off his nose, ears, and testicles—the last for a tobacco pouch.”

Robert Bent, married to a native woman and camped at the site, wrote: “I saw one squaw lying on the bank whose leg had been broken. A soldier came up to her with a drawn sabre. She raised her arm to protect herself; he struck, breaking her arm. She rolled over and raised her other arm; he struck, breaking that, and then left her without killing her. I saw one squaw cut open, with an unborn child lying by her side.”

John S. Smith testified to the violence: “I saw the bodies of those lying there cut all to pieces, worse mutilated than any I ever saw before; the women cut all to pieces…. With knives; scalped; their brains knocked out; children two or three months old; all ages lying there, from sucking infants up to warriors…. By whom were they mutilated? By the United States troops.”

Today the Sand Creek Massacre site is a place of peace and remembrance on Colorado’s far eastern plains. Every year on November 29, descendants of the Cheyenne and Arapaho people who died at Big Sandy Creek gather to remember their ancestors. At a socially distanced 3-hour ceremony in 2020, Fred Mosqueda, coordinator of the Culture Program of the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes, said they could feel their ancestors. “It was windy. It was tough to get going. We sang the songs, and this feeling came over us. They were happy we still came.”

It is at places like the Sand Creek Massacre site that we can recognize the stains on the soul of the country. We need a reckoning of our history and an understanding of not only the good but also the evil. We have to stop running from our historical sins to begin the process of healing. We have to remember that this land that we call Colorado—a place of beauty, majesty, raw nature, and a vault of blue sky—is the ancestral homeland of ancient native peoples.

Start the hike at the trailhead on the north side of the main parking lot. A visitor contact station, restrooms, and tornado shelter are nearby. The first hike segment runs 0.5 mile on the Monument Hill Trail from the trailhead to an overlook atop Monument Hill to the northwest. Walk north into a grove of cottonwoods to signs about the historic site and the “Conscience and Courage” of Captain Soules and Lieutenant Cramer of the 1st Colorado Volunteer Cavalry, who didn’t participate in the massacre, and several letters from Soule that were found in 2000, which convinced Congress to establish the National Historic Site. Nearby are shady picnic tables.

Past the signs, bend northwest on the signed Monument Hill Trail and hike onto the treeless prairie. At 0.3 mile, signs explain the use of Sand Creek as a Native American campsite and the Fort Lyon Reservation. Continue on the trail to a junction at a fence at 0.4 mile. Keep right on the signed Monument Hill Overlook Trail. The left branch heads west to a parking area. The trail climbs through sagebrush and at 0.4 mile reaches another junction. The left trail comes from a parking lot and restrooms. Go right and hike north to the top of Monument Hill and a junction with the Bluff Trail.

Turn right at the junction and walk 150 feet to a shade ramada with benches and a semicircle of interpretive signs that detail the massacre. The Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site opened in 2007 as the 391st unit of the National Park Service. Besides honoring those killed in the massacre, the site offers healing to the Cheyenne and Arapaho people and other Americans. The story of the massacre is told through signs from a Native American perspective and from the voices of the Cheyenne and Arapaho who survived the attack and their descendants.


[image: Tall cottonwoods in the dry creekbed were saplings during 1864’s Sand Creek Massacre.]
Tall cottonwoods in the dry creekbed were saplings during 1864’s Sand Creek Massacre.



The view from Monument Hill includes the sweeping bend of Big Sandy Creek where the massacre took place and a bluff that runs northwest. Signs on the hill explain the tribal camps below and the Chief’s Village, which included thirty-three chiefs and headmen. Nearby is a repatriation site where the human remains and objects from the massacre have been buried, beginning in 2008. The hallowed valley looks much as it did in 1864.

A sign on Monument Hill labeled “Sacred Memory” notes: “Today, Sand Creek is a place of healing, where spirits of those killed continue to be a part of the living landscape. A place where all people can gather to learn about the past, reflect on the present, and work together to prevent such tragedies in the future.”

Return west to the junction and head northwest on the 1.5-mile Bluff Trail, the second leg of the hike. This trail closes at 3 p.m. and the site gates lock at 4 p.m., so time your hike so you can return to the trailhead before closing. Stay on the trail and watch for rattlesnakes in the warmer months. There is no shade on the trail, so be prepared by carrying water and wearing a hat.

The trail crosses open terrain along the edge of a bluff that spills down to Big Sandy Creek. The dry creek flows only after thunderstorms. Twisted cottonwoods scatter across the creek’s floodplain, indicating underground water, which native people reached by digging holes in the sandy creek bed. The oldest cottonwoods date from 1864 to
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1885, so some may have been saplings at the time of the massacre. Vegetation along the trail is shortgrass prairie.

Three sets of signs on the trail continue the story of the massacre. The first one details dawn, when women heard the distant sound of hooves, waking the village with cries that buffalo were approaching. Other signs report the attack; Chief Black Kettle raising the American flag; the “killing field” where defenseless women and children were slaughtered; the soldiers driving off the horse herds; a counterattack by Cheyenne warriors to give villagers time to escape; and the massacre of Big Head and his warriors.

The trail ends with more signs and a rest bench on the bluff. These signs discuss the chaos on the field, the disgust that soldiers felt afterward, and the bravery of the native women who fought back to protect their families and allow others to escape. The last sign explains the aftermath of the carnage—how some survived by sheltering in sand-pits and others fled, spending the night on the cold prairie without shelter, food, or fire. The next day the soldiers set fire to the tepees, executed prisoners, and departed. The Cheyenne and Arapaho dead were left where they died, “their spirits forever entwined with the landscape.”

After reading the signs, sit silently on a bench and reflect on this human tragedy. Remember the souls of those who died on this peaceful prairie, and send a prayer into the cosmos for their suffering and release. Then shoulder your pack and head southeast on the trail for 2.0 miles to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at trailhead on the north side of the parking lot (GPS: 38.544512 N / -102.504352 W). Walk to a picnic area and interpretive signs, and after 125 feet bend northwest on the signed Monument Hill Trail.

	0.3 Reach a two-panel sign about Fort Lyons and “Sand Creek as a Campsite.” Continue northwest.

	0.4 Reach a junction with a trail to the left to the Monument Hill parking lot (GPS: 38.547966 N /-102.509842 W). Go right and angle northwest to join a trail from the parking lot to the south.

	0.5 Junction on the west side of Monument Hill (GPS: 38.549148 N /-102.511883 W). Go right on the trail for 200 feet to a circular walk with interpretive signs and a shade ramada. Return to the junction and hike northwest on the Bluff Trail, passing three sets of signs.

	2.0 Reach the trail’s end, with three sets of signs, a rest bench, and a sign reading: “Silence and Respect” (GPS: 38.560156 N / -102.526890 W). Turn around here and return to the trailhead on the Bluff Trail.

	3.5 Reach the junction on Monument Hill. Go right on the Monument Hill Trail.

	4.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.








3 PICKETWIRE CANYON TRAIL, COMANCHE NATIONAL GRASSLAND

The Picketwire Canyon Trail follows a closed road along the Purgatoire River, passing sandstone cliffs, rock art sites, and the ruins of a mission, to the largest dinosaur trackway in North America, on the riverbanks.


Start: Withers Canyon Trailhead

Distance: 11.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: 5–8 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 250 feet of elevation loss and gain in Withers Canyon

Trail surface: Singletrack and doubletrack dirt and sand

Best season: Year-round; best Apr, May, Sept, and Oct

Schedule: Open daily during daylight hours

Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers; limited vehicle tours

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: USDA Forest Service, Comanche National Grassland

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Riley Canyon, Beaty Canyon

Trail contact: Comanche National Grassland, 1420 E Third St., La Junta 81050; (719) 384-2181; www.fs.usda.gov/main/psicc/home

Special considerations: Hot in summer, with no shade on the trail; bring water. Watch for flash floods. Rattlesnakes are common. There is no camping in Picketwire Canyonlands; limited camping at trailhead and corrals.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From La Junta, drive south on CO 109 for 13 miles. Turn right (west) on CR 802 (David Canyon Road) and drive 8 miles. Turn left (south) on CR 25 and drive south for 6 miles. Turn left at Picket Wire Corrals onto FSR 500A. Follow FSR 500A for 3 miles, following signs to Withers Canyon Trailhead (GPS: 37.659764 N / -103.570908 W). Park at the trailhead parking loop.




THE HIKE

The Picketwire Canyon Trail explores Purgatoire Canyon, a cliff-lined canyon carved by the Purgatoire River in 443,764-acre Comanche National Grassland south of La Junta. The trail, beginning at Withers Canyon Trailhead above the canyon, follows old roads for 5.6 miles to one of Colorado’s paleontological wonders—the largest dinosaur track site in North America. The site, spreading across 0.25 mile of exposed bedrock along the river, boasts over 1,900 dinosaur tracks in more than 130 trackways.

The 11.2-mile round-trip hike is easy since it follows closed roads but is rated moderate because of the hike’s length and arid terrain. The hardest hiking is on the 250-foot ascent out of Withers Canyon to the trailhead on the return leg.

Hikers should be prepared for emergencies, severe weather, heat, and thirst and plan on spending a full day on the trail. Be in good physical condition, and know your limits as well as those of your party. Pick your footwear carefully—running shoes may not offer foot protection from the cacti along the trail. Bring extra socks and moleskin to treat possible blisters before they form. Also carry a basic first-aid kit.


[image: A hiker strides by boulder-covered slopes above the Picketwire Canyon Trail.]
A hiker strides by boulder-covered slopes above the Picketwire Canyon Trail.



Rattlesnakes, scorpions, and biting insects are common, especially in summer. Avoid tall grass and rocky slopes, do not hike off trail, watch where you place feet and hands, and keep alert for snakes along the trail. Remember that this is their home and you are an intruder, so do no harm. Leash your dogs to avoid conflicts with snakes and to keep them from harassing wildlife. Don’t bring dogs in summer, when ground temperatures can exceed 130°F.

If you hike in summer, bring at least 1 gallon of water per person and either sports drinks or electrolyte-replacement tablets, and be prepared for temperatures between 90°F and 105°F. Almost no shade is found along the trail except the meager shade of juniper trees. Wear a hat, sunscreen, sunglasses, and insect repellent for protection. Severe thunderstorms and lightning occur during July and August afternoons. Flash floods can occur without warning. Be ready to climb to safety.

Besides hiking, visitors can view the dinosaur track site and the Picketwire Canyon-lands on mountain bikes or horses or by taking an auto tour, the only motorized access to the area. Reservations for limited tours are required through www.recreation.gov or by calling (877) 444-6777. The ranger-led tours are on Saturday in May, June, September, and October.

Start at the Withers Canyon Trailhead on the east side of the parking loop at the end of the access road. The first mile descends 250 feet from the trailhead to the Purgatoire River in the main canyon. Hike northeast past a gate, register, and descend a rocky road into Withers Canyon, a side canyon that drains into Picketwire Canyon. The canyon was named for William J. Withers, manager of the nearby JJ Ranch from 1882 to 1917. After 0.2 mile the steep trail drops over sandstone shelves and after 0.4 mile reaches the dry floor of Withers Canyon and bends east. The next 0.6 mile of trail spirals around the end of a mesa and after a mile reaches the Purgatoire River.


[image: Mexican settlers prayed in the now-crumpled walls of the Dolores Mission in the late nineteenth century.]
Mexican settlers prayed in the now-crumpled walls of the Dolores Mission in the late nineteenth century.



Beginning high on the crest of the Culebra Range west of Trinidad, the 196-mile-long Purgatoire River courses through arid canyons before emptying into the Arkansas River near Las Animas. The river, retaining the French spelling of its name, is a reminder of the fur trappers who roamed this country in the early nineteenth century. The river’s original name was El Rio de las Animas Perdidas en Purgatorio (The River of the Lost Souls in Purgatory) after members of a sixteenth-century Spanish expedition were murdered by Native Americans on its banks, dying without the last rites of their Catholic faith. Anglo cowboys later mangled the Spanish and French names to “Picketwire,” a name now given to the river’s 40-mile-long canyon.

The next 2.9-mile section follows terraces along the river’s west bank to mission ruins. After reaching the floor of Picketwire Canyon, the trail becomes a doubletrack ranch road that crosses barren flats and dips across washes. After 1.1 miles, stop by a crumbling homestead. Inside the roofless house is a rusty stove and mattress spring. Nearby are the remains of a corral.

As you hike, look for petroglyphs on boulders above the trail. The area’s rock art, ranging from 300 to 8,000 years old, was first created by ancient hunters and gatherers and later by historic tribes like the Comanche and Apache. Rock art styles and motifs in Picketwire Canyon include biographic art similar to buffalo skin paintings and ledger drawings; abstract spirals, mazes, and lines; and shamanistic rock art with handprints, humanlike figures, and animals. One gallery is a line of deer or bighorn sheep pecked on a narrow sandstone panel. Tepee rings—circles of stones that once held down the edges of tepees—are found on benches above the trail.

After 2.9 miles the trail reaches the ruins of the Dolores Mission and cemetery. The church and surrounding buildings were built between 1871 and 1889 by twelve families led by Damacio Lopez. The church was the focal point of the community with its stone walls plastered with adobe. Next to the church is a cemetery covered with dry grass, tumbleweeds, and cholla cacti. Elaborately carved headstones are scattered across the graveyard, most marking the burial sites of long-forgotten children with names like Eugenio Padilla and Meliton Avila Murio. Most died between 1895 and 1900.

Continue south on the dusty trail along the base of the western slopes, passing the cast of an 8-foot-long shoulder bone of an apatosaurus, a giant dinosaur that probably measured 90 feet long and weighed more than 40,000 pounds. Parts of a camarasaurus, nicknamed “Woody,” were excavated in a nearby quarry.

After 5.3 miles the road reaches a junction with a trail on the left. Follow this short trail to a parking lot with a vault toilet. From the south side of the lot, continue south for 0.3 mile to the west bank of the Purgatoire River and the dinosaur track site.

The exposed trackways are on both sides of the river, with most of the tracks on the south bank. Look at the first trackways on the north bank, mostly theropod tracks, and then follow a short trail west along the bank past a small waterfall. The best place to cross the river is above the falls. Use caution and trekking poles or a stout stick to maintain balance while crossing the swift river. It is best to bring sandals for wading or go barefoot. Do not attempt to cross the river if it’s running high after rain. The extensive trackways on the south bank include apatosaurus tracks and parallel trackways.


[image: Petroglyphs etched on a sandstone boulder mark the passage of ancient Native Americans along the Picketwire Canyon Trail.]
Petroglyphs etched on a sandstone boulder mark the passage of ancient Native Americans along the Picketwire Canyon Trail.



Colorado was vastly different during Jurassic times, more than 150 million years ago. While mountains and plains dominate the state now, during that prehistoric era southeastern Colorado was covered with lakes and braided rivers twisting across low land. Dense forests of sequoias, pines, and tree ferns thrived in the tropical climate, and dinosaurs roamed the earth. These giants plod across the muddy shoreline of a brackish lake, dubbed Dinosaur Lake by paleontologists, leaving trails of footprints which became preserved in limestone along the banks of today’s Purgatoire River.


[image: chpt_fig_045.jpg]


The trackways were first reported in August 1935, when schoolgirl Betty Jo Ridennoure told her science teacher in Higbee about the dinosaur tracks. Since then, the riverbank has been swept clean to reveal trackways on both sides of the river. So far, more than 1,900 individual footprints in over 130 separate trackways have been uncovered. The tracks were made by two types of dinosaurs—sauropods, huge plant-eating dinosaurs that walked on four legs and left footprints the size of potholes, and therapods, bipedal carnivores that left three-toed prints. All the tracks were laid down in a short time, perhaps in an afternoon, preserving them as a snapshot of ancient life.


The giant herbivores included species like Apatosaurus that weighed up to 48,000 pounds and stretched more than 80 feet from nose to tail; the theropods were smaller predators like allosaurus, a 30-foot-long dinosaur that boasted a large head with a mouth filled with sharp teeth. Researchers have analyzed the maze of footprints and extracted valuable information about dinosaur behavior from hip height, speed, dinosaur species, possible populations here, and the environment. They also infer social behavior from the tracks, which indicate that apatosaurs traveled as a group, with smaller juveniles mixed with mature animals, behavior much like today’s grazing herbivores. It is surmised that the smaller allosaurs, which weighed about 5,000 pounds, hunted the larger species. The tracks indicate that they were solitary and didn’t hunt in packs. Most of the sauropod tracks indicate that the dinosaurs were moving in a westerly direction, while the therapod tracks roam back and forth across the track site.

After admiring this spectacular wonder, wade back across the river, scramble up the gravelly banks, and return to the parking lot and restroom. Rejoin the main trail and follow it northeast to Withers Canyon, then climb 250 feet back to the trailhead.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKES

For more adventure, return to the tour parking lot and go left on the Picketwire Canyon Trail. The trail continues southwest for 3.4 miles to Rourke Ranch National Historic Site. The abandoned ranch, settled on 40 acres by Eugene and Mary Rourke in 1871, thrived as a cattle ranch for three generations of Rourkes. The spread grew to cover 52,000 acres before it was sold in 1971. The ranch buildings are still in great shape. After visiting, return northeast on the Picketwire Canyon Trail to the Withers Canyon Trail-head for an 18-mile round-trip hike.

Hikers who don’t want to trek to the track site can do a 1.0-mile hike on the Withers Loop Trail. Begin at the Withers Canyon Trailhead and walk 200 feet east on the main trail. When it bends left, go straight on an old road that heads east to views on the canyon rim. Continue right on a trail and then northwest to the main trail.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Withers Canyon Trailhead, on the east side of the parking loop (GPS: 37.659764 N / -103.570908 W). Hike east and descend into Withers Canyon.

	1.0 Reach the Purgatoire River. Go right and hike south on an old road.

	1.1 Pass old ranch ruins on the right.

	1.7 Reach the west bank of the Purgatoire River. Continue south and west as the river makes a bend.

	3.9 Reach the ruins of the Dolores Mission and cemetery (GPS: 37.636434 N / -103.585335 W).

	5.3 Junction with trail that leads to a parking lot and vault toilet (GPS: 37.620425 N / -103.598846 W). Go left to parking lot, and continue southeast on a dirt road.

	5.6 Reach the dinosaur trackway on the north bank of the Purgatoire River (GPS: 37.617814 N / -103.596674 W). Another trackway is west of the first one, and a large trackway is on the south side of the river. After viewing the trackways, follow the trail back to the trailhead.

	11.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.








4 SWALLOW AND COYOTE SONG TRAILS, SOUTH VALLEY PARK, JEFFERSON COUNTY OPEN SPACE

This easy hike makes a loop along two trails lined with tilted rock formations and cliffs in a scenic valley sandwiched between South Hogback and the Front Range southwest of Denver.


Start: South Valley North Trailhead

Distance: 2.1-mile loop

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation gain: 286 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt

Best season: Apr, May, Sept, and Oct

Schedule: Open daily, 1 hour before sunrise to 1 hour after sunset

Other trail users: Mountain bikers and equestrians on Coyote Song Trail

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only (Pick up dog waste and deposit in trash receptacles.)

Land status: Jefferson County Open Space

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Indian Hills

Trail contact: Jeffco Open Space Headquarters, 700 Jefferson County Pkwy., Ste. 100, Golden 80401; (303) 271-5925; www.jeffco.us/open-space

Special considerations: Hot in summer, with little shade on the trail; bring water. Water is available in warmer months at restrooms at the trailhead. Rattlesnakes are common in warm months. Hiking off-trail and rock climbing are prohibited. Avoid hiking on trails in muddy conditions.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From either I-70 or I-25 follow CO 470 to Ken Caryl Avenue southwest of Denver. Exit onto Ken Caryl Avenue and drive west for 0.3 mile to a junction. Go left on South Valley Road and drive south for 1 mile to a marked left (east) turn to the South Valley North Trailhead and two-level parking lot. The trailhead is on the northeast side of the upper parking lot by an information sign. The trailhead address is 12447 Deer Creek Canyon Rd., Littleton 80127. Restrooms, drinking water, a dog water fountain, and picnic tables are available at the trailhead. GPS: 39.566131 N / -105.152817 W




THE HIKE

This easy hike follows the Swallow, Prairie Falcon, and Coyote Song Trails for a 2.1-mile walk through the best scenery in South Valley Park. The park, enclosed by the Ken Caryl Ranch development on the north and Deer Creek Canyon on the south, is an enclave of wildlife, stunning views, and superb trails on the southwestern edge of the Denver metropolis.

South Valley Park, a Jefferson County open space park, spreads across 995 acres in a valley hemmed by the ragged South Hogback on the east and the Front Range on the west. The park offers 7.5 miles of trails that thread past red rocks and swing across open grasslands. The park’s western sector is permanently closed to visitation to protect animals, including nesting birds, with access only for research and educational purposes. With minimal elevation gain and no steep grades, the hike is ideal for families and kids.



[image: A family enjoys hiking on the Coyote Song Trail on a perfect spring afternoon.]
A family enjoys hiking on the Coyote Song Trail on a perfect spring afternoon.



The popular park is a strictly stay-on-the-trail park. Hikers need to follow designated paths and avoid hiking cross-country or scrambling on the rock formations. Most of the described hike is fenced along its trail edges to keep folks on the straight and narrow. To protect the fragile sandstone formations and nesting raptors, the park does not allow rock climbing. A volunteer ranger usually patrols the trails on busy days.

The hike is open year-round, but the best seasons are spring and fall. Summer days are often hot, and no shade is found along the trail. Plan your summer hike in the early morning or evening, when temperatures are cooler. If you hike in the noon sun, plan on wearing a hat and carrying water, which is available at the trailhead. Also, watch for rattlesnakes alongside the path. Winter days are often perfect, with warm temperatures and plentiful sunshine. Protect the trails by not hiking if the trails are muddy.

Start at a large information sign on the right side of the upper parking lot. The sign has a park trail map, regulations, and brochures. Left of the sign are restrooms, drinking water, and a dog drinking fountain. Walk south from the sign on the Swallow Trail, which parallels the road by the upper parking lot, for 200 feet to a set of timber stairs. Climb the stairs to a junction with a trail on the left and go straight on marked Swallow Trail past red signs that read: “No Bikes” and “Stay on Trail.”

The first 0.9-mile section heads south on Swallow Trail past a sandstone tower and castle beetling with overhangs on the left. Mann Reservoir, a triangular-shaped pond, fills the bottom of the valley right of the trail. The fenced lake, now private property, once provided irrigation water to hayfields and pastures in the broad bottomland below its earthen dam. The trail continues south along the valley’s edge, passing rock formations that rise above groves of Gambel oak.



[image: Hikers follow the Swallow Trail below soaring sandstone ramparts.]
Hikers follow the Swallow Trail below soaring sandstone ramparts.



The tilted rock fortresses are formed from Fountain Formation sandstone, a conglomerate deposited along the edge of Frontrangia, an island-like mountain range in the Ancestral Rocky Mountains, over 290 million years ago. This sandstone is seen in numerous areas along the Front Range, including The Flatirons, Roxborough State Park, Red Rocks, and Garden of the Gods. The rock is composed of coarse sediments, from sand and silt to boulders and cobbles, that were washed off mountains by fast streams and rivers, which deposited them on floodplains by an ancient sea’s edge. Pressure and heat later compressed the sediments into solid rock. Erosion by runoff from thunderstorms and frost wedging in winter sculpted today’s formations.

After 0.8 mile the Swallow Trail reaches its end at a Y junction with the Prairie Falcon Trail. Go left for the next 0.2-mile segment. A right turn heads south on the Prairie Falcon Trail for 0.6 mile, dipping under South Valley Road, to the park’s southwest sector and the 2.2-mile Grazing Elk Trail and 0.3-mile Rattlesnake Gulch Trail, which connects with trails in Deer Creek Canyon Park.

Hike southeast across fields and scrub oak copses to an inverted Y junction at 1.0 mile from the trailhead. Go left on the popular Coyote Song Trail. A right turn follows Coyote Song Trail south for 0.4 mile to the South Trailhead on Deer Creek Canyon Road.

The trail heads north across grassland and past tilted rock formations. Shallow caves in the red rocks sheltered Native Americans as long ago as 7,500 years and possibly up to 12,000 years ago. Archaeological sites scattered across this valley between the hogback to the east and the foothills to the west are protected in the Ken-Caryl South Valley Archaeological District. The nomadic hunters and gatherers erected shelters in sunny locations below the cliffs. It appears from excavated sites that these early peoples occupied the same places for thousands of years, probably wintering here and then migrating to the mountains in summer. Evidence found includes charcoal from fire hearths and projectile points, including a Folsom-style spear point used to hunt large mammals.



[image: chpt_fig_048.jpg]


Little evidence is found of human occupation from 1,000 years ago until the Arapaho, Cheyenne, and Ute tribes inhabited the valley in historic times. The Utes, including their great chief Colorow, liked the area. Born a Comanche in 1810, he was kidnapped as a boy by the Utes. By the mid-nineteenth century, he abhorred white settlers that were encroaching on Ute sacred lands. After the Meeker Massacre in 1879, the Ute were sent to a reservation in western Colorado. Chief Colorow, however, refused to go. He evaded soldiers until 1887 and died the following year.

The trail rolls north and, before a group of rocks, reaches a junction with the Lyons Back Trail at 1.4 miles. For a grand view, take a right on this short trail and climb 0.2 mile to an overlook on top of a hogback. Enjoy views from here of South Valley Park to the west and a valley to the east rimmed by South Hogback, a high ridge capped by sandstone. The valley and hogback lie in South Hogback Open Space, a private parkland reserved for Ken-Caryl Ranch residents. The Cathy Johnson Trail at the bottom of the valley is a trail open to nonresidents. Return west to the Coyote Song Trail to continue the hike.

The trail pushes through oak groves and emerges onto a sloping grassland. Past the rocks, look east to a high cliff creased by horizontal cracks. In the middle of the cliff, note an active prairie falcon nest in a crevice with a white streak below it. The falcons glide above the grasslands in search of small mammals and reptiles. Their courtship cries echo across the park in early spring. Bring binoculars to spot the falcons roosting at the cave entrance or perched on neighboring rocks. Other birds include golden eagles, canyon and rock wrens, spotted towhees, white-throated swifts, which nest in cliffs, and cliff swallows, which live in mud nests on overhanging cliffs.

Continue hiking north across meadows and between the tilted rocks to a Y junction at 1.9 miles. Go left and hike downhill on a connector trail to the hike’s end and the trailhead. (Option: A right turn at the junction follows Coyote Song Trail north across a hillside for another 0.2 mile to the park’s northern boundary at South Valley Road.)




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the northeast side of the upper parking lot (GPS: 39.566131 N / -105.152817 W). Hike south on the Swallow Trail, paralleling the entrance road, for 200 feet to stairs. Go left up the timber stairs to a junction with a trail on the left. Continue straight on the Swallow Trail along the west edge of rock formations.

	0.8 Reach a Y junction with the Prairie Falcon Trail (GPS: 39.557354 N / -105.144736 W). Go left on the Prairie Falcon Trail and hike southeast.

	1.0 Reach junction with the Coyote Song Trail (GPS: 39.555636 N / -105.141691 W). Go left on the Coyote Song Trail and hike north.

	1.4 Come to a junction with the Lyons Back Trail, on the right (GPS: 39.560956 N / -105.144188 W). (Option: Follow this 0.2 mile to an overlook and return.) Continue north on the Coyote Song Trail.

	1.9 Reach a Y junction and go left (downhill) on a connector trail. The Coyote Song Trail keeps right, across the hillside.

	2.1 Arrive back at the trailhead.








5 3 BAR AND OT TRAILS, EAGLE’S NEST OPEN SPACE

These two trails form a scenic loop hike across grassy hills on historic ranchland along the North Fork of the Cache la Poudre River in Eagle’s Nest Open Space.


Start: Trailhead on southwest side of parking lot at the south end of Rattlesnake Road

Distance: 5.2-mile double loop

Hiking time: 2–3 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 840 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Singletrack and doubletrack dirt

Best season: Mar to May; Sept to Nov

Schedule: Open daily, sunrise to sunset

Other trail users: Equestrians

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Larimer County Open Space

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Livermore; park map available at website

Trail contact: Larimer County Department of Natural Resources, 1800 S CR 31, Loveland 80537; (970) 619-4570; www.larimer.org/naturalresources/parks/eagles-nest

Special considerations: Bring water; none is available. Summer days can be hot, and there is almost no shade on trails. Avoid ridges and hills during thunderstorms. Watch for rattlesnakes. Fires, fireworks, camping, and mountain biking are prohibited. Close gates, since cattle sometimes graze here.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] To reach the trailhead from Denver, drive north on I-25 to exit 281. Go left on Owl Creek Road/W CR 70 for 7.5 miles to a junction. Go right on W CR 72 and follow it to US 287. Go right (north) on US 287 and drive 3.5 miles to Livermore. Go left on Red Feather Lakes Road/W CR 74E and drive 0.25 mile. Turn left (south) on Rattlesnake Road, signed “Eagle’s Nest Open Space,” and drive 1 mile on the dirt road to the trailhead and parking lot. GPS: 40.783145 N / -105.215172 W

To reach the trailhead from Fort Collins, drive north on US 287 to the left turn at Livermore and follow the remaining directions.




THE HIKE

This 5.2-mile hike follows two loop trails across grassy hills, dry creek beds, and along the North Fork of the Cache la Poudre River in Eagle’s Nest Open Space, a 755-acre Larimer County parkland in the Laramie Foothills along the base of the Front Range. The trails thread over open terrain with stunning views of the area’s namesake formation—6,353-foot Eagle’s Nest, a rocky peak girded by cliffs, and a traditional nesting site of golden eagles.

The hike follows two loop trails—3.0-mile 3 Bar Trail and 1.8-mile OT Trail—connected by an 0.4-mile out-and-back connector segment on 3 Bar Trail. Almost half the mileage is on old ranch roads; the rest is singletrack trail. The hike, with 840 feet of cumulative elevation gain, has plenty of ups and downs, with a final uphill stretch to the trailhead. The hike is best done clockwise as described here, since the first trail section, traversing meadows before descending to the river, is mostly downhill and offers spacious views. There are only two junctions on the hike, and both are marked by metal posts with the trail name and directional arrows. Close all gates behind you, since cattle occasionally roam the open grasslands.


[image: Hikers follow the wide last section of 3 Bar Trail along an old ranch road.]
Hikers follow the wide last section of 3 Bar Trail along an old ranch road.



Eagle’s Nest Open Space, formerly ranchland, was acquired by Larimer County in 2001 to protect the area’s wildlife habitat, native vegetation, and rock outcrops while also providing outdoor recreation. Besides nesting eagles, other wildlife includes bald eagles in winter, mule deer, black bears, coyotes, mountain lions, rabbits, badgers, and rattlesnakes.

The trails, with elevations ranging from 5,600 feet to 6,100 feet, offer year-round hiking but are especially good in winter, when snow buries higher trails. Winter temperatures are often warm, with highs climbing into the 50s, although snow also falls, and wind sweeps east from the Rawah Range. The trails are usually dry in winter, although snow and ice linger in shady spots. Spring and autumn are fine for hiking, with pleasant temperatures and low precipitation. In summer, hike in the morning or evening for cooler temps. Daily highs often reach 90°F, and there is almost no shade on the hike. Bring water and wear a hat and sunscreen if you insist on hiking under the midday sun. Also, watch for rattlesnakes along the trail.

Start at the trailhead, at the southwest corner of the parking lot. A double-paned sign offers a map, park rules, and emergency information. Nearby are a plastic-bag dispenser for cleaning up pet waste and a sign detailing why you should wipe your shoe soles on a metal grate below to remove seeds of invasive plants before hiking. There’s a vault toilet at the parking lot, but no water is available.



[image: Joggers descend scenic 3 Bar Trail in Eagle’s Nest Open Space.]
Joggers descend scenic 3 Bar Trail in Eagle’s Nest Open Space.



Go through a metal gate (close after passing) at 6,045 feet and hike south on the signed

3 Bar Trail. The doubletrack trail coming up the hill to the right is the hike’s return leg. The first 1.4-mile segment follows the trail clockwise to its junction with the return loop for good views and an easy descent to the river.

Head south on the singletrack trail, contouring across slopes blanketed with shortgrass and mountain mahogany, a favorite mule deer food. The trail rolls over hills and after 0.5 mile gently climbs to a rounded ridge with views across the Front Range to the snowcapped Rawahs. Descend southwest, passing granite outcrops, to a gate at 0.9 mile. Continue dropping past three ponderosa pines and at 1.2 miles reach a dry creek bed and cottonwoods at 5,745 feet. An old ranch road goes south to the river from here, but continue west on the 3 Bar Trail. Follow the twisting trail up a grassy slope to a junction with the return loop, an old road, at 1.4 miles.

Cross the road and head south on the next segment, an 0.4-mile connector trail to the OT Trail. The trail dips down a rocky wash, passes a gate, and after 1.75 miles reaches a flat open area on the north bank of the North Fork of the Cache la Poudre River, which rises on Deadman Hill far to the northwest. This area, flanked by cottonwood trees, is a rest stop with big logs to sit on. This is the turnaround point for many hikers, who do only the 3.4-mile 3 Bar Trail, hiking the loop as well as the 0.4-mile connector.

Eagle’s Nest Open Space boasts a long ranching history that began when Catherine L. Chaffee homesteaded Eagle Rock Ranch in 1887. Other ranchers, including Frank Atkins, John and George Nightingale, and Duane McMurry, later grazed cattle on the grassy hills. South of the open space in Casey’s Draw, where William and Ellen Poland and seven of their eight children homesteaded in a “lovely, large log house on the North Fork of the Cache La Poudre…. High mountains almost surround the residence, and they are dense with pine trees.”


[image: chpt_fig_051.jpg]


The area’s cowboy heritage lives on with the names of the two trails. The 3 Bar Trail celebrates the brand of the Sloan family; the OT (pronounced “Oh Tee”) Trail is named for the Chaffee and Peters brand, both early ranching families.

The next hike segment follows the 1.8-mile OT Trail, making an open loop across hills west of the river. Start by crossing a footbridge over the river, passing through a cow gate, and reaching the marked start of the loop trail. The best way to hike this loop is counterclockwise.

Go right at the junction, designated with a metal post with directional arrows. The wide trail heads south up a grassy hillside and reaches its top at 2.0 miles. After catching your breath, admire the view of 6,353-foot Eagle’s Nest. This rugged peak, surrounded by high cliffs, towers above the North Fork of the Cache la Poudre River. The peak is misnamed on the USGS map, which places its summit on a point to the northeast. Eagle’s Nest is named for golden eagles, which return every year to aeries perched on ledges. In winter, look for bald eagles, which often roost along the river.

Continue west to a fence line at 2.1 miles and keep left to a 5,880-foot high point. Dip across a shallow valley and climb to another high point, a 5,885-foot hill covered with mountain mahogany, at 2.3 miles. The trail descends southeast on a broad ridge. At 3.3 miles the trail reaches the bottom of the river valley at a signed junction with a closed ranch road. Walk north on the old road through meadows and gently climb to the start of the OT Trail after 3.7 miles. Continue north through the cattle gate, cross the footbridge, and reach the southern end of the 3 Bar Trail.

The last 1.6-mile trail segment follows the 3 Bar Trail back to the trailhead. Head north up a dry canyon to the ranch road junction at the midpoint of the trail’s loop. Go left on the dusty ranch road. The easy trail heads north across a wide slope, bumps across a cattle guard at 4.7 miles, and reaches the base of the final uphill climb. Finish by plodding up the long hill to the trailhead at 5.4 miles. Go through the gate to the parking lot and restrooms. This last section is tough on little kids, since the uphill hiking is unrelenting.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead at the southwest corner of the parking lot (GPS: 40.782857 N / -105.215689 W) at 6,020 feet. Go through a gate (close after passing) and keep left on the singletrack 3 Bar Trail. The right-hand trail, a closed road, is the return leg. Hike southwest across hillsides.

	0.9 Pass through a gate and continue downhill.

	1.2 Reach the bottom of a dry wash. Cross the wash and follow the trail west up a hill. Do not go left on a social trail.

	1.4 Reach a junction with a ranch road (GPS: 40.775478 N / -105.230475 W). Cross the road and head southwest down a hillside to a rocky wash. The right-hand trail is the return leg of the 3 Bar Trail back to the trailhead.

	1.75 The trail descends to a footbridge over the Cache la Poudre River. This is the turnaround point for a shorter hike.

	1.8 Cross a bridge and climb a hill to a gate and the junction with the start of the OT Trail (GPS: 40.770561 N / -105.229720 W). Go right on the marked trail and hike southwest up a grassy hill. The left fork is the return leg.

	2.3 Reach the top of a hill. Follow the trail south across a wash to the 5,885-foot high point of the OT Trail. Hike east down a wide ridge toward the river.

	3.2 At the junction with a closed ranch road at the bottom of the ridge, go left on the road and hike north to finish the OT Trail.

	3.6 Return to the junction at the start of the OT Trail. Go north through a gate and cross a bridge over the river.

	4.0 Hike up a dry wash and hill to the 3 Bar Trail loop junction at a closed ranch road. Go left on the marked doubletrack trail and hike northeast on a long uphill section to the trailhead.

	5.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.








6 CARPENTER PEAK TRAIL, ROXBOROUGH STATE PARK

This excellent hike climbs from the visitor center at 3,339-acre Rox-borough State Park to the summit of Carpenter Peak, the park’s high point, and views across Roxborough’s red rocks and the Front Range.


Start: Trailhead on west side of the park visitor center

Distance: 6.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: 3–5 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 985 feet

Trail surface: Dirt

Best season: Apr through Nov

Schedule: Open daily, with seasonal hours: summer, 8 a.m. to 7 p.m.; winter, 8 a.m. to 6 p.m.

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Dogs not allowed in the park

Land status: Roxborough State Park

Fees and permits: Daily entrance fee or annual pass required; display valid Colorado State Parks pass on vehicle windshield. Purchase pass at park entrance station, visitor center, or self-service station.

Maps: USGS Kassler; Roxborough Park State Park trail map

Trail contact: Roxborough State Park, 4751 E Roxborough Dr., Roxborough 80125; (303) 973-3959; https://cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/Roxborough

Special considerations: Carry water. Stay on designated trails and watch for rattlesnakes and poison ivy. No rock climbing is allowed. Trails are closed to pets, horses, and bicycles.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From CO 470 on the south side of Denver, drive south on US 85/South Santa Fe Drive for 4.2 miles to Titan Road. From I-25 in Castle Rock, take exit 184 onto Meadows Parkway and drive 0.2 mile south to US 85. Follow US 85 northwest to Titan Road. Drive west on Titan Road for 3 miles until it bends south and becomes North Rampart Range Road. Drive south on North Rampart Range Road for 3.5 miles to its intersection with Roxborough Park Road. Turn left (east) and drive 325 feet then turn right (south) on Roxborough Drive. Drive 0.3 mile to the park entrance station. Unless you have a Colorado State Parks pass, pay the daily fee if the station is manned or at a self-serve kiosk. Continue south on dirt and paved roads to a parking lot (GPS: 39.428922 N / -105.067886 W). From the north side of the lot, hike 0.1 mile up a paved path to the visitor center and the trailhead, to the west. GPS: 39.429497 N / -105.069503 W




THE HIKE

The Carpenter Peak Trail climbs from the park visitor center to the 7,180-foot summit of Carpenter Peak, the park’s highest point. This moderate hike, gaining 985 feet in elevation, follows a well-traveled trail up the mountain flank above the park’s sandstone slabs, pinnacles, and hogbacks.

The trail offers gentle grades, wildlife, and superb views across the Front Range, Denver, and the high plains. The trail is popular on weekends but never seems crowded. For solitude, hike it on weekdays and mornings. The Carpenter Peak Trail is a designated segment of the American Discovery Trail, a coast-to-coast footpath that stretches 6,800 miles from Delaware to California.



[image: Sandstone formations loom beyond hikers on the Carpenter Peak Trail.]
Sandstone formations loom beyond hikers on the Carpenter Peak Trail.




[image: Roxborough State Park spreads below the snowcapped summit of Carpenter Peak.]
Roxborough State Park spreads below the snowcapped summit of Carpenter Peak.




Hike the trail in different seasons for new adventures. Summer days are often hot, with daily temperatures climbing into the 90s and regular afternoon thunderstorms accompanied by lightning. If you’re on the summit when a thunderstorm rolls through, descend off the rocky top to safety at a lower elevation. Bring water and keep alert for rattlesnakes on the first trail section. Autumn days are pleasant and changing scrub oak trees tint the mountainside red and orange. Winters may be dry or cold and snowy. Snow gets packed down quickly but bring Microspikes and trekking poles for traction on icy sections. Spring brings warmer days, and wildflowers like paintbrush and lupine color the meadows.

Roxborough State Park, a Colorado natural wonder, offers rock formations below the abrupt Front Range escarpment. The park, similar to the Garden of the Gods, offers tranquil activities like hiking, nature study, and wildlife watching in a scenic setting. Shallow valleys sandwiched between the hogbacks teem with life. Roxborough is the meeting place for animals and plants from both prairie and mountain, boasting nine distinct plant communities. The Carpenter Peak Trail passes through many of these communities, including Gambel oak thickets, meadows tangled with grasses and wildflowers, ponderosa pines and Douglas firs on moist slopes, and groves of quaking aspen.

Start at the trailhead west of the visitor center. The trailhead has two signs with a trail map; information on bear, mountain lion, and rattlesnake encounters; and Leave No Trace tips. Beyond the trailhead is a directional sign for the Willow Creek, South Rim, and Carpenter Peak Trails. The first hike segment follows the trail for 0.55 mile to a closed road. Head south through dense copses of Gambel oak below flatiron slabs composed of maroon-colored sandstone. The tilted rock faces above the trail were deposited about 300 million years ago as coarse sediments swept off the Ancestral Rocky Mountains.

After 0.4 mile reach a junction on the left with the Willow Creek Trail, which makes an easy 1.4-mile loop hike back to the parking lot. Continue straight on the Carpenter Peak Trail and bend left to the south side of a slab. At 0.5 mile is a junction on the left with the 3.0-mile South Rim Trail in a broad meadow. Head west across the meadow to a closed park road. This road runs south from a housing development hidden behind the hogbacks to the north to the southern part of the state park.

Cross the road to start the next 1.2-mile section, which climbs the east face of the mountain to a junction. The trail runs west up a shallow valley before bending left and switchbacking through a thick oak forest. While the trail gains elevation, the gradual grade makes the hiking easy. A couple of benches make perfect stops to catch your breath. After 1.75 miles the trail reaches a junction with the Elk Valley Trail.

The last 1.35-mile section starts at this junction. Continue north through a Douglas fir forest and oaks to the crest of a broad ridge and a bench at 2.2 miles. The trail curves left from the ridge and descends into a valley. Look north to spot the summit of Carpenter Peak, a granite knob at the north end of a ridge. The trail dips across the valley and then contours across brushy slopes to a saddle and a Y junction. The left trail heads northwest for 3.3 miles to Waterton Canyon and the Colorado Trail. Take the right fork and scramble through boulders for 0.1 mile to the summit of Carpenter Peak.

Most hikers sit on boulders on the summit’s north side, but to reach the highest point, climb granite blocks to the south. Spacious views of Roxborough’s red rocks spread below the summit. Look northeast across suburbs to downtown Denver’s tall buildings and beyond to the white tepees at Denver International Airport. After enjoying the views and munching a snack, retrace your steps down the trail for a 6.2-mile hike.
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EXTRA CREDIT HIKES

Roxborough offers five other trails: Elk Valley, Fountain Valley, South Rim, Willow Creek, and Willow Creek Falls. Consult a park map or ask at the visitor center for hike details and directions.

The 3.0-mile South Rim Trail and 1.4-mile Willow Creek Trail are popular loop hikes on the south side of the park. Begin both at the same trailhead as the Carpenter Peak Trail.

For the best views, hike the easy, 2.2-mile Fountain Valley Trail through valleys flanked by sandstone formations. The 1.7-mile Lyons Overlook Trail and 0.2-mile Fountain Valley Overlook Trail branch off the Fountain Valley Trail and climb to overlooks. The trail has modest elevation gain and is wheelchair accessible when dry.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead for the Carpenter Peak, Willow Creek, and South Rim Trails on the west side of the service road, west of the visitor center (GPS: 39.429497 N / -105.069503 W). Hike south on the marked trail.

	0.4 Reach a junction with the Willow Creek Trail, on the left (GPS: 39.424656 N / -105.066106 W). Continue straight.

	0.5 Reach a junction with the South Rim Trail, on the left (GPS: 39.423635 N / -105.066104 W). Continue straight.

	0.55 Cross a closed dirt road and hike west on the Carpenter Peak Trail.

	1.75 Reach a junction in thick woods with the Elk Valley Loop Trail, on the left (GPS: 39.418965 N / -105.074315 W). Continue straight across wooded slopes to an open ridge.

	2.2 Reach a bench on the ridge with great views.

	3.0 Reach a Y junction with the trail to Waterton Canyon, on the left (GPS: 39.429214 N / -105.085243 W). Go right and follow the trail through boulders to the summit.

	3.1 Reach the top of Carpenter Peak (GPS: 39.430125 N / -105.084681 W), your rest stop and turnaround point.

	6.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.








7 RIMROCK AND CREEK BOTTOM TRAILS, CASTLEWOOD CANYON STATE PARK

The Rimrock and Creek Bottom Trails, coupled with the Homestead Trail, make a scenic loop hike on the wooded East Rim of Castlewood Canyon and along Cherry Creek in the inner gorge, passing Cherry Creek Falls.


Start: Homestead Trailhead by the park’s west entrance station

Distance: 4.6-mile lollipop

Hiking time: 2–4 hours

Difficulty: Moderate due to length

Elevation gain: 531 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt trail

Best Season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily, sunrise to sunset

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed on leashes shorter than 6 feet

Land status: Colorado State Park

Fees and permits: Park entrance fee required, paid at visitor center or entrance pay station

Maps: USGS Castle Rock South; trail map at visitor center and park website

Trail contact: Castlewood Canyon State Park, 2989 S Hwy. 83, Franktown 80116; (303) 688-5242; cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/castlewoodcanyon

Special considerations: Carry water and stay on designated trails. Watch for rattlesnakes and poison ivy. Watch for snow and ice on the Creek Bottom Trail. Mountain bikes allowed only on park roads, not trails. Ground fires are prohibited, as is gathering of artifacts, vegetation, and timber. Drinking water, restrooms, and information are available at the park visitor center




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Castlewood Canyon State Park is southeast of Denver. Reach the trailhead from southeastern Denver by driving south from CO 470 and Parker on CO 83 to Franktown. Turn west on CO 86 and drive 0.5 mile to Castlewood Canyon Road/CR 51. From Castle Rock and I-25, take exit 184 on eastbound Founders Parkway. Follow the parkway to CO 86 and continue east for 4 miles to Castlewood Canyon Road/CR 51. Turn south on Castlewood Canyon Road and drive 2 miles to the entrance station. Continue another 0.1 mile and park at the signed Homestead Trail-head, on the left. Start at the trailhead on the north end of the parking lot. GPS: 39.359779 N / -104.768275 W




THE HIKE

This scenic hike follows three trails—Homestead, Rimrock, and Creek Bottom Trails—past a historic homestead, along a sandstone rim, and through a canyon carved by Cherry Creek in Castlewood Canyon State Park. The 4.6-mile lollipop hike explores the northern part of the 2,636-acre parkland.

Cherry Creek, rising from rolling hills on the Palmer Divide between Denver and Colorado Springs, meanders north in a valley before slicing into a conglomerate layer in Castlewood Canyon. The conglomerate, deposited 34 million years ago in an ancient riverbed, forms cliffs in the narrow 10-mile-long canyon. The rock, laced with climbing routes, is hard as concrete but studded with pebbles, cobbles, and rounded boulders that jut out at odd angles.


[image: The Creek Bottom Trail passes below the ruins of a stone dam that broke in 1933.]
The Creek Bottom Trail passes below the ruins of a stone dam that broke in 1933.



The state park protects the scenic gorge and a unique high plains environment. Located 30 miles east of the Rocky Mountains, Castlewood Canyon boasts plant communities more representative of the mountains than the surrounding grasslands. Castlewood’s 19 inches of annual precipitation allows ponderosa pine and Douglas fir to thrive, while quaking aspens flourish in moist draws, growing well below their normal range. The park also has meadows, splotched with wildflowers in summer, junipers on the canyon rims, and dense thickets of Gambel oak.

Castlewood has two entry points. The main park entrance is 5 miles south of Frank-town on the west side of CO 83; the west entry is 2 miles south of CO 86, west of Franktown. The main entrance has a visitor center and several trails, including the wheelchair-accessible Canyon View Nature Trail, Inner Canyon Trail, and access to the East Canyon Preservation Area, a natural area east of CO 83. The described hike uses the west entrance on Castlewood Canyon Road and provides access to the Rimrock, Creek Bottom, Homestead, and Falls Spur Trails and several climber paths that lead to cliffs.

The park’s west side is less developed than the main area, with a gravel road, picnic tables, and vault toilets. A day-use fee is required. If you are entering via the west entrance, pay at a ranger-staffed station during the summer or at a self-service kiosk for the rest of the year. Castlewood Canyon Road is usually icy and snow packed in winter. It is lightly maintained, so use caution when driving.

Castlewood Canyon is open year-round, but the best seasons for hiking are spring and fall, with warm days and low precipitation. It may be windy on spring afternoons, but



[image: Cherry Creek tumbles over a 20-foot waterwall in the heart of Castlewood Canyon.]
Cherry Creek tumbles over a 20-foot waterwall in the heart of Castlewood Canyon.





[image: The Rimrock Trail edges above cliffs on Castlewood Canyon’s East Rim.]
The Rimrock Trail edges above cliffs on Castlewood Canyon’s East Rim.




the trail itself is protected from the wind. Summer offers great weather too, with daily highs in the 80s and 90s and afternoon thunderstorms. Carry water and sports drinks in summer, and wear a hat and sunscreen. Winter days are fine for hiking, but the Creek Bottom Trail is usually icy and snow packed. Bring Microspikes and trekking poles for traction and balance.

The hike has a few dangers. Loose rock occurs on the cliffs below the Rimrock Trail, so leave scrambling to climbers with proper equipment. Bees and wasps nest in cracks and cavities on the cliffs. Mosquitos can be a problem along the creek. Ward them off with insect repellent. The biggest danger is rattlesnakes, which are sometimes seen along the trails. To avoid rattlesnake encounters in the warmer months, do not bushwhack off-trail.

Start the 4.6-mile loop hike at the 6,250-foot-high trailhead, on the north side of a parking lot 0.1 mile south of the park’s west entrance station. The first 0.3-mile segment follows the Homestead Trail. Walk 60 feet east on a concrete trail to a junction with the Cherry Creek Regional Trail, which goes north to the park boundary. Continue straight from the junction on the dirt Homestead Trail to the ruins of the Lucas Homestead.

Patrick and Margaret Lucas were born in Ireland but met and married in Arizona in 1889 before homesteading 180 acres in Castlewood Canyon in 1894. They built the concrete house in 1898 and by 1910 had eight children. Before hiking, look at the remains of the two-story house, livestock loading chute, milking parlor, springhouse, and apple orchard. Mr. Lucas died in 1936 and Margaret moved to Denver in 1941, abandoning the property. A fire burned the house in the late 1950s. The 1979 purchase of the property from the Lucas grandchildren became the seed of today’s state park.

Past the historic ruins, follow the Homestead Trail for 0.3 mile until it ends at a Y junction with Rimrock Trail on the left and Creek Bottom Trail on the right. This is the start of the loop section of the hike. Go left on Rimrock Trail. The right trail is the return leg of the loop.

The Rimrock Trail section runs 2.1 miles south from the junction to a Y junction with the Inner Canyon and Creek Bottom Trails. The trail descends from the junction, crosses Cherry Creek on a bridge, and begins climbing through meadows and oak thickets. After 0.5 mile the trail swings onto a ridge and steeply switchbacks up a wooded slope littered with large boulders. After gaining almost 400 feet of elevation from the creek and passing through a pine and fir forest, the trail emerges onto the East Rim of Castlewood Canyon at 0.9 mile.

The next 1.4 miles of Rimrock Trail runs along the canyon’s flat East Rim, crossing open stretches of bedrock and a woodland of junipers and pines. The easy-to-follow trail offers views into the canyon with slopes dotted with boulders, dense groves of Gambel oak, and tall pines and firs. Snowcapped mountains in the Front Range, including Mount Evans, tower beyond the valley’s western rim. Stay back from the cliff edge and keep children under control.

After 2.2 miles the trail reaches the East Rim’s southern end and descends rocky slopes to grassy meadows and a junction with the Inner Canyon Trail on the left and the Creek Bottom Trail on the right at 2.4 miles. Go right on the Creek Bottom Trail and drop down to Cherry Creek in a deep vale. After crossing a bridge over the creek, reach a junction with the Dam Trail at 2.5 miles. Continue straight on the Creek Bottom Trail to the base of the dam ruin.


[image: A shallow pool filled with rainwater reflects sky and clouds on the East Rim of Castlewood Canyon.]
A shallow pool filled with rainwater reflects sky and clouds on the East Rim of Castlewood Canyon.



The valley was once part of a large lake formed by the dam where the canyon narrows. Built in 1890, the earthen and stone dam was used for irrigation, flood control, and recreation. The year after it was built, state engineers examined leakage in the dam and determined that it had been “built by irresponsible contractors under inadequate supervision.” Erected on a natural spring, the dam’s foundation slowly weakened until the night of August 3, 1933, when a heavy rain burst the dam and sent a 30-foot wall of water downstream to Denver. The flood killed two people, caused more than $1 million in damage, and scoured a deep channel in the canyon. The ruins of the ill-fated dam still tower above the trail and creek.

The last hike section follows the Creek Bottom Trail for 1.7 miles to the original junction with the Homestead and Rimrock Trails. The trail follows the west bank of Cherry Creek, threading through dense willows. The canyon was deeply excavated by the flash flood after the dam collapse, leaving a steep-sided gorge. Jumbled boulders fill the creek bed, including one blockage that forms 20-foot-high Cherry Creek Falls. This lovely plunge dashes off a hanging block into a pool below.

Before the waterfall, the trail edges out of the inner canyon and follows the upper rim, passing a fenced viewpoint of the falls. Past the waterfall, the short Falls Spur Trail goes



[image: chpt_fig_058.jpg]



left for 0.17 mile to the Westside Trailhead, with parking, vault toilets, and picnic tables. Continue straight on the Creek Bottom Trail.

The hike continues north along the inner canyon’s rim, passing through a forest of Gambel oak broken by tall pines and firs. The trail slowly descends and after 4.3 miles reaches the junction with the Rimrock and Homestead Trails. Go left on the Homestead Trail and climb 0.3 mile back to the Lucas Homestead and the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Homestead Trailhead, south of the park’s west entrance station (GPS: 39.359779 N / -104.768275 W), and walk a paved path for 50 feet to a junction. Continue on the dirt trail to the Lucas Homestead and go right on the Homestead Trail.

	0.3 Reach the end of the Homestead Trail and a Y junction with the Creek Bottom Trail on the right and Rimrock Trail on the left (GPS: 39.357876 N / -104.764976 W). Go left and follow the Rimrock Trail downhill; cross a bridge over Cherry Creek. The right-hand Creek Bottom Trail is the return leg of the loop.

	0.8 Climb wooded slopes to the top of the East Rim. Continue south on the Rimrock Trail.

	2.4 Descend from the rim to a Y junction with the Creek Bottom Trail on the right and Inner Canyon Trail on the left (GPS: 39.340050 N / -104.756327 W). Go right on the Creek Bottom Trail.

	2.5 Pass a junction with the Dam Trail. Continue straight on the Creek Bottom Trail.

	2.6 Reach the base of the dam ruins (GPS: 39.341019 N / -104.756542 W). Follow the Creek Bottom Trail north.

	4.3 Return to the junction with the Rimrock Trail on the right and the Homestead Trail on the left. Go left on the Homestead Trail and climb to the trailhead.

	4.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.








8 LINCOLN MOUNTAIN AND PALMER DIVIDE RANCH TRAILS, LINCOLN MOUNTAIN OPEN SPACE

The Lincoln Mountain and Palmer Divide Ranch Trails form a moderate 8.3-mile round-trip hike over grassy mesas on the north side of the Palmer Divide. The hike can be shortened by following either a 4.2-mile segment up Lincoln Mountain or a 4.5-mile segment on Dewey’s Hill.


Start: Trailhead at northwest corner of the parking lot by restrooms

Distance: 8.3-mile double loop (4.2-mile lollipop for Lincoln Mountain Trail only; 4.5-mile lollipop for Palmer Divide Ranch Trail only)

Hiking time: 2–5 hours, depending on length

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 400 feet to Lincoln Mountain summit

Trail surface: Singletrack and doubletrack dirt trail

Seasons: Year-round; can be snowy and icy in winter

Schedule: Open daily, 1 hour before sunrise to 1 hour after sunset

Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: Douglas County Open Space

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Greenland; Douglas County Lincoln Mountain Open Space map

Trail contact: Douglas County Open

Space and Natural Resources, 100 Third St., Castle Rock 80104; (303) 660-7495; www.douglas.co.us/dcoutdoors/openspace-properties/lincoln-mountain-open-space/




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Lincoln Mountain Open Space and the trailhead is 0.5 mile west of CO 83 between Denver and Colorado Springs. Reach the trailhead by driving south from Parker and Franktown on the southeast side of Denver on CO 83 or north from Colorado Springs on CO 83 to Jones Road. Turn west on the dirt road and drive 0.6 mile to a parking lot and trailhead on the right (north) side of the road. GPS: 39.17446 N / -104.750194 W




THE HIKE

Lincoln Mountain and Palmer Divide Ranch Trails are two loop trails that form an 8.3-mile round-trip hike from a parking lot on Jones Road north of the Palmer Divide, a ridge that divides the Arkansas and South Platte watersheds. It’s easy to shorten the hike by following either the 4.2-mile Lincoln Mountain Trail or the 4.5-mile Palmer Divide Ranch Trail from the trailhead. The trails explore 876-acre Lincoln Mountain Open Space, a Douglas County parkland that preserves a couple mesas above West Cherry Creek. The area offers meadows, an oak and ponderosa pine woodland, and cliff bands. Part of the open space operates as a working cattle and hay ranch.

The dirt-surfaced trails offer views of the Front Range from Pikes Peak to the south to flat-topped Longs Peak to the north. The Lincoln Mountain Trail gains almost 400 feet of elevation from the trailhead to the mountain’s broad 7,394-foot summit; the Palmer Divide Ranch Trail gains 200 feet from the trailhead to the top of Dewey’s Hill. Weather is fine all year, with cooler temperatures than Denver and Colorado Springs. The trails make a great winter hike. Bring Microspikes and trekking poles for icy trail conditions. Hikers share the trails with mountain bikers and equestrians.


[image: The Lincoln Mountain Trail makes a wide loop around the mountain’s rounded summit plateau.]
The Lincoln Mountain Trail makes a wide loop around the mountain’s rounded summit plateau.



The trails cross Douglas County Open Space lands that conserve high plains and wooded mesas east of the Front Range mountains. Lincoln Mountain Open Space is part of more than 35,000 acres that Douglas County has protected with conservation easements. Without easements and land acquisitions, much of the undeveloped land along I-25 and CO 83 would be developed with houses, malls, and office buildings. Instead, this swath of unspoiled Colorado with its historic ranches, wildlife habitat, and spacious views is preserved for future Coloradoans. Besides Lincoln Mountain Open Space, Douglas County’s open space lands include Spruce Mountain and part of Greenland Ranch, the oldest operating cattle ranch on the Front Range.

Begin at a parking lot and trailhead on the north side of Jones Road, 0.5 mile west of CO 83. The trailhead and parking are on the sloping west side of a valley floored by West Cherry Creek, a shallow stream that originates on the Palmer Divide to the south. The trailhead, on the northwest side of the parking lot, has toilets, an information kiosk with map, trail signs, and a bear-proof trash container. No water is available.

The trail heads north across open fields for 0.2 mile to a junction. To the left is the Lincoln Mountain Trail, a 3.8-mile lollipop hike from this point. Straight ahead is the Palmer Divide Ranch Trail, a 4.1-mile lollipop-loop hike from here. Go left on the Lincoln Mountain Trail.



[image: Pikes Peak towers beyond hikers on the Lincoln Mountain Trail’s summit loop.]
Pikes Peak towers beyond hikers on the Lincoln Mountain Trail’s summit loop.



The trail heads southwest and then turns northwest, gently climbing the east flank of Lincoln Mountain. The trail switchbacks through glades of Gambel oak and scattered ponderosa pines, passing a viewpoint with a bench before bending south and ascending slopes to the eastern edge of Lincoln Mountain’s broad summit. After hiking 1.3 miles from the junction, reach a trail junction and the start of the 1.2-mile Lincoln Mountain Loop Trail, which circumnavigates the fringe of the mesa’s summit. The 7,384-foot high point of Lincoln Mountain hides in tall grass a few hundred feet to the southwest of this junction, but there is no trail to the high point. If you are a peak bagger, load the summit coordinates (39.174600 N / -104.759700 W) into a GPS unit to find the true summit.

Go left at the junction to hike the trail’s loop segment. The first 0.7 mile skirts the southern edge of the mesa top, offering views southwest across ranchland to 14,115-foot Pikes Peak, one of America’s most famous mountains. At the summit of West Lincoln Mountain, the western high point of the mesa, the trail makes a right turn and follows the northern edge of the mesa for 0.5 mile back to the second trail junction. Go left at the junction and descend the Lincoln Mountain Trail for 1.2 miles to the first trail junction.

At the junction, go left (north) on the marked Palmer Divide Ranch Trail. The first segment runs north across open meadows for 0.4 mile to a junction and the start of the 3.3-mile loop trail. Go left at the junction. The trail goes left and switchbacks up a steep slope to the top of Dewey’s Hill, an unranked 7,156-foot mound, after 0.3 mile. Continue north along the bluffed edge of a mesa, passing through groves of ponderosa pine and Gambel oak. Look east across West Cherry Creek’s wide valley and open ranchland dotted with grazing cattle or north to lumpy Devils Head, Mount Evans, and distant Longs Peak.



[image: chpt_fig_061.jpg]



You reach another trail junction 1.0 mile from the first junction. Keep left on the upper trail. The right trail is Lower Rim Cutoff Trail, which rejoins the main trail in 0.2 mile. The upper trail follows the rocky rim for 0.4 mile to a junction with the lower trail. Keep left on the main trail.

The next 1.2-mile segment descends the eastern face of the mesa in seven looping switchbacks through piney woods and then crosses pastures to the western edge of cottonwood-lined West Cherry Creek. Head south on the trail, and after 2.6 miles from the first junction reach a junction with Willow Tree Spur Trail, a 0.1-mile out-and-back path that goes to a horse watering hole at the creek. Continue southwest for 0.7 mile, skirting a private house and barns for a working ranch, to the end of the loop trail. Go left and hike south on the first trail section for 0.4 mile to the junction with Lincoln Mountain Trail. Continue south for 0.2 mile to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead at the northwest side of the parking lot (GPS: 39.174465 N / -104.750194 W).

	0.2 Junction of Lincoln Mountain and Palmer Divide Ranch Trails (GPS: 39.177045 N / -104.750808 W). Go left on the Lincoln Mountain Trail and hike up the mesa’s eastern slope.

	1.5 Reach a trail junction near the Lincoln Mountain summit (GPS: 39.175044 N / -104.758199 W). Go left on the Lincoln Mountain Loop Trail along the south edge of the mesa top.

	2.2 The trail bends at the West Lincoln Mountain summit. Hike east along the north edge of the mesa top.

	2.7 Reach a trail junction on the east side of the Lincoln Mountain summit. Go left on the trail and descend back to the start of the trail at the first junction.

	4.0 Reach first trail junction. Go left on the Palmer Divide Ranch Trail and hike north across grassy slopes.

	4.4 Reach a trail junction and start of the Palmer Divide Ranch Loop Trail (GPS: 39.180455 N / -104.748348 W). Go left on the loop.

	4.7 The trail reaches the top of Dewey’s Hill. Continue north along the eastern edge of a mesa.

	5.4 Reach junction with the Lower Rim Cutoff Trail. Keep left on the main trail.

	5.8 Reach the northern junction with the Lower Rim Cutoff Trail. Continue on the main trail and descend the eastern flank of a wooded mesa to the west side of West Cherry Creek.

	7.0 Reach junction with the Willow Tree Spur. Keep right on the main trail.

	7.7 Reach the end of the loop at a junction. Go left on the Palmer Divide Ranch Trail.

	8.1 Reach the first junction with the Lincoln Mountain Trail. Continue straight and hike downhill to the trailhead and parking lot.

	8.3 Arrive back at the trailhead.








9 DAWSON BUTTE TRAIL, DAWSON BUTTE RANCH OPEN SPACE

The Dawson Butte Ranch Open Space Trail makes a 5.3-mile loop through pine woods and broad meadows in hills below the south slope of Dawson Butte, a cliff-lined rampart between I-25 and the Rampart Range.


Start: Dawson Butte Ranch Open Space Trailhead

Distance: 5.3-mile loop

Hiking time: 2–3 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 310 feet of loss and gain

Trail surface: Dirt

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily, 1 hour before sunrise to 1 hour after sunset

Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: Douglas County Open Space

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Dawson Butte; Dawson Butte Ranch Open Space map, available from open space website

Trail contact: Douglas County Open Space and Natural Resources, 100 Third St., Castle Rock 80104; (303) 660-7495; www.douglas.co.us/dcoutdoors/trails/open-space-trails/dawson-butte-ranch-open-space-trail/




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From I-25, take exit 181 for Plum Creek Parkway, on the south side of Castle Rock. From the west side of the highway bridge, turn south on Frontage Road and drive south, paralleling I-25, for 5 miles to Tomah Road. Turn right (west) on Tomah Road and drive 1.5 miles to the Dawson Butte Ranch Open Space Trailhead and parking lots on the right (west) side of the road (GPS: 39.294621 N / -104.920636 W). The address is 1923 Tomah Rd., Castle Rock. The trailhead has two unpaved parking lots, porta-potty toilets, picnic tables and benches, and a kiosk with a park map. GPS: 39.294621 N / -104.920636 W




THE HIKE

The Dawson Butte Trail makes a 5.3-mile loop through Dawson Butte Ranch Open Space, a Douglas County parkland, west of I-25. The trail rambles across broad meadows studded with wildflowers in summer and through shady ponderosa pine woods and thickets of Gambel oak below 8,481-foot Dawson Butte. There is no access from the open space to the summit of the flat-topped butte. The open space property encompasses more than 1,100 acres, but only 828 acres are accessible to the public. Besides hiking, the trail offers scenic views west toward the Rampart Range and Devils Head and south to Pikes Peak.

The hiking is mostly easy, with minimal elevation loss and gain, but receives a moderate rating due to its length. Several benches scatter along the trail, making good stops for a drink and conversation. The multiuse trail is shared with mountain bikers and equestrians, who also use optional bridal paths with more than sixty horse jumps.


[image: The Dawson Butte Trail winds through a Gambel oak and ponderosa pine woodland.]
The Dawson Butte Trail winds through a Gambel oak and ponderosa pine woodland.



The Dawson Butte Trailhead is west of Tomah Road. Two parking lots accommodate plenty of vehicles on busy weekends. The trailhead also has restrooms, picnic tables, and information signs. No water is available.

Begin at the northwest corner of the parking lot by a gate across a closed access road and wooden kiosk with an open space map and information about wildfires, guidelines for groups, and how to safely hike in mountain lion country. Suggestions include hiking with a buddy, staying alert, make noise, keeping children close, and protecting pets. Go through a gap in a split-rail fence to start the marked trail. This description follows the trail counterclockwise.

The trail heads northeast through pine woods and passes a low hill topped with sandstone boulders. Reach the trail’s 6,831-foot high point by a log bench and bend west into a meadow fringed by scrub oak trees. For the next 2.0 miles the trail gently descends the meadow and shady woods. Pass junctions with the Manger Meadow Path and Stairway to Heaven Trail; after dropping across a meadow, reach another junction with Stairway to Heaven at 1.9 miles. The sandy Fenceline Path borders the open space’s western boundary west of the trail.

Dawson Butte, a flat-topped 7,476-foot landmark in the hills between Denver and Colorado Springs, was named for Thomas Dawson, an 1860s settler who homesteaded on nearby West Plum Creek. Although Native Americans had previously climbed the mountain, the first recorded ascent was by members of the Stephen H. Long expedition in July 1820. From the summit, Long looked south to “the greatest peak,” its snowbound slopes rising above wooded mountains. A few days later, on July 14, the expedition reached the top of what is now called Pikes Peak, landmark of the southern Rockies. The mountain was thought to be 18,541 feet high (it’s actually 14,115 feet). The butte is capped by Dawson Arkose, a coarse sandstone deposited as river terraces in a tropical rain forest some 55 million years ago along the edge of the infant Front Range.


[image: chpt_fig_063.jpg]


At 2.0 miles the trail again intersects the Manger Meadow Path, a trail usually used by equestrians, and then twists south through ponderosa pines. Most of the pine trees along the trail have had their lower limbs trimmed off, and most of the fallen trees and branches have been removed for fire prevention. If a forest fire burned here, the flames would sweep through the understory beneath the trees, allowing the forest canopy to remain unburnt. The trail crosses a closed access road that splits the open space land at 2.8 miles. Continue south through the forest, and after 3.0 miles bend east and emerge onto the southern edge of a wide meadow next to Tomah Road.

The hike’s last 2.0 miles climb east across meadows and through a pine and oak woodland to the parking lot. The trail makes a sharp turn in a meadow at the trail’s 6,531-foot low point and climbs to a junction with the Tomah Meadow Path, which parallels the trail and Tomah Road. Follow the trail east, meandering through grassland and forest to another junction with the Tomah Meadow Path and then a four-way junction with the Playpen and Tomah Meadow Paths at 4.6 miles. Continue straight.


[image: Dawson Butte, a Front Range landmark, is rimmed by abrupt cliffs of coarse sandstone.]
Dawson Butte, a Front Range landmark, is rimmed by abrupt cliffs of coarse sandstone.



The final section climbs past sandstone outcrops before bending north on the narrow trail bordered by tall ponderosas. Past a junction with the start of the Playpen Path, the trail bends right and after 200 feet ends on the right side of the restrooms at the parking lot.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead, at the northwest corner of the parking lot (GPS: 39.294897 N / -104.920983 W).

	0.95 Junction with the Manger Meadow Path, on the left (GPS: 39.294427 N / -104.931989 W). Go straight. A rest bench is near this junction.

	1.4 Reach a four-way junction with the Stairway to Heaven Trail (GPS: 39.291047 N / -104.938166 W). Go straight.

	1.9 Junction with the Stairway to Heaven Trail. Continue straight on the main trail.

	2.0 Junction with the Manger Meadow Path. Go straight.

	2.8 Reach a junction with a closed access road. Cross the road and continue south on the trail.

	3.7 Junction with the Tomah Meadow Path. Continue straight.

	4.7 Reach a four-way junction with the Playpen and Tomah Meadow Paths (GPS: 39.290186 N / -104.923342 W). Continue on the main trail.

	5.3 Arrive back at the trailhead.








10 SANDSTONE MEADOW TRAIL LOOP, SANDSTONE RANCH OPEN SPACE

The Sandstone Meadow Trail Loop and Ranch Overlook Trail explore grasslands and scrubby forest in the southern part of Sandstone Ranch Open Space, a scenic parkland tucked in hills and valleys below the Rampart Range.


Start: Sandstone Ranch Trailhead

Distance: 4.4-mile loop

Hiking time: 2–3 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 345 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Singletrack and doubletrack dirt

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily, 1 hour before sunrise to 1 hour after sunset

Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Douglas County Open Space

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Larkspur Quad; Douglas County Open Space map

Trail contact: Douglas County Open Space and Natural Resources, 100 Third St., Castle Rock 80104; (303) 660-7495; www.douglas.co.us/dcoutdoors/openspace-properties/sandstone-ranch/

Special considerations: Bring water. Summer days can be hot; wear sunscreen and a hat. Watch for rattlesnakes. Avoid open areas during thunderstorms.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Denver or Colorado Springs, take I-25 to exit 172 (Larkspur Drive) onto Larkspur and turn west on Perry Park Avenue. Drive west for 4.2 miles to CO 105. Turn left (south) on CO 105 and drive 0.5 mile to a marked right turn at the Sandstone Ranch Open Space entrance. Drive 0.1 mile to a parking lot, restrooms, picnic pavilion, and the Sandstone Ranch Trailhead. GPS: 39.226064 N /-104.941679 W




THE HIKE

This 4.4-mile hike, following the Sandstone Meadow Loop Trail along with an out-and-back jaunt on the Ranch Overlook Trail, is a superb hike in 2,038-acre Sandstone Ranch Open Space, a Douglas County parkland that opened in fall 2020. The trail explores red rock formations, historic ranchland below the Rampart Range, grassy valleys, and rolling hills.

The open space, the crown jewel of Douglas County’s open space system, was acquired for $18.75 million in 2017. Buying the property was long in doubt, and it looked like the area would be subdivided into a housing development, but when the price dropped, the county was able to buy it.

The working ranch dates to 1868, when pioneer Ahlmaaz Gove bought 480 acres and began irrigating crops with water from Gove Creek, later named for him. After his death, his son Asa farmed the land until the early 1900s. Other early area pioneers include George Robinson, who lived here in 1874 and bequeathed part of the property to Earl Tucker upon his death. Tucker’s daughter Jean Tucker Allen ran Sandstone Ranch until its sale to Frank Fazzio in 1989. Fazzio operated a working cattle and hay ranch until he sold the land to a developer in 2006, who planned to build 114 houses, a swimming pool, an equestrian center, a boat center, and trails, but those plans fell apart after the 2008 recession.


[image: Boulders at Wildlife Overlook frame a stock pond built in the 1860s.]
Boulders at Wildlife Overlook frame a stock pond built in the 1860s.



This hike follows the 3.7-mile Sandstone Meadow Trail Loop and 0.4-mile Ranch Overlook Trail, part of the open space’s 12-mile trail network. The 3.2-mile Juniper Valley Loop Trail crosses similar terrain on the north side of the park. The trail, also open to equestrians and mountain bikers, is wide and easy to follow, with strategically placed direction markers. Rest benches and interpretive signs are scattered along the trail. No water is available at the trailhead or along the trails, so bring plenty of liquid refreshment. The trail crosses open terrain, so it is hot on summer days.

Start at the trailhead on the west side of the parking lot west of CO 105. The trailhead has a four-panel sign with a trail map, three vault toilets, and a dumpster. From the parking lot, walk west for 50 feet on a sidewalk to a picnic pavilion and turn left on a dirt trail that heads southwest. (A right turn from the shelter is the trailhead for the Juniper Valley Loop Trail.)

Walk southwest on the trail to a signed junction at 0.2 mile. Go right on the marked Sandstone Meadow Trail Loop. The left trail is the hike’s return leg. Straight ahead is the 0.7-mile Gambel Oak Loop (misspelled as “Gamble” on the sign), which leads to the Crooked Stick Trail, a connector trail that joins Sandstone Meadow Trail Loop near its 1.0-mile mark.

Continue west toward the Rampart Range across a grassy slope on the southern edge of a valley. The trail tramps through thickets of Gambel oak then bends across a dry valley and climbs to a jumble of sandstone boulders and Wildlife Overlook at 0.6 mile. This viewpoint overlooks a stock pond that provides habitat for great blue herons, ducks, geese, and shorebirds. An interpretive sign explains the world of an agricultural pond and how cattle and wildlife coexist. The pond is filled with water diverted from Gove Creek through a historic 1860s ditch that was built by settler Ahlmaaz Gove, who used the pond to irrigate hay fields.


[image: Twisted hoodoos tower above grassy pastures on historic Sandstone Ranch.]
Twisted hoodoos tower above grassy pastures on historic Sandstone Ranch.



Bend south and twist across slopes clad in ponderosa pine and scrub oak and climb to the eastern edge of a valley carved by Gove Creek, which tumbles down from the Rampart Range. At 1.0 mile reach a signed junction with the Crooked Stick Trail, a connector that heads east to the Gambel Oak Loop Trail and returns to the trailhead. Take this for a shorter hike.

The trail continues southeast along the hill’s edge, passing a valley overlook above rounded boulders. The grassy valley is flanked by red sandstone formations, including a pair of freestanding pinnacles. Most of the park’s exposed outcrops, including these twin pinnacles and the boulders on top of Ranch Overlook, are composed of Fountain Formation sandstone. The sedimentary rock was deposited between 290 and 296 million years ago when sediments were washed off the Ancestral Rockies.

The trail’s next 0.5 mile traverses open slopes on the east side of Gove Creek’s valley and at 1.5 miles reaches a junction with the Ranch Overlook Trail. This 0.8-mile out-and-back trail is a fun side trip to Ranch Overlook, a 6,700-foot viewpoint on a squat hill. Go right at the junction and hike southwest on a singletrack trail to a junction with a park road after 0.2 mile. Turn right on the track and walk to the hill’s flat top and a view north of grassy fields lined with cliffs and piney woods. Return to the junction with the Sandstone Meadow Trail at 2.3 miles and go right.



[image: chpt_fig_067.jpg]


The hike’s last leg follows the trail for 2.1 miles to the trailhead. Hike southeast up the western slope of a hill, reaching its crest after 0.2 mile. The trail bends east and crosses a high grassland with views of 7,740-foot Raspberry Butte, a prominent peak rising to the east. At 2.8 miles reach a signed junction with the Sunset Ridge Trail. Keep right on the Sandstone Meadow Trail. Sunset Ridge Trail is an 0.4-mile-long connector that runs northeast along a blunt ridge before rejoining the main trail.

Past the junction, the trail bends south and reaches its high point at 6,850 feet on the east side of a wooded ridge. Continue south, following the trail around the head of a valley and then descending north on the valley’s east slope. Reach the north junction with the Sunset Ridge Trail at 3.7 miles.

The last trail section heads northwest from the junction, traversing open slopes and dipping through shallow valleys. Past the junction, tall ponderosa pines and Douglas firs, not found elsewhere on the trail, thrive on cool north-facing slopes. Past a lone pine, descend northwest across grassy slopes to the start of the Sandstone Meadow Trail Loop at 4.3 miles. Take a hard right and walk another 0.1 mile to the picnic pavilion and trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the left side of the picnic pavilion, on the west side of the parking lot (GPS: 39.225678 N / -104.941512 W). Walk southwest on the wide trail.

	0.2 Reach a junction. Go right on the signed Sandstone Meadow Loop Trail. The left-hand trail is the hike’s return leg.

	0.6 Stop at Wildlife Overlook by sandstone boulders. Continue south on the trail through a metal gate.

	0.9 Climb through forest to the eastern edge of a broad valley below the Rampart Range.

	1.0 Reach a junction with the Crooked Stick connector and Gambel Oak Loop Trails, which return to the trailhead (GPS: 39.221794 N / -104.950799 W). Continue south on the main trail, pass through two gates, and hike along the eastern side of a valley.

	1.5 Reach a junction with the Ranch Overlook Trail (GPS: 39.216873 N / -104.945583 W). Go right on the Ranch Overlook Trail for a scenic detour.

	1.9 Reach the flat summit of Ranch Overlook and enjoy views of Gove Creek’s valley to the north (GPS: 39.213690 N / -104.950470 W). Return on the Ranch Overlook Trail to the junction.

	2.3 At junction with the Sandstone Meadow Loop Trail, go right, up a hill.

	2.5 Reach top of a bluff and bend east on the trail.

	2.8 Reach junction with the Sunset Ridge Trail (GPS: 39.215864 N /-104.938540 W). Keep right on the marked Sandstone Meadow Loop.

	3.7 Reach the north junction with the Sunset Ridge Trail, on the left (GPS: 39.220804 N / -104.937314 W). Continue straight on the main trail.

	4.3 Return to the first main junction and starting point of the Sandstone Meadow Loop Trail. Go right to return to the trailhead.

	4.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.








11 CHIEF MOUNTAIN TRAIL, ARAPAHO NATIONAL FOREST

The Chief Mountain Trail, beginning on Squaw Pass Road above Echo Mountain ski area, swings up the wooded north slopes of Chief Mountain to a rocky 11,709-foot summit and marvelous views of Mount Evans and the Continental Divide.


Start: Trailhead on south side of Squaw Pass Road

Distance: 3.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: About 3 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 992 feet

Trail surface: Dirt

Best season: Year-round

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Arapaho National Forest

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Idaho Springs

Trail contact: Arapaho National Forest, Clear Creek Ranger District (Idaho Springs Visitor Center), 2060 Miner St., Idaho Springs 80452; (303) 567-4382; www.fs.usda.gov/arp




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Denver, drive west on I-70 to exit 252. Turn south on the Evergreen Parkway/CO 74 and drive 3 miles to Squaw Pass Road/CO 103. Turn right and drive west on the paved road for 13 miles to a parking area on the right (north) side of the highway past mile marker 19. This roadside parking is directly above the upper tow terminal for Echo Mountain ski area. The trailhead is on the south side of the highway, opposite the east end of the dirt parking strip. GPS: 39.682435 N / -105.521117 W




THE HIKE

The Chief Mountain Trail (#58) is a marvelous 3.2-mile out-and-back hike to the high point of a row of peaks that divides the Chicago Creek and Vance Creek drainages west of Denver. The moderate trail, rated Class 2 in difficulty, steadily gains 992 feet of elevation from the trailhead at 10,717 feet on the Squaw Pass Road to the mountain’s 11,709-foot summit. The mountain’s west slopes, but not the summit and trail, lie in the Mount Evans Wilderness Area.

The popular trail is wide and easy to follow, with gradual grades through a thick evergreen forest to Chief’s bald summit above timberline. This family-friendly hike offers spectacular panoramic views from the summit that stretch from bulky Pikes Peak to the south to Longs Peak to the north. The trail is popular on summer weekends. Plan your hike for early morning or evening to avoid crowds; better yet, hike on a weekday.

The trail is open year-round, with every season offering a different experience. Summer days are perfect, with sunshine in the morning and afternoon clouds. It’s breathtaking to watch the sun set behind the Continental Divide on an August evening. Watch for thunderstorms and lightning on summer afternoons, and get off the summit before the air starts crackling. Spring and autumn offer good weather with dry days, and the



[image: The Continental Divide rims the western horizon from Chief Mountain’s upper slopes.]
The Continental Divide rims the western horizon from Chief Mountain’s upper slopes.




[image: A hiker descends the Chief Mountain Trail at timberline.]
A hiker descends the Chief Mountain Trail at timberline.
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north-facing mountain slopes are sheltered from spring winds. Chief Mountain is a great winter hike, since the trail is packed down by weekend hikers. Bring Microspikes and trekking poles for winter ascents.

Park at a pullout on the right (north) side of the highway past mile marker 19 and 0.5 mile west of the turn to Echo Mountain ski area. There are plenty of parking spots, but the lot fills up on summer weekends. The parking area is south of the upper lift terminal for the ski area. Echo Mountain, a small, friendly area, is the closest ski slope to Denver and also offers night skiing on lighted slopes. Opened in 1960, Echo Mountain receives an average of 275 inches of snow, has 60 acres of skiable terrain and a popular terrain park.

Start at the Chief Mountain Trailhead on the south side of Squaw Pass Road (CO 103), opposite the eastern end of the roadside parking area. The trailhead is not obvious at first glance, but look for a break in the trees by a highway reflector post. A sign marks the trail 20 feet from the road.


The first trail section climbs above the highway before cutting left and contouring upward to a junction with an old road at 0.3 mile. Cross the road and follow the trail up left. The trail climbs across slopes thick with spruce, fir, and pine before leveling out after 0.5 mile at a broad saddle between Chief Mountain on the right and unranked 11,174-foot Papoose Mountain to the left. For extra credit on the return hike, head east for 0.2 mile from the saddle to Papoose’s summit. Look for a social trail to keep on course up Papoose.

From the saddle, keep right on the trail. Avoid going straight on a social trail. Slowly climb south to a sharp right turn and follow the rising trail across the north slope of Chief Mountain. After 1.0 mile the trail reaches a rock outcrop at 11,400 feet. The last trail section switchbacks back and forth across the mountain’s north face, crossing open grassy slopes with wide views across the Front Range and scattered trees at timberline. The trail skirts a knob and scrambles up a final pyramid of boulders to the summit at 1.6 miles.

After catching your breath, take in the expansive view of the Front Range, Denver’s urban sprawl, and the tawny sweep of plains. Broad-shouldered Pikes Peak etches the southern skyline; glacier-carved cirques crease 14,271-foot Mount Evans to the west; a row of peaks along the Continental Divide marches north to 14,259-foot Longs Peak in Rocky Mountain National Park.

Return down the trail for a 3.2-mile round-trip hike. The trail is downhill all the way to the trailhead, so it’s a quick descent.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the south side of Squaw Pass Road/CO 103, opposite the parking area (GPS: 39.682435 N / -105.521117 W).

	0.3 Reach a junction with an old road. Cross the road and continue southeast on the trail.

	0.5 Reach a wide saddle between Chief and Papoose Mountains (GPS: 39.67935 N / -105.516157 W). Keep right and hike south on the main trail.

	1.1 Reach a rocky outcrop near timberline and begin following switchbacks on the trail.

	1.6 Reach the mountain summit (GPS: 39.675905 N / -105.523034 W). Return the way you came.

	3.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.








12 BLUEBIRD LAKE TRAIL, ROCKY MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK

The Bluebird Lake Trail explores the remote Wild Basin in Rocky Mountain National Park, passing Copeland Falls, Ouzel Falls, and Ouzel Lake before climbing to an alpine lake tucked in a cirque below the Continental Divide.


Start: Wild Basin Trailhead

Distance: 12.6 miles out and back

Hiking time: 5–8 hours

Difficulty: Strenuous

Elevation gain: 2,480 feet

Trail surface: Dirt

Best season: July through Sept

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Dogs not allowed

Land status: National Park Service, Rocky Mountain National Park

Fees and permits: Daily or weekly entrance fee; Annual, Senior, and Access Passes honored

Maps: USGS Allens Park, Isolation Peak; national park trail map, available at visitor center or website

Trail contact: Rocky Mountain National Park, 1000 US Hwy. 36, Estes Park 80517; (970) 586-1206; www.nps.gov/romo/

Special considerations: Parking lot fills up in summer; arrive early for a parking spot. Backcountry camping by reservation at Ouzel Lake and Upper Ouzel Creek campsites. Be prepared for thunderstorms and lightning. Bring trekking poles and Microspikes in early summer.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From the junction of US 36 and CO 7 in Estes Park, turn south on CO 7 for 12.5 miles to Wild Basin Road/Boulder CR 84W. Turn right (west) on Wild Basin Road and drive 0.3 mile to a right turn for Rocky Mountain National Park’s Wild Basin Trailhead. Pass through the entrance station and drive 2.1 miles to the parking lot for the trailhead and a ranger station at road’s end. The trailhead is at the south end of the lower parking lot. GPS: 40.207778 N / -105.566500 W




THE HIKE

The Bluebird Lake hike follows the Thunder Lake and Bluebird Lake Trails for 6.2 miles to a glistening lake tucked in a cliff-walled cirque at 10,978 feet below the Continental Divide. The strenuous trail, gaining 2,490 feet from the 8,566-foot Wild Basin Trail-head, follows rushing creeks, passes waterfalls including Ouzel Falls, and traverses high ridges and wildflower-splotched meadows to the lake. Despite the popularity of Rocky Mountain National Park, this hidden gem hike is rarely busy and offers spectacular views, solitude, and wildlife.

While the trail is demanding, with lots of elevation gain, it ascends at a gradual grade for most of the distance, leaving the steepest section for the final 1.8 miles from the Ouzel Lake junction to the lake. The first 2.7 miles of the trail sees the most action, with hikers heading to Copeland Falls, Calypso Cascades, and Ouzel Falls before turning around.

The hike makes an enjoyable backpacking trip with an overnight stay at either Ouzel Lake or Upper Ouzel Creek backcountry campsites. A backcountry permit is required for overnight camping. Obtain permits at the Backcountry Office next to Beaver Meadows Visitor Center west of Estes Park, the Kawuneeche Visitor Center north of Grand Lake, and the park website. Backpackers must store food in a bear-proof container at least 200 feet from the campsites.


[image: North St. Vrain Creek rushes over worn cobbles above Upper Copeland Falls in Wild Basin.]
North St. Vrain Creek rushes over worn cobbles above Upper Copeland Falls in Wild Basin.



Plan on spending a full day to do the hike, allowing time to stop at the waterfalls and Ouzel Lake and to relax on Bluebird Lake’s rocky shoreline. Get to the Wild Basin Trailhead early to nab a parking spot, especially on summer weekends and holidays. The gravel Wild Basin Road narrows to one lane in spots, so RVs and vehicles towing trailers should not drive to the trailhead. Park only in designated lots, not along the road. Since bears roam the parking lot, place food, ice chests, and garbage in your vehicle’s trunk or cover with a blanket so they’re out of sight.

Although Wild Basin and the trails are open year-round, the best time to trek to Bluebird Lake is from mid-June through September. Snow blankets the trail in winter and spring; use snowshoes and be prepared for severe conditions, including frigid temperatures. The winter trailhead and parking are at a gate on Wild Basin Road, about 1 mile east of the ranger station. The upper trail section holds snow until late June and sometimes July. The trail may be hard to follow when it’s covered with snow, so look for tracks of other hikers. Microspikes are essential for traction, and consider bringing an ice ax or trekking poles for balance on snowfields. July and August days offer excellent weather, with sunny mornings and afternoon thunderstorms. Watch for lightning on exposed outcrops near the lake, and descend to a lower elevation if you hear thunder. Bring a raincoat or poncho to stay dry during storms.

Start at the Wild Basin Trailhead, on the south side of the lower parking lot, and hike west on the Thunder Lake Trail on the north bank of North St. Vrain Creek. After 0.3 mile the trail passes Lower Copeland Falls, a short waterfall over a bedrock bench that spans the creek. A path heads left, dropping to the eastern edge of a pool below the falls. Continue hiking west another 300 feet to another spur trail that goes left to Upper Copeland Falls, a series of cascades spilling over boulders.

The next section continues west for 1.2 miles, reaching a junction 1.5 miles from the trailhead. Go left on the Thunder Lake Trail and cross a footbridge over North St. Vrain Creek. A right turn heads up a primitive 1.3-mile trail past backcountry campsites before rejoining the Thunder Lake Trail. Continue up a forested north-facing slope alongside Cony Creek, passing a lovely horsetail cascade that is unofficially named “Lover’s Leaps.” After hiking 0.3 mile, reach a junction with the Allenspark–Wild Basin Trail, which begins 3.0 miles east of the park boundary outside the town of Allenspark. Turn right on the Thunder Lake Trail and hike west to Calypso Cascades at 1.8 miles.


[image: Bluebird Lake nestles in a glacier-carved cirque below Ouzel Peak.]
Bluebird Lake nestles in a glacier-carved cirque below Ouzel Peak.



The 200-foot-high cascade, originating at Cony Lake below the Continental Divide south of here, rumbles over boulders and fallen tree trunks. Calypso Cascades, named for the pink fairy slipper orchids that grow here in early summer, is the destination for many day hikers, who enjoy the creek’s fine mist. A couple of wooden bridges with handrails



[image: Ouzel Falls, one of Rocky Mountain National Park’s prettiest waterfalls, plunges 50 feet over a granite cliff.]
Ouzel Falls, one of Rocky Mountain National Park’s prettiest waterfalls, plunges 50 feet over a granite cliff.




span the falls, allowing hikers to get personal with the torrent. The waterfall is best in June and July, when snowmelt swells Cony Creek.

The next 0.9-mile segment contours west across the mountainside to Ouzel Falls, Wild Basin’s most popular wonder. The trail steadily gains elevation by switchbacking up wooded slopes. Look north through the trees for occasional glimpses of flat-topped, 14,259-foot Longs Peak, the highest point in the park, and neighboring 13,911-foot Mount Meeker. After 2.7 miles and 870 feet of elevation gain, the trail reaches Ouzel Falls.

A bridge over Ouzel Creek yields a good view of 50-foot-high Ouzel Falls, a roaring waterfall that thunders over a granite cliff. An unmaintained side trail scrambles up the creek’s left side to rocks below the falls. This path is slippery with fallen logs and slick boulders, so use caution if you hike to the falls. Ouzel Falls, one of the best waterfalls in the park, is a popular 5.4-mile out-and-back destination for families and seniors. The falls, best in summer when it fills with snowmelt, is named for the water ouzel, or American dipper, a small gray bird that bobs up and down in frigid mountain streams in search of aquatic insects and larvae. Keep an eye out for ouzels, which are commonly found in its namesake creek

The next 0.4-mile section contours west from Ouzel Falls to a junction with the Bluebird Lake Trail at 3.1 miles. Go left on Bluebird Lake Trail and begin climbing the north face of a broad ridge. After 0.3 mile the trail makes a right turn onto the ridgetop. The next 1.0 mile follows the open ridge along the western edge of the Ouzel Fire burn scar. Lightning started a fire near Ouzel Lake on August 9, 1978, which smoldered for weeks until high winds in mid-September fanned the flames. The fire, one of the largest in the national park’s history, consumed 1,050 acres of forest before being contained in December.

At 4.6 miles from the trailhead, reach a junction with the Ouzel Lake Trail. This 0.4-mile trail makes a superb side trip to pretty Ouzel Lake, a forest-fringed tarn sitting below the north face of 13,176-foot Mount Copeland. The short hike also passes Chickadee Pond, a shallow lake filled with pond lilies. The out-and-back hike to Ouzel Lake adds 0.8 mile to the overall hike distance.

The next 1.8-mile section steadily ascends to Bluebird Lake, gaining almost 1,000 feet of elevation. From the Ouzel Lake turnoff, continue southwest on the trail across slopes covered with boulders and thick grass sprinkled with wildflowers. Bighorn sheep sometimes graze on the steep slopes above. Higher, the trail threads through a forest of spruce, fir, and pine before crossing talus slopes and grassy benches between cliff bands and then climbing to a polished granite slab. The trail continues up rocky ravines before emerging onto a pedestal perched above Bluebird Lake and its outlet stream. The trail’s upper part is sometimes hard to follow as it crosses rocky areas, and snowfields often cover it early in summer.

Cliff-lined Bluebird Lake is one of Rocky Mountain National Park’s beauty spots, its glassy surface reflecting jagged peaks including 12,632-foot Mahana Peak, 12,716-foot Ouzel Peak on the Continental Divide, and the towering wall of Mount Copeland. The platform above the lake is the perfect spot to shoot photographs, watch storm clouds build over the Divide, and share a sandwich.



[image: chpt_fig_073.jpg]



Despite Bluebird Lake’s pristine appearance, it was a bigger lake in the twentieth century after a 58-foot-high, 200-foot-long dam was built for irrigation and then sold to the City of Longmont to store drinking water. The dam, constructed from 1914 to 1923, filled the lake, which was then called Arbuckle Reservoir #2, for area rancher Emma Arbuckle, who hatched the plan to build a dam here and at Pear Lake. After the dam was ruled unsafe, it was abandoned in 1974. The National Park Service acquired the water rights in 1987 and removed the dam, taking 5 million pounds of concrete out by helicopter, and restored the area by 1990.

After enjoying the views, head back down the trail to the Wild Basin Trailhead. If you have energy on the hike out, jog over to Ouzel Lake for more fun.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Wild Basin Trailhead, on the south side of the lower parking lot (GPS: 40.207778 N / -105.566500 W). Follow the Thunder Lake Trail west alongside North St. Vrain Creek.

	0.3 Reach Copeland Falls, on the left. A short trail leads to the falls (GPS: 40.204981 N / -105.570913 W).

	1.2 Reach a junction with a trail on the right. Go left and cross a bridge over the creek.

	1.8 Reach a junction with the Allenspark–Wild Basin Trail (GPS: 40.195564 N / -105.590391 W). Go right to Calypso Cascades.

	2.7 Follow the Thunder Lake Trail for 0.9 mile to Ouzel Falls (GPS: 40.198761 N / -105.599587 W). A short trail leads to a viewpoint below the waterfall.

	3.1 Reach a junction with the Bluebird Lake Trail (GPS: 40.201597 N / -105.603428 W). Go left on the Bluebird Lake Trail.

	4.5 Reach a junction with a trail on the left that goes 0.4 mile to Ouzel Lake (GPS: 40.202348 N / -105.625279 W). Continue straight.

	6.3 Reach a rock bench on the east side of Bluebird Lake (GPS: 40.192515 N / -105.652492 W). Enjoy the view before retracing your steps.

	12.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.








13 MOUNT MUSCOCO TRAIL, NORTH CHEYENNE CAÑON PARK

The Mount Muscoco Trail in North Cheyenne Cañon Park climbs to an isolated 8,020-foot summit between two deep canyons and fabulous views across the Front Range and Colorado Springs.


Start: Mount Cutler and Mount Muscoco Trailhead

Distance: 4.6 miles out and back

Hiking time: 3–4 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 1,330 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt trail

Seasons: Year-round; icy in winter

Schedule: Open daily. Park and road are closed from 9 p.m. to 5 a.m.; gates at canyon entrance and Gold Camp Road are locked nightly.

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: Colorado Springs Regional Park

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Manitou Springs; map from park website

Trail contacts: Colorado Springs Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Services, 1401 Recreation Way, Colorado Springs 80905; (719) 385-5940; https://coloradosprings.gov/page/north-cheyenne-canon




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From I-25, take the Nevada Avenue/CO 115 exit (exit 140 B). Drive south on South Nevada Avenue/CO 115 for 1 mile and turn right (west) onto Cheyenne Road. Follow Cheyenne Road for 2.6 miles to its end at Cheyenne Boulevard. (If you approach via Cheyenne Boulevard, stay right on Cheyenne Boulevard at this intersection.) Go left (west) on Cheyenne Boulevard for 0.1 mile to a Y intersection. Go right, through an open gate, into North Cheyenne Cañon Park. Drive 1.4 miles up the park road to the Mount Cutler Trailhead, on the left. GPS: 38.791788 N / -104.887175 W




THE HIKE

The Mount Muscoco Trail climbs 2.3 miles from the Mount Cutler Trailhead in North Cheyenne Cañon to the granite summit of the 8,020-foot peak and spectacular mountain views. The uphill trail is easy to follow, with gentle grades except for the last 0.5 mile, which is rocky and steep. The moderate hike challenges beginning hikers and is not recommended for small children, with drop-offs at the summit. Mount Muscoco, the highest point in the Colorado Springs city park system, and the trail lie within 1,855-acre North Cheyenne Cañon Park, one of the city’s first natural parklands.

The trail is accessible year-round, and every season offers great hiking weather. Summer days are warm, but plenty of shade is available. Watch for thunderstorms and lightning on summer afternoons. Descend to a lower elevation if you’re on the summit and see a storm coming—lightning, like climbers, loves high places. The trail is a good winter hike, since much of the hike gets sunlight and dries quickly. Shadowed areas, especially the first 0.5-mile section up Mount Cutler Trail, are usually slick and icy. Bring Micro-spikes and poles for safe traction November through March.



[image: Elegant Mount Muscoco lifts its wooded crown above North Cheyenne Cañon.]
Elegant Mount Muscoco lifts its wooded crown above North Cheyenne Cañon.




[image: Rounded boulders on Mount Muscoco’s summit offer spacious views of North Cheyenne Cañon.]
Rounded boulders on Mount Muscoco’s summit offer spacious views of North Cheyenne Cañon.





[image: Girded by cliffs, Mount Muscoco towers above its namesake trail.]
Girded by cliffs, Mount Muscoco towers above its namesake trail.




The original Mount Muscoco Trail was a steep, user-created trail that plodded up scree slopes from Mount Cutler and scrambled over rocks on the peak’s north side. As the trail gained popularity, hikers eroded steep slopes and deepened ruts on the unsustainable trail. In 2015 the Colorado Springs parks department rerouted the social trail and created a sustainable path to Muscoco’s summit. Over six days, seventy-three volunteers built sixty-seven timber steps, rock steps, and water bars; restored eroded slopes; and destroyed the old trail.

Begin at the 6,797-foot Mount Cutler and Mount Muscoco Trailhead, located 1.4 miles west of the canyon entrance and Starsmore Visitor Center. The trailhead parking lot offers pull-in parking spots that are filled in summer and on weekends. The lot is icy in winter. No facilities are at the trailhead except a trail map and warnings to prevent theft by locking your vehicle and taking valuables with you, that dogs must be leashed, and that dog owners must pick up pet waste.

The first 0.5-mile segment follows the Mount Cutler Trail to a saddle between Cutler and Muscoco on the divide between North and South Cheyenne Cañons. From the trailhead, the well-used trail climbs east across north-facing slopes covered with spruce, fir, and pine. The trail passes a pinnacle, dips through a ravine, and after 0.4 mile reaches an overlook with views of lower North Cheyenne Cañon and Colorado Springs beyond.

Dead trees covering slopes along the trail were killed by a spruce budworm epidemic that spread through Colorado forests, particularly in parks near Colorado Springs and in Pike National Forest. The larvae of the western spruce budworm, a moth endemic to Colorado, feed on new growth on white and Douglas fir trees, which compose over 60 percent of the North Cheyenne Cañon forest. The feeding larvae weaken the trees, making them susceptible to bark beetles, which eventually kill them.

The white firs on the canyon’s moist north-facing slopes are protected in a botanical reserve. Some tall firs, protected by outcrops from logging and fires, are more than 200 years old, and one specimen is more than 300 years old.

After 0.5 mile the trail reaches a saddle and trail junction at a large ponderosa pine on the divide between North and South Cheyenne Cañons. Go right on the marked Mount Muscoco Trail. The Cutler Trail continues south for another 0.4 mile, edging above South Cheyenne Cañon before climbing to the rounded summit of 7,220-foot Mount Cutler.

The next hike leg climbs 1.8 miles from the saddle up the blunt east ridge of Muscoco, traverses the steep north face, and finishes up the northwest flank to the summit. This trail section steadily gains elevation, with sections of timber and stone steps. The upper 0.5 mile on the north face is steep and rocky, requiring scrambling over bedrock and loose scree.

From the Cutler-Muscoco trail junction, head west across dry south-facing slopes dotted with fir, pine, oak thickets, and dead tree snags. As the trail climbs, good views unfold of Colorado Springs and the tawny prairie to the east and cliffs and crags on the east face of Mount Muscoco. After 1.4 miles the trail’s grade lessens then levels out on a ridge. Directly ahead towers Mount Muscoco and a prominent granite face on its northeast flank.
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The trail dips to a saddle at 1.55 miles and heads onto the mountain’s north face. Follow the trail across the face, clambering over eroded sections. The trail can be slippery and icy in winter; wear Microspikes and use trekking poles for traction and balance. After 2.0 miles the trail reaches a junction with a signed post that points east to “Mount Muscoco Trailhead” and south to “Mount Muscoco Summit.” Go left toward the summit. The Daniels Pass Trail heads west, descending to the pass and then climbing to Gold Camp Road.

The last segment climbs 0.3 mile up the northwest side of Muscoco from the signpost to the summit. The trail is eroded and hard to follow in places. Several metal posts with directional arrows keep you on track. The erosion is caused by hikers cutting off the main trail when they descend. Near the top the trail levels out and reaches the north summit, a jumble of boulders. Continue south for another 250 feet to the higher, 8,020-foot summit. The high point is a boulder perched on bedrock.

Muscoco’s summit offers stunning 360-degree views of the surrounding mountains. To the northwest is North Cheyenne Cañon. Look for Helen Hunt Falls at the bottom and Silver Cascade Falls, tumbling down a granite slab, to its left. Above the canyon tower peaks, including Mount Kineo, Tenney Crags, and broad-shouldered, 12,367-foot Almagre Mountain, the second highest mountain in the Pikes Peak region.

After enjoying the view, find a comfortable boulder for a sit-down snack and sip of water. Cliffs ring the summit and there are 80-foot drop-offs, so keep an eye on children. Finish the hike by descending the trail back to the Mount Cutler Trail junction and then down to the parking lot.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Mount Cutler and Mount Muscoco Trailhead, on the south side of North Cheyenne Cañon Road (GPS: 38.791788 N / -104.887175 W). Hike east up the rising trail.

	0.4 Reach an overlook above the canyon.

	0.5 Reach a saddle between Mount Cutler and Mount Muscoco (GPS: 38.788101 N / -104.879245 W). Go right (west) on the marked Mount Muscoco Trail.

	1.5 The trail levels out on a broad ridge.

	1.55 Reach a saddle and begin hiking across the north face.

	2.0 Reach a signed junction with the Daniels Pass Trail at 7,760 feet (GPS: 38.786284 N / -104.890923 W). Go left on the signed Mount Muscoco Trail toward the summit, and hike steep slopes on the mountain’s northwest flank.

	2.3 Arrive at the south summit of Mount Muscoco (GPS: 38.785094 N / -104.889666 W). Descend to the Mount Cutler junction and back to the trailhead.

	4.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.








14 DIXON TRAIL, CHEYENNE MOUNTAIN STATE PARK

The Dixon Trail, a strenuous out-and-back hike, climbs 3,500 feet from the trailhead in Cheyenne Mountain State Park to the rocky summit of Dragon’s Backbone on Cheyenne Mountain, southwest of Colorado Springs.


Start: Limekiln Trailhead

Distance: 15.4 miles round-trip

Hiking time: 9–12 hours

Difficulty: Strenuous; difficult hiking on Dragon’s Backbone

Elevation gain: 3,500 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt and rock

Best season: Year-round. Trail is icy in winter; bring Microspikes and trekking poles.

Schedule: Open daily, 5 a.m. to 10 p.m.

Other trail users: Hikers only on the Dixon Trail; mountain bikes and horses allowed on lower trails

Canine compatibility: Dogs not allowed on the Dixon Trail

Land status: Cheyenne Mountain State Park, Pike National Forest

Fees and permits: Entrance fee

Maps: USGS Cheyenne Mountain; Cheyenne Mountain State Park maps

Trail contact: Cheyenne Mountain State Park, 410 JL Ranch Heights Rd., Colorado Springs 80926; (719) 576-2016 or (800) 678-2267; https://cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/CheyenneMountain




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From I-25, take the South Academy Boulevard exit (exit 135) and drive west on South Academy for 3.2 miles to CO 115 and turn south. Continue south on the divided highway for 1.9 miles to a stoplight. The park entrance is to the right, opposite Fort Carson Gate 1. Drive west on JL Ranch Heights Road for 0.8 mile, passing the park visitor center, to the entrance station. Pay the entrance fee, drive another 0.1 mile, and turn left into the Limekiln Trailhead parking lot. The trailhead and start of the Talon Trail is at the southwest corner of the parking lot and to the right of restrooms. GPS: 38.731288 N / -104.821432 W




THE HIKE

This hike, following the Talon and North Talon Trails to the Dixon Trail, is a strenuous 15.4-mile round-trip trek that climbs 3,500 feet from the Limekiln Trailhead to Dragon’s Backbone and Robber’s Roost, the two eastern sub-summits of 9,565-foot Cheyenne Mountain in Cheyenne Mountain State Park on the southwest side of Colorado Springs.

Cheyenne Mountain State Park, established in 2006 as the only state park in El Paso County, offers 27 miles of hiking on twenty-one trails. The park includes foothills terrain with grassy valleys, scrub oak thickets, forests of ponderosa pine and Douglas fir, and the towering escarpment of Cheyenne Mountain. The park’s well-maintained trails, ranging from easy family-friendly romps to strenuous treks like the Dixon Trail, are easily combined to create longer hikes. The trails are open to hikers and mountain bikers, although bicycles are only allowed as far as the turnaround point, halfway up Dixon Trail.



[image: Rows of ridges and peaks march south from the rugged summit of Dragon’s Backbone.]
Rows of ridges and peaks march south from the rugged summit of Dragon’s Backbone.



Horses and leashed dogs are allowed only on designated trails to protect the park’s ecosystems and abundant wildlife. The Talon and North Talon Trails allow horses. Dogs are not allowed on the Dixon Trail or any trails accessible from the Limekiln Trailhead. Smoking is not allowed on any trails because of wildfire danger.

The Dixon Trail, the hardest hidden gem in this book, is like climbing a fourteener, or 14,000-foot peak, but without the altitude. Only experienced and fit hikers should attempt this trail because the long hike up Cheyenne Mountain has steep uphill sections, particularly the final 1.5 miles to the Dragon’s Backbone Trail. The Limekiln Trailhead at the start is the only place on the trail with restrooms and water. Sign in at the Dixon Trail register at the trailhead. Cell phone service is spotty on the trail, especially on the upper section. In case of emergency, call 9-1-1. Be advised that the Dixon Trail does not climb to the summit of Cheyenne Mountain, which lies about 1.5 miles southwest of the antenna field next to the trail’s high point. The summit is best reached by the Swisher Trail, on the northwest side of Cheyenne Mountain.

While the Dixon Trail is open year-round, it’s best to hike between late April and late September, when there is enough daylight to complete the hike. Otherwise, be sure to carry a headlamp—unless you’re fast, you may be hiking down in the dark. The trail’s 3,500-foot elevation gain allows for different temperatures and weather from the trail-head to the summit. Bring warm clothes and a rain jacket to stay dry and warm. Summer days can be hot, especially on the lower-elevation Talon Trail, with high temperatures climbing into the 90s. Shade trees and rest benches are along the path. Carry plenty of water on hot days. No water is found on the trail, so whatever you carry is what you drink. A gallon is not too much liquid on hot days. Expect thunderstorms and lightning during July and August afternoons. If you are on the exposed Dragon’s Backbone during a lightning storm, descend to safety from high points.

The hike up Cheyenne Mountain from Limekiln Trailhead is divided into four distinct segments:


	The first segment follows the Talon and North Talon Trails from the trailhead for 3.4 miles.

	The second segment follows the Dixon Trail for 3.8 miles.

	The third segment follows the Dragon’s Backbone Trail for 0.8 mile.

	The fourth segment follows the Mountain Loop Trail for 0.3 mile back to the junction with the Dixon Trail



Start the hike at the Limekiln Trailhead, on the west side of a parking lot southwest of the visitor center. There are restrooms and water at the trailhead; make sure your bottles are filled before leaving. A hiker register for the Dixon Trail is at the trailhead. Sign in and out so the park staff knows you are on (and off) the mountain.

Head west on the Talon Trail, designated with yellow markers and GPS coordinates along the trail. The first 3.4 miles of the hike follows the Talon and North Talon Trails to the beginning of the Dixon Trail. All the junctions on the hike are well marked, so it’s easy to stay on track.

The trail crosses a bridge and heads southwest across grasslands studded with yucca and thickets of Gambel oak. Pass an interpretive sign explaining Lt. Zebulon Pike’s expedition to explore the southern boundary of the Louisiana Purchase in 1806 and 1807. Historians believe Pike attempted to climb the peak named for him by ascending Rock Creek’s canyon south of Cheyenne Mountain.

The trail gains elevation and passes junctions with Little Bear and Turkey Trot Trails, which both head right from the Talon Trail. After 2.3 miles, pass a junction with North Talon Trail on the right. Continue straight on the Talon Trail. North Talon Trail will be your return trail on the descent.

Pass a junction with the South Talon Trail at 2.6 miles and continue up a shallow wooded valley for another 0.1 mile to a Y junction and the end of the yellow-marked Talon Trail. The red South Talon Trail heads left at the junction. Go right on the green North Talon Trail and climb north along a sandstone ridge. After 3.4 miles reach a well-marked junction and the start of the Dixon Trail, on the left. A sign reminds you that this is a steep, difficult trail; that there are no camping or trail exits; that smoking is not allowed; and to be prepared for inclement weather. Another sign details what to do if you encounter a bear or mountain lion on Cheyenne Mountain.

While the Dixon Trail is 4.5 miles from here to its endpoint at the start of the Mountain Loop Trail by the antenna farm atop the mountain, the next 3.8-mile segment ends at the junction of the Dixon Trail and the start of the Dragon’s Backbone Trail. Mileage markers are posted every 0.2 mile along the trail, so it is easy to figure out distances as you hike.

The singletrack trail heads west up a shallow valley and then switchbacks up steep slopes covered with a mixed forest of ponderosa pine, juniper, scrub oak, and standing deadfall. Catch your breath at overlooks that offer views north of granite cliffs guarding Cheyenne Mountain’s eastern slopes. Reach a high ridge on the south side of the mountain after twenty switchbacks and 2.2 miles from the start of the Dixon Trail. Head north
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on the trail through a pine and fir forest and reach a flat spot on the ridge with a hitching log for horses after 5.9 miles from the trailhead or 2.5 miles from the start of the Dixon Trail. This is the turnaround point for equestrians and mountain bikers.

The next 1.3-mile section, for hikers only, is the roughest and toughest part of the hike. Past the turnaround point, the trail narrows and begins climbing the south flank of Cheyenne Mountain. The trail scrambles over rock outcrops and gravel and is hard to find in a couple spots. The trail grade is 13 to 20 percent, with sharp switchbacks and about 1,000 feet of elevation gain. Take rest breaks, and use trekking poles for balance.

After 1.0 mile of steep hiking, the grade lessens and the trail enters a grove of quaking aspen floored with grass. Look right for the metal remains of a military plane that crashed here on October 12, 1957. Flown by pilot Lt. Col. Stevens H. Turner and copilot Capt. Roy V. Cook, the T-33 training plane was going to land by instruments at Peterson Airfield, today’s Colorado Springs airport, when they misjudged the altitude and crashed into the mountain. An investigation blamed the crash on pilot fatigue, bad weather, and failure to follow approved instrument-approach procedures. The aircraft debris field is along the Dixon Trail. When you stop at the crash site, which includes parts of the fuse-lage, remember that this is a memorial site. Be respectful of the dead aviators, and leave the wreckage in peace and in place.

Head north on the narrow trail for another 0.3 mile, threading through a grassy meadow festooned with wildflowers and flanked by groves of aspen and thick stands of spruce. After 7.2 miles reach a junction with the Dragon’s Backbone Trail, marked with a sign in the grass. Go right on the Dragon’s Backbone Trail.

The next 0.8 mile is the hike’s most spectacular section. The trail is difficult to follow in several areas, crossing bedrock and scrambling over boulders. Watch out for exposed overlooks and precipitous cliffs that drop below the trail. The Dragon’s Backbone, a broken ridge studded with granite outcrops, is exposed to bad weather; descend if a thunderstorm is approaching to avoid lightning.

The trail swings around a ridge and scrambles onto the Dragon’s Backbone. After hiking 0.4 mile from the junction, reach the summit of 9,170-foot-high Dragon’s Backbone, an unranked summit designated by a US Army Corps of Engineers survey marker. This high point offers stunning views down the east face of Cheyenne Mountain to the state park below, Fort Carson, and beyond to the high plains. The views south extend to the Wet Mountains and the Spanish Peaks, almost 100 miles distant.

Continue north along the Backbone, threading through trees and scrambling over boulders. After another 0.3 mile, the trail reaches 9,210-foot Robber’s Roost, a granite outcrop on the right. If you want to reach its high point, climb a short, technical gully right to the summit. Below Robber’s Roost, the trail bends west past a bench dedicated to the memory of Mark Hesse, founder of the Rocky Mountain Field Institute and designer of the Dixon Trail. After thanking my friend Mark, descend a gentle slope to a junction at 8.1 miles with the Mountain Loop Trail and end of the Dragon’s Backbone Trail.

The Mountain Loop Trail, not included as part of this hike, goes right for 1.1 miles past the fenced edge of the 9,445-foot antenna farm and the high point of the Dixon Trail. It joins the last 0.9-mile section of the Dixon Trail, which heads southeast to the starting point of the Mountain Loop Trail.

Instead, go left on the Mountain Loop Trail and descend through tallgrass meadows to a junction with the Dixon Trail. Go south and after 0.3 mile (or 8.4 miles from
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the trailhead), reach the junction with the Dragon’s Backbone Trail on the left. Continue straight on the Dixon Trail, passing the plane wreckage, descending to the turnaround point for bikes and horses, and then following the trail down the east flank of the mountain.

After 13.2 miles, reach the end of the Dixon Trail at its junction with the North Talon Trail. Instead of going right, the way you came up, turn left on North Talon and follow the trail to a junction with the Talon Trail at 13.1 miles. Go left on the yellow-marked Talon Trail and hike back to the Limekiln Trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead by restrooms at the west side of the parking lot (GPS: 38.731288 N / -104.821432 W). Hike west on the Talon Trail.

	2.3 Reach a junction with the North Talon Trail, on the right. Continue straight on the Talon Trail (GPS: 38 43.262 N / -104 50.483 W). (Note: If you go right on the North Talon Trail, you will still reach the Dixon Trail. This option shaves 0.2 mile off the hike, but the trail is steeper. It’s better to continue on the Talon Trail and take the shorter North Talon Trail on the return.)

	2.6 Pass a junction with the South Talon Trail, on the left (GPS: 38 43.237 N / -104 50.741 W). Continue straight on the Talon Trail.

	2.7 Reach a second junction with the South Talon Trail (GPS: 38 23.233, -104 36.49). Go right on the North Talon Trail.

	3.4 Reach top of a ridge and junction with the Dixon Trail (GPS: 38 43.337 N / -104 50.965 W). Go left on the Dixon Trail and hike west.

	5.9 Reach the mountain bike turnaround point on a ridge. Past here, the trail narrows and steepens. This is the most difficult section of the Dixon Trail. At the top, the trail passes the plane crash site and crosses an aspen-lined meadow (GPS: 38 43.714 N / -104 51.487 W).

	7.2 Reach a marked trail junction. Go right on the Dragon’s Backbone Trail (GPS: 38 44.157 N / -104 51.495 W).

	7.6 Arrive at the rocky summit of Dragon’s Backbone (GPS: 38 44.194 N / -104 51.361 W). Continue north on a ridge on the Dragon’s Backbone Trail.

	7.9 Reach the Robber’s Roost rock outcrop, on the right side of the trail. Turn left on the trail and descend gentle slopes west (GPS: 38 44.398 N / -104 51.34 W).

	8.1 Reach the end of the Dragon’s Backbone Trail at a junction with the Mountain Loop Trail (GPS: 38 44.39, -104 51.465). Go left on the Mountain Loop Trail and hike south through open meadows.

	8.4 Reach junction with the Dragon’s Backbone Trail, on the left. Continue south on the Dixon Trail and steeply descend to the mountain bike turnaround point and then down the east flank of a ridge.

	12.2 Reach the end of the Dixon Trail and junction with the North Talon Trail. Go left on the North Talon Trail. (This is not the same section of North Talon Trail you hiked up; it is 0.2 mile shorter and joins the Talon Trail farther east.)

	13.1 Reach junction with the Talon Trail. Go left on the Talon Trail.

	15.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.








15 MASON TRAIL, SOUTH SLOPE RECREATION AREA

The Mason Trail, open four days a week during the summer, is an excellent hike through pristine forests and wetlands at the seldom-visited South Slope Recreation Area on Pikes Peak.


Start: Mason Trailhead

Distance: 9.4 miles out and back

Hiking time: 4–6 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 1,004 feet cumulative; 711 feet on ascent

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt

Best season: Subject to weather conditions, third Thurs in May to last Sun in Sept

Schedule: Open Thurs through Sun, 7:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. Ranger is at the gate from 7:30 to 8 a.m.; gate is locked until ranger returns from patrol. Hikers must be in their car at the gate and ready to leave by 3 p.m., when the gate is locked.

Other trail users: Anglers

Canine compatibility: Dogs not allowed due to wildlife and the area being a bighorn sheep wintering and lambing area

Land status: Colorado Springs Utilities; recreation administered by Colorado Springs Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Services

Fees and permits: A limited number of vehicles and people are allowed in daily. Fee is $20 for up to 8 people per vehicle. Permits are available on a first-come, first-served basis. Register online at https://coloradosprings.gov/southslope. Call (719) 385-7707 for registration assistance. Permits are nonrefundable except for bad weather or hazardous conditions.

Maps: USGS Pikes Peak

Trail contact: Colorado Springs Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Services, 1401 Recreation Way, Colorado Springs 80905-1975; (719) 385-5940; https://coloradosprings.gov/southslope

Special considerations: Open by online reservation only; no on-site permits sold. Hikers must be in their car at the gate by 3 p.m. to avoid getting locked in. Be prepared for bad weather. No body contact with the reservoirs is permitted, including wading or swimming. No commercial activities or guiding permitted. Open fires are prohibited; no portable grills. No smoking or fireworks; no camping, hunting, stream fishing, or ice fishing. Protect wildlife and vegetation. Vehicles are restricted to designated roads and parking lots; no parking on roads.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Colorado Springs, drive west on US 24 for about 27 miles to Divide. Turn left (south) here on CO 67 and drive south for 13.5 miles to Teller CR 81 at Gillette. Turn left on CR 81 and drive 3 miles to CR 8/Gold Camp Road. Turn left on Gold Camp Road and drive 7.5 miles on the dirt road to FR 376. Turn left on FR 376 and follow the steep dirt road for 3.2 miles to the gate at South Slope Recreation Area. After the ranger checks your permit, follow the road to the parking lot and trail-head. GPS: 38.775563 N / -105.009335 W




THE HIKE

With its wild character, plentiful wildlife, solitude, and stunning beauty, the 4.7-mile Mason Trail is simply one of the best hidden gem hikes in Colorado. The trail threads past sparkling Mason Reservoir, passes through spruce forests, crosses meadows and
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wetlands, and climbs to the rocky edge of Boehmer Reservoir below the south face of Pikes Peak.

The trail is only open four days a week from late May to the end of September, and visitation to the South Slope Recreation Area is limited to preregistered users, mostly anglers. The trail keeps away from the area’s developed features, including roads and dams, except for the shoreline of Boehmer Reservoir at the trail’s end. Preplanning and reservations are necessary to hike this diamond in the rough.

The South Slope Recreation Area on 14,115-foot Pikes Peak was long closed to all public access by Colorado Springs Utilities, which owns the land and manages three reservoirs for Colorado Springs drinking water. Until 2014, when the area opened for limited public recreation, the South Slope was shuttered to everyone except utility employees. One of the first trails up Pikes Peak came through this area in the 1870s, with burros hauling tourists to a hotel by Moraine Lake and then to the peak’s summit.

In 1913 the federal government gave the South Slope and seven lakes and reservoirs to Colorado Springs as a protected watershed, and the city closed the area. For almost one hundred years the South Slope remained locked until citizens lobbied to reopen the area. Utilities reluctantly agreed, and planning began in 2007 for trails and visitor facilities at the almost 10,000-acre property. The South Slope officially opened for recreation in October 2014.

The area includes three out-and-back trails. On the southern side of the recreation area are the Mason Trail to Boehmer Reservoir and the easy 1.0-mile McReynolds Trail on the southeastern edge of McReynolds Reservoir. Both trails begin at the parking lot at the end of the access road southwest of McReynolds Reservoir. The 4.25-mile Lake Moraine Trail is a connector trail between the Barr and Jones Park Trails on the north side of the recreation area. Mostly used by mountain bikers, it is not accessible from the Mason Trailhead.

Hiking the Mason Trail requires planning and purchasing one of the limited daily permits from the Colorado Springs Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Services website. The number of vehicles allowed into the South Slope Recreation Area may vary each year but is less than twenty per day, with a maximum of eight people per vehicle. The area is open for hikers and anglers usually from the third Thursday in May until the last Sunday in September, weather permitting. The area is open only Thursday through Sunday during that period. The restricted visitation keeps the area from being overrun, protects wildlife, and preserves the fragile subalpine environment.

Start at the 10,950-foot Mason Trailhead, to the right of restrooms at the parking lot. The trailhead also has interpretive signs about the South Slope Recreation Area, picnic tables, and the trailhead for the McReynolds Trail, which heads east along the south side of small McReynolds Reservoir and then north to a turnaround point for a 1.2-mile out-and-back hike.

Sandwiched between the Mason and McReynolds Reservoirs north of the parking lot and trailhead is the historic site of Seven Lakes, location of a hotel from 1877 until the early twentieth century. In the early 1870s, a horse trail and then carriage road came here from Colorado City and Jones Park. The hotel was the jumping-off point to climb 5 miles to the Pikes Peak summit. A carriage road was built to the summit from here by 1889. The area was named for seven small glacial lakes—Isoetes Lake, Lake of the Rocks, Marsh Lake, Michigan Lake, Mirror Lake, Ramona Lake, and Ribbon Lake—that strung across the valley like a glistening necklace. Most of the lakes were inundated by today’s reservoirs.


[image: Granite boulders litter Boehmer Reservoir’s shoreline below the south face of Pikes Peak.]
Granite boulders litter Boehmer Reservoir’s shoreline below the south face of Pikes Peak.



Follow the Mason Trail behind the restrooms and hike west through a spruce forest above a small unnamed lake. After 0.2 mile the trail crosses a utility road, twists through woods, and bends right along beaver ponds blocking Middle Beaver Creek. Cross the riffling creek on a wooden footbridge after 0.4 mile and head northwest over rolling hills covered with thick grass, summer wildflowers, and groves of spruce and aspen. Autumn gold colors the hills in late September.

After 0.7 mile the trail crests a rounded hilltop and gently descends to the western shoreline of 10,910-foot Mason Reservoir, a lake tucked between rounded mountains. The 110-acre lake is known for its superb fishing for cutthroat trout.

The trail skirts the lakeshore and after 1.2 miles reaches a side path that offers stunning views. Go right on the short trail, signed “Mason Access,” and walk to a small peninsula that juts into the lake. Clamber onto smooth granite boulders to enjoy a stellar 360-degree view. To the northwest, Pikes Peak reflects in the mirrored water; twin-summited 12,367-foot Almagre Mountain, second-highest peak in the Pikes Peak region, rises to the southeast.

Return to the main trail. The next section runs west from the junction, climbing wooded slopes above Mason Reservoir with fields of broken boulders that offer views through the forest canopy. Past the lake, the trail curves left and runs along the edge of a wetland. After 3.0 miles the trail bends sharply right, crosses the head of the wetland, and
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switchbacks up a dry hillside before dipping into another shallow valley and a trickling tributary of Boehmer Creek.

Continue across the lovely valley, passing beaver ponds and dense willow thickets along the stream. Gleaming boulders and cliffs stud the mountainside above. After 4.3 miles the trail reaches a wooden fence, metal gate, and footbridge over the unnamed creek. The gate is locked from May until July 15, when the area reopens to hikers after the bighorn lambing season is complete. Do not pass the gate if it’s locked.

The last trail section travels from the gate to Boehmer Reservoir. Follow the stony trail through a subalpine forest of Engelmann spruce and limber pine on gentle slopes. The trail crosses a footbridge over the outlet stream from the lake, scrambles up a rocky hillside, and after 4.6 miles reaches the southeast shoreline of Boehmer Reservoir at 11,305 feet. The earthen dam stretches north to the opposite side of the valley.

The reservoir, tucked into an alpine cirque below the south face of 14,115-foot Pikes Peak, is one of the unheralded beauty spots of the Pikes Peak region, with granite cliffs and glacier-carved buttresses rising from wooded hollows. Above looms the rounded, rocky slopes of the peak, the south ridge creased by the Pikes Peak Cog Railway’s tracks. The lake ripples in the afternoon wind, pushing waves against the rock-strewn shoreline.

Descend from the trail’s end to the lake edge and find a comfortable boulder to enjoy your sack lunch. No hiking is allowed past the lake. After admiring this rare view of Pikes Peak, head back down the trail. Remember to give yourself enough time to reach the trailhead before closing time, since the gate is locked at 3 p.m. Plan on leaving the lake by 12:30 p.m. for the 4.6-mile downhill hike to the trailhead.

Option: For a shorter, family-friendly hike, follow Mason Trail for 1.2 miles to the cutoff Mason Access Trail and a marvelous view of Pikes Peak. Return to the trailhead for a 2.4-mile out-and-back trek.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Mason Trailhead, to the right of restrooms on the northeast side of the parking lot (GPS: 38.775561 N / -105.009331 W). Follow trail behind the restrooms and head west through forest.

	0.2 Cross a utility road and continue west (GPS: 38.775842 N / -105.013441 W).

	0.4 Cross two bridges over Boehmer Creek and wetlands.

	1.1 Reach the western edge of Mason Reservoir.

	1.2 Go right on a marked path to a peninsula on Mason Reservoir’s shoreline and views of Pikes Peak (GPS: 38.784238 N / -105.017346 W).

	3.0 Cross the head of a wetland in a valley and hike northeast across dry slopes (GPS: 38.795836 N / -105.042135 W).

	4.3 Go through the gate and cross a wooden bridge over a creek (GPS: 38.803156 N / -105.037890 WS). (Note: The area beyond the gate is closed for bighorn sheep lambing until July 15. Do not pass through the gate if it’s locked.)

	4.6 Reach the southeast shoreline of Boehmer Reservoir on the south end of a dam (GPS: 38.807630 N / -105.039521 W). Turn around and follow the Mason Trail back to the trailhead.

	9.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.








16 TWIN ROCK TRAIL, FLORISSANT FOSSIL BEDS NATIONAL MONUMENT

This Twin Rock Trail explores humped ridges blanketed with pines and firs, groves of quaking aspen, and broad grassy valleys before ending at towering South Twin Rock, a rounded granite dome, in the northeastern corner of Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument.


Start: Trailhead on the west side of the visitor center

Distance: 7.0 miles out and back

Hiking time: 2–4 hours

Difficulty: Moderate due to length

Elevation gain: 375 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt trail

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Feb 1 to Nov 9; 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., Nov 10 to Jan 31; closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Dogs not allowed

Land status: National Park Service, Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument

Fees and permits: Park entrance fee required, paid at visitor center

Maps: USGS Lake George, Divide; National Monument trail map (available at visitor center or park website)

Trail contacts: Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument, 15807 Teller CR 1, Florissant 80816; (719) 748-3253; www.nps.gov/flfo

Special considerations: No potable water along trail. Icy and snowy in winter. Avoid heavy thunderstorms and lightning on summer afternoons.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument is west of Colorado Springs. From I-25 in Colorado Springs, take exit 141 for Cimarron Street and US 24. Drive west on US 24 for 35 miles, passing through Woodland Park and Divide, to Florissant. Turn left (south) on Teller CR 1 and drive 2 miles to the visitor center road. Turn right (west) and drive 0.2 mile to a parking area at the visitor center (GPS: 38.913562 N / -105.284807 W). Hike begins at the trailhead on the west side of the visitor center. GPS: 38.913701 N / -105.285803 W




THE HIKE

The 7.0-mile out-and-back hike to 8,963-foot South Twin Rocks, the highest point in Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument, follows the Petrified Forest Loop and Hornbek Trails to Twin Rocks Trail. This scenic hike traverses the monument’s quiet back-country, crossing meadows, passing shady glades filled with ponderosa pines and quaking aspens, and ends at hulking South Twin Rock, a granite dome tucked into the monument’s northeast corner. The hike offers solitude, fun rambling, and wildlife, including elk, black bears, and mule deer.

The trail carries a moderate difficulty rating because of its length, but most of the hiking is easy, with only one uphill section. Much of the trail follows abandoned ranch roads overgrown with grass. Bring drinking water—no potable water is found on the




[image: Badger Mountain rises above grassy meadows from the Twin Rocks Trail.]
Badger Mountain rises above grassy meadows from the Twin Rocks Trail.




trail—and a raincoat, since heavy thunderstorms occur on summer afternoons. Also bring a pair of binoculars to spot wildlife along the trail.

After hiking to South Twin Rock, do the 0.5-mile Ponderosa Loop Trail, an easy wheelchair-accessible path behind the visitor center, and the 1.0-mile Petrified Forest Loop Trail to discover the national monument’s unique prehistoric past. More than 35 million years ago this valley was a lake surrounded by towering sequoias and palm trees. Dragonflies whirred over still water and birds tittered in the brush until an explosive eruption of a nearby volcano shattered the calm, smothering myriad insect species, dense vegetation, small fish, and tall trees under an avalanche of mud and ash. The insects and leaves preserved as fossils in the sediments left a detailed and exquisite impression of life during the Oligocene epoch. Nowhere else in the world is a complete ancient ecosystem so well preserved, including more than 1,000 species of insects and almost all the fossilized butterflies found in the Western Hemisphere.

Another must-stop site is the Hornbek Homestead north of the visitor center. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places as an example of a nineteenth-century homestead, the two-story log house and surrounding buildings, including a chicken coop, stable, and milk house, were built in 1878 for Adeline Hornbek, a widowed rancher with four children.

The Twin Rock Trail is a hike for all seasons, with each offering its own distinctive flavor and weather. With an 8,500-foot elevation, Florissant’s temperatures are cool year-round. Summer is ideal for hiking, with meadows strewn with wild iris, Indian paintbrush, blue flax, and scarlet gilia. Downpours fall almost every afternoon in July and August. Avoid lightning and wet weather by hiking in the morning. Golden aspen groves color the trail on crisp autumn days. Winters are cold and snowy, although warm spells melt the snow off the trail. To experience winter’s beauty, snowshoe or cross-country ski on Twin Rock Trail after a heavy snow. Expect variable weather in springtime, with both cool and warm days and windy afternoons.

Start by exiting the west door of the visitor center and walking 75 feet on a sidewalk to the trailhead, on the right. Hike between two pine trees and head northeast for 0.2 mile on the Petrified Forest Loop Trail across a meadow past the remains of a petrified redwood stump to a Y junction. Go right on the signed Hornbeck and Geologic Trails. The next segment follows these trails to a junction with the Shootin’ Star Trail.

The trail passes a grove of ponderosa pines and descends to Teller CR 1 after 0.3 mile. Cross the paved road and continue through a meadow to a wooden bridge over Grape Creek at 0.45 mile. Swing left below a broken granite cliff and climb a hillside shaded by pine and fir. Reach a ridgeline and trail marker at the Geologic Overlook after 0.9 mile. This marks the end of the Geologic Trail

Continue northeast on the Hornbek Trail across a moist north-facing slope through a Douglas fir forest to a signed junction at 1.1 miles on a meadow’s edge. Continue straight on the marked Shootin’ Star Trail. A left turn goes 0.7 mile on the Hornbek Trail to the Hornbek Homestead. Follow the level trail another 0.3 mile to a T junction at 1.4 miles. The trail junction is at the east end of an earthen dam built for a stock pond by early cowboys; go left on the Twin Rock Trail. The Shootin’ Star Trail, named for a historic ranch, goes right for 1.6 miles to the Barksdale Picnic Area on Lower Twin Rock Road.

The next segment runs 2.3 miles from the junction to South Twin Rock. Hike the singletrack trail through pine woods and grassy meadows that slope west toward the Hornbek Homestead. The Puma Hills etch the western horizon, and the rugged Tarryall



[image: chpt_fig_084.jpg]



Range, studded with granite crags, rises to the northwest. Herds of elk often graze in the wide meadows. After hiking 2.1 miles from the visitor center, descend into a shallow valley and cross an unnamed creek and marshy area on a wooden bridge.

The trail bends east and follows the north side of a grassy valley for the next 1.7 miles to South Twin Rock. The trail borders the west-flowing creek, its banks lined with willows and quaking aspens, and climbs to an old stock pond that reflects clouds, sky, and golden aspens in fall. Continue up the trail, crossing open grasslands below piney woods and passing below a granite outcrop at 2.7 miles.

Past a short boardwalk over a wetland, the trail crosses a meadow and heads toward South Twin Rock, a 200-foot-high dome split by vertical cracks that rises above the valley. The dome, a few hundred feet from the park boundary, is the high point of the national monument. North Twin Rock, an 8,975-foot dome overlooking US 24, rises 0.4 mile north of South Twin Rock.

The trail passes through aspens and under a slabby cliff below the dome and after 3.5 miles reaches the trail’s end at a gate and fence marking the monument’s northeastern boundary. A sign reads: “Trail Ends: Private Property Beyond This Point.” This turnaround point is an ideal spot to relax beside the trail and enjoy a sandwich and a drink in the afternoon sun. Afterward, shoulder your pack and return west on the four trails to the visitor center.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the west side of the visitor center. From the paved trail, go right (north) on the Petrified Forest Loop Trail (GPS: 38.913704 N / -105.285824 W).

	0.2 Reach a Y junction, and go right on the Geologic Trail (GPS: 38.914945 N / -105.283688 W).

	0.3 Cross Teller CR 1. Descend east across a grassy valley to a wooden bridge.

	0.5 Cross bridge over Grape Creek (GPS: 38.917334 N / -105.279847 W) and hike uphill to Geologic Overlook.

	0.9 Reach a ridgetop marked with a post at Geologic Overlook (GPS: 38.919248 N / -105.276067 W), then cross wooded north-facing slopes.

	1.1 Reach a trail junction (GPS: 38.920750 N / -105.274266 W). Go straight on the Shootin’ Star Trail. (A left turn is the Hornbek Trail.) Follow the valley edge.

	1.3 Reach another trail junction on the east side of an old dam (GPS: 38.921892 N / -105.271702 W). Go left on the marked Twin Rocks Trail. (Right is the Shootin’ Star Trail.)

	2.0 Reach a wooden bridge over a creek (GPS: 38.929569 N / -105.271187 W). The trail bends east up a valley.

	2.3 Reach a pond lined with cattails and willows (GPS: 38.928560 N / -105.267547 W).

	2.7 The trail passes below a south-facing cliff.

	3.1 Cross a boardwalk over a marshy area or scramble across a granite slab (GPS: 38.926862 N / -105.253259 W).

	3.3 Hike through an aspen grove below South Twin Rock and continue east.

	3.5 Reach a gate and fence at the monument’s northeastern boundary and the hike’s end (GPS: 38.923750 N / -105.246886 W). The land beyond the fence is private property. Turn around here and retrace your steps.

	7.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.








17 OVERLOOK TRAIL, ELEVENMILE CANYON RECREATION AREA

The Overlook Trail climbs steeply through granite outcrops to the granite summit of Baboon Rock and views of Elevenmile Reservoir, South Park, and the distant Sawatch Range.


Start: Overlook Trailhead near the entrance to Spillway Campground

Distance: 1.0 mile out and back

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Elevation gain: 475 feet

Trail surface: Dirt, rock

Best season: Year-round; best summer and fall

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Pike National Forest

Fees and permits: Daily fee, paid at station at canyon entrance

Maps: USGS Elevenmile Canyon

Trail contact: South Platte Ranger District, Pike National Forest, 320 Hwy 285, Fairplay 80440; (719) 836-2031; https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/psicc/about-forest/districts/?cid=fsm9_032763

Special considerations: Do not park in Spillway Campground unless you are camping there. Beware of sheer cliffs below the overlook. Watch for lightning.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Elevenmile Canyon is 45 miles west of Colorado Springs and I-25. Drive west on US 24 through Woodland Park and Divide to Lake George. Turn left (south) on CR 96 and drive 1 mile to a marked junction with CR 244. Turn right on dirt CR 96 into Elevenmile Canyon. Continue 0.01 mile to the entrance/fee station. Drive 8.5 miles from the road junction up the canyon to a U-shaped parking lot before a bridge at the turnoff to Spillway Campground. The Overlook Trailhead is opposite the parking and right of Camp Rock, on the north side of the road. GPS: 38.905095 N / -105.465435 W




THE HIKE

The Overlook Trail (#641) is a short, steep hike up a 0.5-mile trail to the rocky summit of Baboon Rock, a lofty viewpoint above upper Elevenmile Canyon, the Eleven Mile Canyon Dam, and glassy Eleven Mile Canyon Reservoir tucked into the southeast corner of South Park. The easy-to-follow trail makes a fun excursion for recreationists enjoying the river’s trout fishing, quiet campsites, and rock climbing adventures. The Overlook Trail is one of only two established trails in Elevenmile Canyon. The other is the 0.9-mile Hard Rock Trail, a self-guided interpretive path that runs from Riverside Campground to Blue Mountain Campground near the canyon’s entrance.

The hike can be done year-round, but summer and fall are the best seasons. Summer days are warm and sunny in the morning, but thunderstorms accompanied by lightning regularly occur on July and August afternoons. Watch the weather at the summit, which is exposed to lightning. September and October offer warm days and groves of yellow aspen. Winters are cold and snowy, although plenty of warm days occur. Spring brings unsettled weather with alternating warm and chill spells and afternoon wind.



[image: The Overlook Trail climbs the right side of Baboon Rock at the head of Elevenmile Canyon.]
The Overlook Trail climbs the right side of Baboon Rock at the head of Elevenmile Canyon.




Elevenmile is a great destination to hike, fish, climb, and camp at five Pike National Forest campgrounds along the canyon road, including nineteen-site Riverside, fifteen-site Springer Gulch, seven-site Wagon Tongue, five-site Cove, and twenty-four-site Spill-way Campgrounds. Campgrounds are available on a first-come, first-served basis as well as by reservation at recreation.gov.

Elevenmile Canyon was carved by the South Platte River, one of Colorado’s major river systems arising on the Continental Divide, the mountainous backbone that divides the Pacific and Atlantic watersheds. The river, beginning from snowmelt on the north face of 14,148-foot Mount Democrat, tumbles down to South Park, where it meanders placidly to Eleven Mile Canyon Reservoir. Past the dam, the South Platte has chiseled through solid granite, excavating a steep-walled canyon lined with cliffs and dark forests.

A dirt Park County road twists up the abandoned bed of the Colorado Midland Railroad, which opened in 1887 as the first broad-gauged railroad in the Colorado Rockies. The railroad reached far-flung mining towns like Fairplay, Leadville, and Aspen to haul rich ore to smelters and mills in Colorado Springs. A popular summer outing for city folks was to ride the railroad to Elevenmile, then called Granite Canyon, on “wildflower excursions.” After the tracks were removed in 1921, a state highway ran up the canyon until the dam was completed in 1932.

Start the hike at a trailhead on the north side of the canyon road opposite a U-shaped parking area. The signed trailhead is east of Camp Rock, a prominent cliff above the road, and the turnoff to Spillway Campground. Follow the singletrack trail around the right side of Camp Rock and gain elevation as the trail heads north across a sloping meadow studded with tall ponderosa pines.

Reach a junction after 0.2 mile with a trail on the left that descends to the campground. Go right on the Overlook Trail. The trail heads up a boulder-choked gully, with the east face of Baboon Rock towering above. Scramble over boulders, ascend rock stairs, and squeeze through a gap between a boulder and the cliff. After 0.3 mile the gully narrows and eases through a granite-walled corridor with an overhanging cliff on the right.

Above the corridor the trail bends left and climbs wooded slopes broken by rock slabs and stone stairs up steep sections. The final section scrambles up bedrock to a shallow gully and after 0.5 mile reaches an overlook on the summit of 8,940-foot Baboon Rock, the unofficial name given by rock climbers to this jutting granite buttress. The trail ends at a couple of twisted trees growing from cracks in the granite.

Find a comfortable spot to sit on a boulder and enjoy the view. The South Platte River, emerging from the 135-foot-high dam, meanders past willow-lined banks below. Beyond stretches shimmering Eleven Mile Reservoir, a 6-mile-long lake that stores water for Denver. The lake is in Eleven Mile State Park, a popular venue for fishing, boating, camping, and hiking on 5 miles of trails. Thirtynine Mile Mountain lifts broad shoulders to the southwest, while the Buffalo Peaks and Sawatch Range rub against the western horizon. Keep children under control, and do not step close to the cliff edge, which drops 250 feet to slopes below.

Finish the hike by returning down the path to the trailhead.



[image: chpt_fig_086.jpg]





MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the signed trailhead for the Overlook Trail (#691) on the north side of CR 96 and opposite the parking lot (GPS: 38.905302 N / -105.465336 W). Hike north on the right side of Camp Rock.

	0.2 Reach a junction with a trail from the campground, on the left. Go right on the Overlook Trail up a rocky gully.

	0.5 Reach the summit of Baboon Rock and overlook (GPS: 38.908286 N / -105.466991 W). Retrace your steps.

	1.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.








18 GOOSE CREEK TRAIL, LOST CREEK WILDERNESS AREA

This excellent hike follows Goose Creek Trail up a broad valley in the heart of the Lost Creek Wilderness Area, passing a natural arch, the tumbling creek, and historic buildings to a spectacular hidden overlook.


Start: Goose Greek Trailhead

Distance: 9.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: 6–8 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 900 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt trail

Best season: May through Oct

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians, backpackers; no mountain bikes

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed off-leash

Land status: Lost Creek Wilderness Area, Pike National Forest

Fees and permits: No fees; free permit at trailhead

Maps: USGS McCurdy Mountain

Trail contact: South Platte Ranger District, Pike National Forest, 30403 Kings Valley Dr., Ste. 2-115, Conifer 80433; (303) 275-5610; www.fs.usda.gov/detail/psicc/about-forest/districts/

Special considerations: Snowy and icy in winter; roads to trailhead may be impassable in winter. Carry raincoats in summer. Use caution above cliffs and drop-offs. Do not damage or camp at historic sites.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Colorado Springs, drive west on US 24 to Lake George. Continue west from Lake George on US 24 for 1.2 miles and turn right (north) on paved Park CR 77. Follow CR 77 for 7 miles and turn right (north) on FR 211/Mutakat Road. Follow dirt FR 211 for 11 miles to FR 558. Turn left (west) and drive 1.9 miles to the Goose Creek Trailhead and a parking area on the eastern edge of the Lost Creek Wilderness Area. GPS: 39.173143 N / -105.375299 W

From Denver, drive west on US 285 to Pine Junction. Turn south on CO 126 and continue on CO 126 to FR 211/Goose Creek Road (called Mutakat Road to the south). Continue on the dirt road to a right (west) turn to the Goose Creek Trailhead and parking lot. The distance from US 285 to the trailhead is 37 miles.




THE HIKE

This scenic hike follows the Goose Creek Trail (#612) for 4.6 miles up a valley to the heart of the Lost Creek Wilderness Area and historic cabin ruins, an old shaft house, and magnificent views of cliff-studded mountains. The trail continues past the turnaround point at the shaft house ruin, following Lost Creek northwest to Lost Park. The hike is popular on weekends, so plan on hiking during the week for solitude and inspiration.

The 119,790-acre Lost Creek Wilderness Area protects most of the Tarryall Mountains, a swath of timbered peaks northwest of Pikes Peak. The beauty and magic of the Tarryalls and the wilderness area are not in snowcapped peaks but in bold outcrops of rosy granite. The range is a metropolis of architectural forms—castles, spires, spikes, domes, minarets, mosques, house-size boulders, and cliff-lined corridors.



[image: Goose Creek pools behind beaver dams in the heart of the Lost Creek Wilderness Area.]
Goose Creek pools behind beaver dams in the heart of the Lost Creek Wilderness Area.



The wilderness area is named for Lost Creek, one of Colorado’s most unusual waterways. Lost Creek, beginning on the west side of the Tarryalls, twists through willow-filled valleys and rocky canyons and in at least nine places disappears underground or becomes “lost” beneath jumbles of fallen boulders. After its final disappearance, a 0.5-mile forested stretch this hike crosses to a viewpoint, Lost Creek emerges from the boulder sink and becomes Goose Creek.

The range is composed of Pikes Peak granite, a rough rock deposited more than 1 billion years ago in a batholith beneath the earth’s crust. The molten rock solidified and cooled underground. Later the ancient bedrock was uplifted, forming today’s Rocky Mountains beginning 68 million years ago. Weathering and erosion, including frost-wedging and flowing water, sculpted the granite, leaving today’s fanciful wonderland of rock shapes.

The best weather for the hike is May through October, with warm, sunny days. Afternoon thunderstorms build over the mountains, bringing downpours and lightning. Carry a raincoat in summer. Winters are cold and snowy, and the trailhead is difficult to access after snowfall. Plan on bringing Microspikes, trekking poles, and warm clothing.

Start at the 8,220-foot Goose Creek Trailhead, 100 yards southwest of the parking lot. Before heading out, fill out a free wilderness permit at a register box at the trailhead. Deposit half the permit in a metal box and keep the other half in your possession while in the wilderness area.

Walk down the trail past a sign marking the wilderness boundary and a 1979 plaque designating Lost Creek Scenic Area, an area within the wilderness, as a prestigious National Natural Landmark. An interpretive sign has an area map, rules and regulations, safety info, and Leave No Trace information.



[image: The 2002 Hayman Fire burned hillsides along the Goose Creek Trail.]
The 2002 Hayman Fire burned hillsides along the Goose Creek Trail.



The singletrack trail descends from the wilderness boundary, heading southwest across a slope covered with dead tree snags. The trailhead area and slopes in Hankins Gulch were decimated by the Hayman Fire in 2002. The hillside is regenerating, with shrubs and wild-flowers blanketing the slope. The blackened snags stand tall, although many have snapped off in high winds. Beware of toppling trees if you hike in the burn area when it’s windy.

The 138,114-acre Hayman Fire began south of Lost Creek Wilderness Area and Goose Creek near Lake George on June 8, 2002, and wasn’t controlled until July 18. Fortunately, the fire only burned along the eastern edge of the wilderness area, saving the Tarryalls’ old-growth forests from searing flames. Most of the South Platte River canyon east of the wilderness was burned. An ongoing study found that 80 percent of the forest understory, including perennial flowers, quickly regenerated within a couple of years on the burned forest floor.

After descending for 0.25 mile, the trail crosses trickling Hankins Creek on a slippery log. Continue a few feet to a trail junction. Go right on the signed Goose Creek Trail. A left turn follows the Hankins Pass Trail to Hankins Pass in the south part of the wilderness area. The trail heads north above the creek and at 0.5 mile reaches the northern boundary of the burned area. Enter a ponderosa pine and Douglas fir forest and turn left on the trail at Goose Creek. At 0.7 mile the trail crosses the creek on a steel bridge and bends west along the north bank.

The next 0.4 mile threads through a mixed-conifer forest of pine, fir, and spruce beside Goose Creek. In spring the creek swells with snowmelt, but usually it is a pleasant tumbling stream, with trout basking in deep pools. Eventually the valley widens and the creek meanders over smooth boulders and placid beaver ponds lined with willows. Granite slabs and vertical faces stair-step up unnamed mountains that tower to the south.


The trail leaves the creek after 1.3 miles and ascends steep slopes on the north side of the valley above Goose Creek. The next 3.5-mile segment gently climbs for a couple miles to 8,700 feet before rolling across several shallow valleys that drain south into Goose Creek. The trail up the initial hill is steep and rutted in places before traversing wooded slopes.

After hiking 2.0 miles, look up left through a gap in the trees toward a sweeping slab with a thin pinnacle called the Organ Pipe standing beside it. On the right side of the slab and pinnacle, at 8,960 feet is one of the most unusual rock formations in the Tarryalls: Harmonica Arch (GPS: 39.19100 N / -105.39483 W). One of the longest unsupported granite arches in the United States, Harmonica Arch is 85 feet long, 30 feet high, 18 feet wide, and 15 feet thick. The arch is reached from the trailhead by a 4.8-mile round-trip hike that gains 740 feet of elevation. The trail to the arch leaves the valley floor where the Goose Creek Trail starts uphill.

Follow the wide trail along the north side of the valley. Occasional overlooks allow scenic views up the valley into the rocky heart of the wilderness area. The trail descends hills, crosses valleys, and climbs over rounded ridges. After 3.9 miles reach a junction in the bottom of a shallow vale. A wooden sign designating the Goose Creek Trail also points left to a spur trail that leads to “Historic Buildings.” Go left down the path for 0.1 mile to a collection of dilapidated buildings beside a grassy meadow and the junction with the Shafthouse Trail, which you follow for the hike’s last leg.

These buildings were built in the 1890s to house workers for the Antero and Lost Creek Reservoir Company, which between 1891 and 1910 attempted to build a dam at the boulder jumble south of here. The largest was a two-story bunkhouse with plank floors and a stone fireplace. The walls were constructed of thick logs, hewn to a square shape, with the gaps between logs chinked with mortar. The back of the house was a kitchen and dining room for feeding the hungry workers. Next door is a smaller log cabin, and across the trail are the crumpled remains of other cabins. Nearby is a gravesite, outlined with white quartz, of a 1930s prospector named Palmer.

The hike’s last leg goes 0.7 mile from the buildings to the shaft house site and then through boulders to a spectacular overlook perched on top of giant boulders. From the signed junction at the north side of the bunkhouse, head west on the trail marked “Shafthouse.”

The singletrack trail heads west, crosses a creek, then bends southeast and traverses a gravelly hillside to a high point below a granite dome. Descend through boulders to the valley floor, which is the roof of a jumble of boulders covered with soil, grass, and trees. Lost Creek tumbles through secret passages more than 100 feet below the surface here.

The trail continues west and 0.6 mile from the cabins reaches the site of the old shaft house. A rusted piece of machinery—an old steam engine—sits on a gravel pad against a cliff. This was the site of a cable pulley used to raise and lower tools, supplies, workers, and waste tailings from a shaft dug here to the creek below the surface. The workers housed in the buildings were hired to drill a shaft through bedrock to Lost Creek. The idea was to pump the underground void full of concrete, blocking the creek and forming a reservoir in the gorgeous upstream valley. However, the dam project failed in 1910.



[image: The Goose Creek Trail ends at a dramatic viewpoint of Lost Creek’s cliff-lined valley.]
The Goose Creek Trail ends at a dramatic viewpoint of Lost Creek’s cliff-lined valley.
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Past the shaft house the trail twists through boulders and crosses a meadow surrounded by cliffs and domes. Continue through a catacomb of boulders to an impasse. Either scoot down a log in a narrow corridor or squeeze through a slot to the right. Both passageways lead west for 200 feet to the hike’s turnaround point at 4.6 miles and a dramatic overlook on a cliff edge. Be careful scrambling onto the rounded viewpoint above the cliff—there are deep drops in wide cracks as well as a precipitous cliff to the west. This is not a good spot for unsupervised children or those with an aversion to heights. Be prepared for route-finding problems and backtracking to find the best way to the overlook. This trail section is difficult and dangerous in winter.

Enjoy a spectacular view west from the ending viewpoint. Lost Creek meanders across the valley floor, twisting between banks clotted with willows. Steep wooded slopes rise sharply above the creek, and immense granite domes creased with water streaks and stacks of boulders litter the mountainsides. This hidden park, unseen from the final trail section, is a fitting end to one of the best hidden gem hikes in the Front Range.

After eating your packed lunch, retrace the trail for 0.8 mile back through the boulder field to the shaft house ruin and then to the junction with Goose Creek Trail. Go right on the trail and hike 3.8 miles down the valley to the trailhead. Most of the trail is downhill, so the return hike goes quickly. Pay attention at the key junctions along the way, follow the well-worn path, and you’ll be at the parking lot in a couple of hours.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Goose Creek Trailhead, west of the parking lot (GPS: 39.172640 N / -105.376266 W).

	0.2 Descend through a burned area and cross a bridge over Hankins Creek to a junction with the Hankins Pass Trail. Go right and hike north on the creek’s west side (GPS: 39.171997 N / -105.379996 W).

	0.5 Reach the forest edge past a burned area in lower Hankins Gulch.

	0.7 Cross a bridge over Goose Creek to the north bank and head west (GPS: 39.175296 N / -105.381742 W).

	1.3 Reach meadows along the creek and begin hiking uphill above it (GPS: 39.181905 N / -105.389631 W).

	3.9 Reach junction of the Goose Creek Trail and a side trail signed “Historic Buildings” (GPS: 39.208469 N / -105.397790 W). Go left down a valley to the buildings. At the buildings, go right on a marked trail toward an overlook (GPS: 39.207586 N / -105.397718 W) or straight to the buildings.

	4.5 Reach the shaft house ruin (GPS: 39.207310 N / -105.402288 W). Continue across a meadow and boulder field.

	4.6 Reach an overlook above Lost Creek and a hidden valley (GPS: 39.208953 N / -105.403264 W).

	5.4 Return to the Goose Creek Trail. Go right (east) on the main trail.

	9.2 Arrive back at the trailhead. The parking lot is left on the access road.








19 PEDRO’S POINT TRAIL, LAKE PUEBLO STATE PARK

The out-and-back Pedro’s Point Trail, a popular hiking and mountain biking trail, runs across desert to Pedro’s Point, an overlook above cliffs on the south shore of Lake Pueblo. For extra credit, return along Inner Limits Trail, a twisting path along the east side of a peninsula.


Start: Trailhead on the south side of CO 96

Distance: 5.0 miles out and back

Hiking time: 2–4 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 64 feet

Trail surface: Doubletrack dirt

Best season: Year-round; perfect in winter is perfect; hot in summer

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Colorado State Park

Fees and permits: Daily park entrance fee, paid at entrance station or visitor center on South Marina Drive

Maps: USGS Swallows, Beulah NE

Trail contact: Lake Pueblo State Park, 640 Pueblo Reservoir Rd., Pueblo 81005; (719) 561-9320; cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/LakePueblo

Special considerations: Hot in summer; bring water. Watch for rattlesnakes. Use caution at the overlook and above cliffs.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Lake Pueblo State Park is west of Pueblo. From I-25, take exit 101 in Pueblo and drive west on US 50 for 2.4 miles. Turn left (south) on North Pueblo Boulevard/CO 45 and drive south for 3.7 miles to Thatcher Avenue/CO 96. Turn right (west) on Thatcher and follow CO 96, passing South Marina Drive after 3.7 miles. This road goes west to the visitor center, Arkansas Point Campground, and South Shore Marina. Continue south on CO 96, passing Red Gate Trailhead at 4.5 miles, to a dirt parking area on the left (south) side of the highway at 5.8 miles (GPS: 38.229040 N / -104.748258 W). The unmarked trailhead for Pedro’s Point Trail and other South Shore trails is on the opposite (north) side of CO 96 (GPS: 38.229357 N / -104.748445 W). An alternative trailhead is 0.6 mile west at the Second Red Gate Trailhead on the north side of CO 96. Parking here adds an additional mile to the hike. GPS: 38.229583 N / -104.758651 W




THE HIKE

The 2.5-mile Pedro’s Point Trail follows an old road from CO 92 on the southern boundary of Lake Pueblo State Park to a spectacular overlook rimmed by vertical cliffs at the end of a blunt peninsula on the lake’s south shore, the fifth-largest reservoir in Colorado. The moderate out-and-back trail crosses an arid plain covered with shortgrass prairie to a juniper woodland.

The doubletrack trail, following an old ranch road, offers easy hiking with minor elevation gain and no steep grades. The trail surface is dirt except for occasional spots covered with chip rock. It is uncrowded compared to the Arkansas Point Trail, a popular hike in the scrubby hills east of Pedro’s Point on the state park’s eastern perimeter.



[image: Pedro’s Point, the trail’s end point, is an airy overlook perched above Lake Pueblo’s south shore.]
Pedro’s Point, the trail’s end point, is an airy overlook perched above Lake Pueblo’s south shore.




Mountain bikers usually ignore Pedro’s Point Trail, preferring to ride Inner Limits and Outer Limits Trails along the edge of the peninsula.


[image: Snowcapped Pikes Peak rises beyond Lake Pueblo and twisted junipers at Pedro’s Point.]
Snowcapped Pikes Peak rises beyond Lake Pueblo and twisted junipers at Pedro’s Point.



While Pedro’s Point Trail can be hiked year-round, it particularly shines from November through March, when skies are usually clear and temperatures are warm. The Arkansas River corridor, including Pueblo and Cañon City, is Colorado’s banana belt in winter. Snowfall is light and sporadic and rarely sticks around for more than a few days, while daily highs climb to the 40s and 50s. Lake Pueblo State Park lies in a semiarid desert, receiving only 12 inches of annual precipitation. The shoulder seasons in spring and fall are also great for hiking, although spring afternoons may be windy. Summer days are hot, with temperatures often in the high 90s. If hiking in summer, wear a hat and sunscreen and carry plenty of liquids. It’s best to hike in the early morning or evening.


Lake Pueblo is one of Colorado’s best lakes for fishing and boating, but today the park is becoming popular as one of the Front Range’s best winter mountain biking and hiking destinations. The 11-mile-long lake boasts a 60-mile shoreline at high water and 13,691 acres managed by Colorado Parks and Wildlife. Amenities for the 2.4 million people who visit the park annually include a visitor center, picnic areas, three campgrounds, two marinas, a fish hatchery, and more than sixty trails, including almost thirty trails on 2,694 acres along the South Shore.

The South Shore trail system began after the establishment of the state park in 1975, mostly by hikers following ranch roads and cow paths. After 2000, mountain bikers started riding the barren lands, crossing dusty mesas and dipping into dry drainages, creating an informal network of social trails. This willy-nilly approach and the park’s growing popularity led to a Trail Management Plan in 2019 to create a system of sustainable trails for park users. The plan kept about 80 percent of the existing trails but closed others to protect animal habitats, archaeological sites, and rare plants.

Start Pedro’s Point Trail at an unmarked trailhead at 4,970 feet on the north side of CO 96, opposite a dirt parking lot. Follow a narrow trail up gravel slopes above the asphalt and pass through a barbed-wire fence that marks the state park’s southern boundary. Hike 210 feet to a T junction and go left on the Route 96 Trail. Follow the single-track dirt trail northwest to another junction and the beginning of the Pedro’s Point Trail at 0.15 mile. A left turn here on the Route 96 Trail goes west for 0.5 mile to the Second Red Gate Trailhead.

Hike north on the trail, an abandoned roadbed surrounded by clumps of desert grasses. It’s easy to walk two abreast on the trail so you can chat about the weather or the mysteries of life. After 0.4 mile the trail passes a dozen piles of juniper wood on the right side of the trail. When the area was still a ranch, the junipers were uprooted with tractors and deposited on the edge of the plain.

At 0.5 mile, just past a bike trail on the right, reach a junction on the right with the Driftwood Trail, named for the heaps of juniper wood. Continue north to a major four-way junction at 0.6 mile. The Pronghorn Trail goes west across the plain; Inner Limits goes right. This popular bike trail twists north along the eastern edge of the mesa to Pedro’s Point. Waterfall and Log Drop Trails also head east. Continue north on the wide Pedro’s Point Trail.

After 1.2 miles the trail meets the Inner Limits Trail, which joins the Pedro’s Point Trail for 25 feet before busting right again. At 1.4 miles the trails briefly meet again at a T junction. This intersection marks the “Extra Credit” hike on the return leg, which begins at Pedro’s Point and follows Inner Limits south for 2.1 miles along ragged hills and cliffs above Boggs Creek before bending west to this junction. Continue north on the Pedro’s Point Trail across Boggs Flat. Check out occasional views east down rocky canyons to cliffed Arkansas Point and the lake’s Boggs Creek arm.

Scattered juniper trees line the trail after 2.0 miles, creating habitat for common birds like ravens, magpies, scrub jays, redtail hawks, and meadowlarks. Bring binoculars to spot the park’s 112 bird species, including 11 rarities like the western yellow-billed cuckoo, which nests in riparian shrublands. A rare animal species is the triploid Colorado checkered whiptail lizard. The whiptail, endemic to four counties in southeastern Colorado, is unisexual—all the lizards are females. They reproduce by parthenogenesis: asexual reproduction in which the offspring are genetically identical to the mothers.



[image: chpt_fig_093.jpg]



As the trail continues north, the peninsula, hemmed by Boggs Creek on the east and Rock Creek on the west, begins to narrow. Reach a four-way junction at 2.4 miles near the trail’s end. The Outer Limits Trail, a winding bike trail, goes west along the western edge of the mesa above Rock Creek’s canyon. The Inner Limits Trail heads east above cliffs along Boggs Creek. Continue straight on the main trail and reach Pedro’s Point and trail’s end at 2.5 miles. A Bureau of Reclamation bench marker placed in 1949 indicates Pedro’s Point and its 4,961-foot elevation. Be careful at the overlook and control children; 80-foot-high limestone cliffs drop sheer from the point to the rocky shoreline and lake. The unfenced overlook is dangerous, and a fall would be fatal.

Take a seat and enjoy the views from Pedro’s Point. Below stretches Lake Pueblo, its 4,000 acres of water dotted with fishing skiffs, powerboats carving turns, and sailboats tacking across the 0.5-mile-wide lake. To the north are houses in Pueblo West, and beyond towers white-capped Pikes Peak. Greenhorn Mountain, high point of the Wet Mountains, rises to the south; the twin Spanish Peaks poke above the southern horizon. This viewpoint above the lake feels remote and quiet, a perfect spot to soak up sun and silence.

End the hike by following the trail back south to the trailhead.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKE: INNER LIMITS TRAIL

For an alternate return hike, follow the first section of the Inner Limits Trail from the junction south of Pedro’s Point to the northernmost junction with the Pedro’s Point Trail. This 2.1-mile singletrack segment uncoils through scrubby hills on the western side of the lake’s Boggs Creek arm. A side hike from Inner Limits begins 0.5 mile from the junction and follows the Buttes Trail to three cliff-lined buttes by the lake. Doing the Inner Limits Trail segment increases the hike length by 1.1 miles, for a 6.1-mile round-trip hike.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the unmarked trailhead on the north side CO 96 and opposite the parking lot on the highway’s south side (GPS: 38.229380 N / -104.748455 W).

	0.01 Junction with Route 96 Trail; go left.

	0.15 Junction with Pedro’s Point Trail (GPS: 38.230264 N / -104.750651 W). Keep right and hike north on the Pedro’s Point Trail.

	0.5 Junction with the Driftwood Trail, on the right. Go straight.

	0.6 Four-way trail junction with the Pronghorn Trail on the left and Inner Limits Trail on the right (GPS: 38.236883 N / -104.753349 W). Go straight on the Pedro’s Point Trail.

	1.2 Inner Limits Trail merges with the Pedro’s Point Trail for 25 feet. Continue straight.

	1.4 Junction with the Inner Limits Trail, on the right (GPS: 38.246943 N / -104.752074 W). Go straight on the Pedro’s Point Trail. (Option: This junction is the end of the “Extra Credit” return hike on Inner Limits.)

	2.4 Major four-way junction with the Outer Limits Trail on the left and Inner Limits Trail on the right (GPS: 38.260045 N / -104.752559 W). Go straight. (Option: This junction is the start of the “Extra Credit” 2.1-mile return hike segment on Inner Limits.)

	2.5 End of the Pedro’s Point Trail at Pedro’s Point (GPS: 38.260525 N / -104.752362 W). Return the way you came.

	5.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.








20 TEMPLE CANYON TRAIL, TEMPLE CANYON PARK

This excellent hike descends a steep trail into Temple Canyon on the southern edge of the Royal Gorge Hills and then climbs a narrow canyon to The Temple, an arching alcove tucked into a slot canyon.


Start: Trailhead at south side of the parking lot

Distance: 1.8 miles out and back

Hiking time: 1–2 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 530 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt and rock

Best season: Apr to Nov

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Cañon City park

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Royal Gorge

Trail contact: Cañon City Parks Division, 128 Main St., Cañon City 81212; (719) 269-9011; www.canoncity.org/348/Parks-Division

Special considerations: Bring water; summer days can be hot. Do not cross the creek if it’s high. Watch for rattlesnakes, and use caution on loose rock.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Take US 50/Royal Gorge Boulevard and turn south on First Street opposite the old prison on the west side of Cañon City. Drive south, passing a cemetery, for 1.1 miles and turn right on CR 1/Temple Canyon Road. Follow the road west for 5.1 miles to a right (north) turn to the Temple Canyon Trailhead (GPS: 38.405766 N / -105.310893 W). A sign at the turn reads: “Temple Ridge Picnic & Camping Area.” The first part of CR 1 is paved but becomes a narrow gravel road. Use caution on turns. The road may be impassable after snow and rain.

The turn to the Temple Canyon Trailhead is also accessed from the northwest. From US 50 at the west end of the Royal Gorge, turn south on CR 3/Copper Gulch Road on the west side of the Arkansas River. Drive south on CR 3 for 2.6 miles and turn left (east) on CR 1/Temple Canyon Road. Drive 6.1 miles on the gravel road to a left turn to the trailhead. This road may be impassable after rain and snow.

From the turnoff, drive 0.4 mile north on a narrow dirt road to the trailhead, parking lot, and a campsite (GPS: 38.409809 N / -105.313245 W). The trailhead is on the south side of the parking area. It is best to drive the rocky road with a high-clearance vehicle, although a passenger car can drive it with care. Park near the turnoff if road conditions are bad.




THE HIKE

The 1.8-mile out-and-back Temple Canyon Trail is a short backcountry hike that dips into Temple Canyon, a deep canyon carved by Grape Creek, and then climbs a cliff-lined side canyon to The Temple, a closed granite archway tucked into a soaring cliff. The moderate trail is easy to follow, with markers at critical junctions, but loses almost 400 feet of elevation from the trailhead to the creek, which must be regained on the hike back up to the trailhead. Temple Canyon is at the southern end of the Royal Gorge Hills, a low range that stretches from the Wet Mountains to the Arkansas River at the western mouth of the Royal Gorge. The hike offers solitude and a wild experience, since you probably won’t meet other hikers on most days.

The singletrack Temple Canyon Trail has a footbed of dirt, loose rock, and bedrock. Expect slippery footing in a few spots on the descent to the creek, so trekking poles might be handy. The hike requires a creek crossing, so pay attention to the water level. Grape Creek runs deep with snowmelt from May until mid-July. The creek may be high after heavy summer thunderstorms. Do not attempt to cross the creek if it’s high—the creek bed has slippery footing on water-polished cobbles. Bring sandals or water slippers for wading to keep your hiking boots dry. Use poles for balance if the creek is high.

The trail is reached by a side road north of Temple Canyon Road/Fremont CR 1 in Temple Canyon Park, a parkland given to Cañon City in 1912 by Congress. The road, picnic and camping areas, and overlooks were built in the 1930s by workers in the Works Progress Administration (WPA). The rugged area east of the park is laced with mountain biking and hiking trails, including the South Cañon Trail System and the Section 13 Trail System on Bureau of Land Management lands. Parking areas along Temple Canyon Road access those trails. Besides the Temple Canyon Trail, another great hike is the Grape Creek Trail, which follows Grape Creek down the canyon east of the Temple Canyon Trail. This trail requires multiple creek crossings, is unmaintained, and is open only to foot and horse use.

Temple Canyon Trail is accessible year-round, but the best months are in spring and fall. Summer is fine, but days can be hot, so pack plenty of liquids and wear a hat and sunscreen. Also, watch for rattlesnakes along the trail. Cañon City, lying in Colorado’s “Banana Belt,” offers plenty of warm, dry days in winter, but the shaded descent trail may be icy and snow-packed in spots.

Begin at the trailhead on the south side of a parking lot at the end of a short spur road north of Temple Canyon Road. A “Trail to the Temple” sign notes that off-road vehicle use is prohibited in the park. The narrow, rocky trail descends southwest and bends north above a steep-sided canyon. After 0.1 mile the trail edges shelflike above the deepening canyon and at 0.2 mile reaches a right turn onto steep slopes on the south flank of Temple Canyon.

The trail switchbacks down shady slopes past piñon pines and twisted junipers. Parts of the trail are steep and slick with loose gravel. This trail section is icy or snow-packed in winter; use Microspikes and poles for traction. Look down the canyon as you hike and see a series of granite fins on the sunny slopes. The destination and the trail’s end hide in the fins. After 0.4 mile the trail reaches the stony floodplain on the canyon floor at 5,750 feet. Cottonwood trees line the banks of sparkling Grape Creek, offering shade on hot days.

Upstream from here to the southwest, Grape Creek dashes through a wild canyon in 14,258-acre Grape Creek Wilderness Study Area. This remote area, managed by the BLM, is one of the few remaining wild areas near Cañon City. Unfortunately, the BLM backs a proposal to drastically reduce the size of this Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) to a mere 2,300 acres and open the wildland to development and mining. Despite wanting to slash protections, the BLM calls this wild area “a corridor of significant naturalness character with unique high desert riparian resources, scenic and visual qualities, flora, and fauna values, including Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep and peregrine falcon nesting areas.” Hopefully, the area will be preserved and eventually protected as a designated Wilderness Area.




[image: Grape Creek riffles over polished boulders beside the Temple Canyon Trail.]
Grape Creek riffles over polished boulders beside the Temple Canyon Trail.
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Go right and follow the sandy trail east along the grassy south bank of Grape Creek to a watery crossing at 0.7 mile. Bring sandals or water shoes to change into before wading across the creek, which can range from 6 inches to 2 feet deep. Watch for slippery rocks, and use trekking poles or grab a handy stick for balance. Do not attempt to cross the creek from May to mid-July, when it is filled with snowmelt from the central Sangre de Cristo Mountains. The creek is usually fast, deep, and dangerous during those months. Find a convenient boulder on the north bank to dry your feet and lace up your boots.

Before heading north up a rocky draw that leads into a cliff-lined canyon, consider that a railroad ran up Grape Creek’s gorge in the nineteenth century. Little evidence remains of the Grape Creek Branch of the Denver & Rio Grande Railway, which followed the chasm from Cañon City to silver mines around Westcliffe. Built in 1881 on an early stagecoach route, the railroad climbed 2,300 feet in 28 miles and crossed the creek on thirty-five bridges. The “boisterous and treacherous” creek, however, had other plans, erasing the tracks in a massive flash flood in 1884. It was promptly rebuilt, but another flood in 1889 sealed the deal and the railroad was abandoned in 1890.

The last 0.2-mile section, gaining 175 feet from the creek to The Temple, threads up a narrowing canyon flanked by granite cliffs. Follow the rocky trail up the canyon until it bends right below a slope of broken blocks. Hike east on the trail, marked with cairns, for 100 feet in a slot canyon to the right. The canyon’s end is a black wall punctured by a twisting dike of white rock. Go left and scramble 20 feet up stair-stepped rocks into another slot canyon. Turn right and follow the slot, hemmed by echoing cliffs, for 200 feet until it ends below The Temple. Walking on boulders and bedrock on this last section feels like you’re crossing sacred ground and entering a natural sanctum.

The Temple, named by early railroad workers, is a closed arch topping a 100-foot-high alcove chiseled into a south-facing granite cliff in a rock amphitheater. A white and black streak above the still-forming arch indicates that runoff from thunderstorms is slowly sculpting the arch as well as seeping through cracks into the alcove below. Local legend says the Utes used the remote site for ceremonies, but no evidence indicates the area was used that way.

After relaxing in the canyon shade and admiring the hidden Temple, head back down the canyon to the Grape Creek ford. The last trail section climbs over 300 feet back to the trailhead and parking lot.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Temple Canyon Trailhead, on the south side of the parking lot at 6,050 feet (GPS: 38.409654 N / -105.313203 W). Go southwest on the dirt and rock trail.

	0.4 Reach the bottom of Temple Canyon and Grape Creek at 5,750 feet. Follow the trail east along the creek’s south bank.

	0.7 Cross Grape Creek at either of two creek crossings (GPS: 38.413016 N / -105.311468 W). DANGER! Do not cross if water is running high. Hike north into a side canyon from the crossing.

	0.8 Below a talus slope, go right up a slot canyon on a cairned trail. At the end of the slot, scramble up a cliff for 20 feet into a higher slot canyon. Go right, up the canyon.

	0.9 Reach The Temple, at the end of the slot canyon at 5,895 feet (GPS: 38.415159 N / -105.311311W). Retrace the trail to the trailhead.

	1.8 Arrive back at the trailhead.








21 MACE TRAIL TO DEVIL’S CANYON TRAIL, PUEBLO MOUNTAIN PARK

This scenic hike climbs to a lookout point and then descends narrow, cliff-lined Devil’s Canyon in Pueblo Mountain Park on the eastern edge of the Wet Mountains.


Start: Mace Trailhead on the Scenic Highway

Distance: 2.4-mile loop with spur

Hiking time: 1–2 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 530 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt

Best season: May to Nov

Schedule: Open daily, 6:30 a.m. to 8 p.m., May 1 to Sept 30; 6:30 a.m. to 7 p.m., Oct 1 to Apr 30. Vehicles left in the park after hours will be towed.

Other trail users: Equestrians; no mountain bikes

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Owned by City of Pueblo; managed by Nature & Wildlife Discovery Center

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS St. Charles Peak, Beulah

Trail contact: Pueblo Mountain Park, 9112 Mountain Park Rd., Beulah 81023; (719) 485-4444; https://hikeandlearn.org

Special considerations: Devil’s Canyon narrows may be impassable during spring runoff. Summer days can be hot; bring water and wear sunscreen and a hat. Avoid high points during thunderstorms. Watch for flash flooding in Devil’s Canyon after rain. Bring Microspikes and trekking poles in winter.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From I-25, take exit 101 onto US 50 West in north Pueblo. Drive west on US 50 for 2.6 miles and exit on the right to Pueblo Boulevard. Go left (south) on Pueblo Boulevard/CO 45 and drive 5.6 miles to Northern Avenue. Go right (southwest) on Northern Avenue/CO 78 and drive 20.5 miles on CO 78 to Beulah Valley and the Y junction of CO 78 and CR 225. Keep left on CO 78/Pine Drive and drive for 2.6 miles to the signed main entrance to Pueblo Mountain Park, on the right. GPS: 38.047098 N / -104.995790 W

The park has several roads and confusing signage, so follow these directions to find the trailhead: Turn right on a dirt road and drive 300 feet to the first left turn, signed “Ball Park” and “Scenic Trails” with a left arrow. Go left and drive 0.45 mile to a T junction with Middle Road. Go right, following sign for “Scenic Trails” on Middle Road, and drive 0.3 mile to a T junction by an old baseball field. Go left on dirt Scenic Highway (unmarked), following the “Scenic Highway Picnic Areas Trails” sign and an arrow, and drive uphill past the ball field and a playground for 0.3 mile to a sharp left turn. Park at pullouts along the road before the turn (GPS: 38.050385 N / -105.001446 W). Devil’s Canyon Trailhead is at the turn; Mace Trailhead is 100 feet past the turn.




THE HIKE

This hike, following the Mace and Devil’s Canyon Trails, explores the heart of 611-acre Pueblo Mountain Park, a Pueblo city parkland tucked in the foothills of the Wet Mountains by the town of Beulah. Lying in the southwest corner of Beulah Valley, the peaceful hike offers scenic views, trickling creeks, and sheer granite outcrops. The moderate hike follows well-maintained singletrack trails with gradual grades and plenty of directional signs.

The trails are open year-round, with the best hiking season May through November. Summer days are warm, with an average daily high of 89°F, but the trails are shaded by mature trees. Avoid lightning during thunderstorms on high points like Lookout Point on summer afternoons. Spring brings pleasant days with May wildflowers and occasional showers and wind; autumn days are warm, sunny, and colored by red oak brush. Snow falls in winter, but most of it melts on sunny days. Snow lingers in Devil’s Canyon, so bring Microspikes and trekking poles for balance in icy conditions.

Pueblo Mountain Park, purchased by the City of Pueblo in 1920, offers more than 6 miles of trails, open to hikers and equestrians, that thread over wooded hills and canyons, as well as accesses trails in adjoining San Isabel National Forest. It is also home to the Mountain Park Campus of the Nature and Wildlife Discovery Center, which connects Puebloans and children with the natural world through educational programs, camps, and other events. The park has a lodge with rentable bed-and-breakfast rooms, classrooms, a pavilion, an amphitheater, a low-ropes course, an archery range, and the trail network.

In the early twentieth century, national forestlands around the town of Beulah were used for grazing cattle and timber management until 1920, the year Pueblo bought the land for today’s Pueblo Mountain Park for $6,000. The purchase was inspired by Arthur H. Carhart, the first landscape architect hired by the USDA Forest Service. Contrary to opinions at that time, Carhart believed that national forests should be used for recreation like hiking, camping, and fishing. Carhart’s vision inspired the City of Pueblo to develop the Mountain Park and nearby areas with campgrounds, picnic areas, and trails. In 1935 the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and later the Works Progress Administration (WPA) built the park’s stone buildings, which led to it being listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1994. Carhart’s legacy lives on with a quote on a park sign: “The cure for ‘too much roof’ is the great outdoors.”

The hike starts at the signed Mace Trailhead, about 100 feet south of a sharp bend on the dirt Scenic Highway and above a roadside parking area below the bend. The hike ends at the Devil’s Canyon Trailhead, which lies on the outside edge of the road bend. Several picnic tables are on the bend’s inside. Walk up the dirt road from the Devil’s Canyon Trailhead to the Mace Trailhead on the west side of the road. Marking the trailhead, a wooden sign reads: “Mace Trail, Lookout Point, Tower, Northridge Trails.” Climb eight stone steps, and go left on the trail.

The trail makes two switchbacks up a shady slope covered with ponderosa pines before heading south and slowly climbing brushy slopes to a ridgeline above Devil’s Canyon at 0.3 mile. Continue up the trail as it contours across the east side of the ridge. After 0.5 mile the trail twists through a moist ravine beneath a grove of white fir trees and then climbs onto a south-facing slope dotted with Gambel oak.

After 0.7 mile and 340 feet of elevation gain, reach a marked junction with the Lookout Point Trail. Go right on this stony path and ascend to the rounded top of 7,140-foot Lookout Point at 0.85 mile. After catching your breath, descend left on the trail across bedrock to a rocky overlook surrounded by an iron-pipe railing at 0.9 mile. Be careful at this viewpoint, and keep control of children—the overlook sits atop a sheer cliff. Do not attempt to scramble down to the canyon below the overlook; there is no trail, and dangerous drop-offs are everywhere.



[image: The hike descends Devil’s Canyon, a cliff-lined gorge in Pueblo Mountain Park.]
The hike descends Devil’s Canyon, a cliff-lined gorge in Pueblo Mountain Park.



The overlook offers wide views across Beulah Valley, a picturesque hollow nestled against the Wet Mountains and protected by two high hogbacks split by the North St. Charles River on its east side. The rustic town of Beulah sits on the valley’s north side. The isolated valley is famed as an outlaw hideout and then a secret Confederate base in the Civil War. One of the first local bandits was a legendary Mexican named Juan Maes, corrupted to “Mace,” who lived here in the 1840s and 1850s, preying on travelers to El Pueblo and rustling cattle from ranchers. Locals called his hideaway Mace’s Hole, a name that stuck until 1876, when a local reverend urged residents to rename the town and post office. Beulah, a Biblical land in Isaiah that “the Lord delighteth in,” won by two votes over Silver Glen in an election. The Mace Trail is named for the notorious outlaw.

From Lookout Point, return south on the trail to the junction with Mace Trail at 1.1 miles. Walk south on Mace for 100 feet to a signed junction with the Devil’s Canyon Trail. Go right on it and descend a wooded west-facing slope into upper Devil’s Canyon. At the canyon floor, go right on the trail and follow the watercourse through a spruce



[image: Roofed by a ribbon of sky, the hike scrambles down the Devil’s Canyon narrows in Pueblo Mountain Park.]
Roofed by a ribbon of sky, the hike scrambles down the Devil’s Canyon narrows in Pueblo Mountain Park.




and fir forest. At 1.5 miles reach a signed junction with the Northridge Trail, on the left. Continue straight down the rocky creek bed.

The start of the spectacular narrows section of Devil’s Canyon begins when the trail reaches a gateway of towering granite cliffs at 1.5 miles. The next 0.2 mile of trail is the hike’s best part. Descend the boulder-choked canyon between cliffs that rise hundreds of feet to a ribbon of sky above. Near the bottom of the narrows, the creek, called Devil’s Dribble, riffles over bedrock. Scramble down water-polished slabs and strategically placed logs to talus at the base of the narrows.

In winter, this section freezes into an icefall; use caution, and wear Microspikes on your boots for traction. The narrows section may be impassable during spring runoff. If there is too much water to safely descend the canyon, follow the Northridge Trail for 2.2 miles to its eastern junction with the Devil’s Canyon Trail.

Continue down the widening canyon below the narrows. The trail edges along a bench on the south side of the creek and at 2.1 miles bends left, crosses the usually dry creek, and continues east on the north bank. Pass an old rock quarry on the left and what appears to be the metal remains of a sluice. At 2.25 miles reach a signed junction with the 2.2-mile Northridge Trail, the park’s longest trail. Besides ending in upper Devil’s Canyon, the Northridge Trail accesses Mountain Park Trail (#1385) and Squirrel Creek Trail (#1384) in San Isabel National Forest.

The last hike leg goes right (south) from the junction and descends across Devil’s Dribble. Follow the trail south up a hillside edged with conifers. The angle quickly eases, and the trail reaches the Devil’s Canyon Trailhead, the Scenic Highway, and the hike’s end at 2.4 miles.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKES

In addition to the Mace and Devil’s Canyon Trails, Pueblo Mountain Park offers other fun hikes. Visit the park’s website for a trail map and detailed descriptions.


	Carhart Trail: This 1.4-mile trail, providing mountain bike access to San Isabel National Forest, twists along the park’s northern boundary to the Squirrel Creek Trail. Begin at a trailhead and parking lot at the end of Archery Range Road.

	Tower Trail: The 1.06-mile trail climbs from the southern end of the Scenic Highway to a fire tower, the park’s high point at 7,400 feet.

	Northridge Trail: This 2.2-mile trail, beginning in lower Devil’s Canyon, winds along the northwestern rim of Devil’s Canyon before dropping into upper Devil’s Canyon above the narrows.

	Pond Trail: This 0.2-mile hike, perfect for kids, leaves the parking lot by Horseshoe Lodge and runs west to the park’s largest pond. The endangered southern redbelly dace, a small minnow, lives in the pond.
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MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Mace Trailhead, on the west side of Scenic Highway, about 100 feet south of Devil’s Canyon Trailhead (GPS: 38.050211 N / -105.001720 W). Go left (west) and uphill on the marked singletrack trail.

	0.3 Reach a ridgeline above Devil’s Canyon. Continue south on the east side of the ridge.

	0.7 Reach a junction with the Lookout Point Trail on a ridge (GPS: 38.046375 N / -105.008058 W). Go right on the Lookout Point Trail.

	0.85 Reach top of Lookout Point (GPS: 38.047435 N / -105.007624 W). Descend east on the narrow trail.

	0.9 Reach a fenced overlook above Devil’s Canyon narrows (GPS: 38.047947 N / -105.007766 W). Use caution above the cliffs. After enjoying the view, retrace the trail to the junction.

	1.1 Return to the junction with the Mace Trail. Continue straight for 100 feet to the junction with the Devil’s Canyon Trail. Go right on the Devil’s Canyon Trail, and switch-back down to the canyon floor.

	1.3 Reach bottom of Devil’s Canyon and go right, down to the canyon floor.

	1.5 Reach junction with the Northridge Trail, on the left (GPS: 38.047281 N /-105.009317 W). Continue straight on the canyon floor.

	1.55 Reach top of the canyon narrows (GPS: 38.047966 N / -105.008609 W). Descend a talus slope between cliffs to a short scramble down wedged logs to the base of the cliffs and end of the narrows. Continue straight down the canyon.

	2.1 Drop left across Devil’s Dribble and hike east along the north bank.

	2.25 Reach junction with the start of the Northridge Trail, on the left (GPS: 38.051149 N / -105.003203 W). Go right, across the creek, and follow the signed trail south across a wooded hillside.

	2.4 Arrive at the Devil’s Canyon Trailhead, on the south side of a sharp bend on Scenic Highway (GPS: 38.050553 N / -105.001481 W).








22 HOGBACK NATURE TRAIL, LATHROP STATE PARK

The Hogback Nature Trail is a 1.5-mile loop hike to the crest of a volcanic ridge at Lathrop State Park. The trail offers views of the Spanish Peaks, Culebra Range, and Wet Mountains.


Start: Trailhead north of Martin Lake

Distance: 1.5-mile loop

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Difficulty: Easy, with gradual grades

Elevation gain: 175 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily, 5 a.m. to 10 p.m.

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: Colorado State Park Fees and permits: Daily entrance fee; annual pass available

Maps: USGS Walsenburg South; park map

Trail contact: Lathrop State Park, 70 CR 502, Walsenburg 81089; (719) 738-2376; https://cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/Lathrop/

Special considerations: Hot in summer; bring water. Watch for rattlesnakes.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Walsenburg and I-25, drive 3 miles west on US 160 to the marked turn on the right to Lathrop State Park. Drive north on CR 502 past the entrance station and a right turn to the visitor center to a four-way junction after 0.16 mile. Turn right on CR 502 and drive up the right side of Martin Lake to a Y junction at 1 mile. Keep left and drive north and west past Piñon Campground, 1.5 miles from the park entrance; take the first right turn past the campground. Drive 275 feet north to a parking lot with a toilet. The trailhead is right of the toilet. GPS: 37.616003 N / -104.836045 W




THE HIKE

The Hogback Nature Trail in 1,594-acre Lathrop State Park makes a fun 1.5-mile loop through a pygmy forest of junipers and piñon pines to the crest of The Hogback, a volcanic dike that stretches 7 miles from Sand Arroyo west of the park to Walsenburg. A short side hike follows the William Henry Jackson Trail, which leaves the main trail on the west side of The Hogback and climbs 500 feet to the site of Jackson’s famed 1890 photograph of Lathrop’s two lakes and the snowcapped Spanish Peaks.

The trail is open year-round. Summer days are warm, with afternoon thunderstorms. Get off The Hogback to avoid lightning. Spring and autumn days are pleasant and usually dry. Winter is a great time for a quick hike. Snowfall is light and melts quickly on the trail’s south-facing slopes.

Lathrop State Park, established in 1962 as Colorado’s first state park, makes a perfect getaway with two lakes for fishing, swimming, waterskiing, and boating; three hiking trails; an equestrian trail; an archery range; and two campgrounds—Yucca and Pinon—with 103 campsites. Lathrop is renowned for its excellent lakeside picnicking, which won an award as one of America’s Top 15 Picnic Areas. Lathrop’s two reservoirs—Martin and Horseshoe Lakes—offer 320 acres of clear water for recreation.



[image: The Spanish Peaks rise beyond Martin Lake and sandstone boulders along the Hogback Trail.]
The Spanish Peaks rise beyond Martin Lake and sandstone boulders along the Hogback Trail.



The park’s western part is a wildlife management area with ponds for waterfowl and a wetland for bird-watching. Bring binoculars and a field guide to watch birds after your hike, including rarities like brown pelicans, tundra swans, and Pacific loons. Raptors soar overhead, including wintering bald eagles and ospreys. Mammals along the trail include mule deer, coyotes, jackrabbits, cottontail rabbits, and ground squirrels.

Start at the Hogback Nature Trailhead, at the parking lot at the end of a spur road north of Martin Lake. Begin the counterclockwise loop to the right of a vault toilet. The trail squeezes between trees and heads northeast across a mixed grassland composed of blue grama, western wheatgrass, sand dropseed, and purple three-awn grasses. Cholla cacti, rabbitbrush, and yucca are scattered along the trail. After 0.25 mile the trail passes a maze of sandstone boulders to a T junction. Keep left on the Hogback Nature Trail. A right turn twists east to the north side of Piñon Campground. If you’re hiking from the campground, take this trail to reach the Hogback Nature Trail.

The trail heads north and climbs the southern flank of The Hogback, a rocky ridge intruded as a volcanic dike. This dike, also called the Walsen Ridge, is part of a system of radial dikes radiating out from the Spanish Peaks to the southwest. The dikes formed more than 30 million years ago when the Rocky Mountains began to rise. While the twin peaks pushed upward, the surface sedimentary layers buckled. As the strata bulged, long cracks in the surface radiated out from the rising peaks like spokes on a bicycle wheel. Molten magma filled the cracks, forming the more than 400 separate dikes that fan out from the Spanish Peaks. The longest stretches 14 miles. The dikes vary in width from 1 foot to 110 feet and range up to 100 feet high.

After 0.5 mile the trail reaches the top of the ridge. Stop and admire the 360-degree view. A gigantic half circle of mountains spreads from north to south. Pikes Peak lifts a
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snowy crown almost 100 miles to the north. Closer are Greenhorn Mountain, Mount Maestas, the long, ragged rib of the Culebra Range, and the Spanish Peaks, landmarks of the southern Rockies. The Ute name for the 13,626-foot West Spanish Peak and 12,683-foot East Spanish Peak was Huajatolla, or “breasts of the earth.” To the east sweeps the tawny prairie, unbroken except for the distant horizon.

The trail heads southwest, rolling along the ridge crest before beginning its descent. After 0.7 mile the trail reaches a junction on the right with the William Henry Jackson Trail. This short path climbs 500 feet back to the ridgeline and the site where the pioneer photographer shot an image of two lakes and the Spanish Peaks on a clear day between 1885 and 1890. Jackson trekked to The Hogback and set up a large view camera. At a nearby darkroom tent, he coated a 5 x 8-inch glass plate with light-sensitive emulsion and inserted the wet plate into the camera to expose an image of what was then called the Leven Lakes.

The site was found by Lathrop volunteer Jon Sudar, who used compass bearings to determine the exact spot where Jackson made his images. In 2012 a Boy Scout troop built the trail to the photo point. An interpretive sign explains the site’s significance. The two pothole lakes in Jackson’s photo were later enlarged by dams to store water and renamed Martin and Horseshoe Lakes. After making your own photographs, return to the main trail and go right.

The trail gently descends the southwest flank of The Hogback and bends left across an open grassland to the trailhead.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKE

For another easy hike, stroll along the Cuerno Verde Trail, a 3.0-mile asphalt trail that circles Martin Lake. The trail, beginning at the visitor center, is popular with hikers and bikers. It’s also ADA-accessible for those in wheelchairs. The nonmotorized loop trail offers stunning views, fishing access, and picnic sites.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the east side of the parking lot (GPS: 37.615994 N / -104.836019 W). Hike northeast on the trail.

	0.25 Reach a junction at sandstone boulders (GPS: 37.618398 N / -104.833598 W). Go left on the Hogback Nature Trail. A right turn leads to Piñon Campground.

	0.5 The trail reaches the top of The Hogback and good views of the park’s lakes and Spanish Peaks.

	0.7 Junction with the William Henry Jackson Trail (GPS: 37.617850 N / -104.840508 W). Go right to visit the top of The Hogback and the site of Jackson’s famed photograph.

	0.8 Descend to the west side of The Hogback and bend southeast on the trail.

	1.5 Arrive back at the trailhead.








23 WILLOW LAKE TRAIL, SANGRE DE CRISTO WILDERNESS AREA

The Willow Lake Trail climbs to a dramatic lake fed by a 100-foot-high waterfall in an alpine cirque below Kit Carson Mountain and Challenger Point in the rocky heart of the Sangre de Cristo Range.


Start: South Crestone Trailhead

Distance: 9.8 miles out and back

Hiking time: 5–8 hours

Difficulty: Strenuous

Elevation gain: 2,480 feet

Trail surface: Dirt, boulders, rock

Best season: June through Sept

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed but must be under control

Land status: Rio Grande National Forest, Sangre de Cristo Wilderness Area

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Crestone, Crestone Peak

Trail contact: Rio Grande National Forest, 1803 West Hwy. 160, Monte Vista 81144; (719) 852-5941; www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/riogrande/recreation/recarea?recid=29466&actid=51

Special considerations: Parking lot fills on summer weekends; arrive early to get a spot. Bring trekking poles and Microspikes in early summer. Be prepared for thunderstorms and lightning in summer. Bring water or a purification system. Backcountry camping is permitted below Willow Lake.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From US 160 east of Alamosa or US 285 south of Villa Grove, drive to Moffat on CO 17; turn east on CR T/Crestone Road. Follow the paved road east for 11.8 miles to a Y junction south of Crestone. Go left on Birch Street to Crestone. Drive to Galena Avenue, and follow signs to the South Crestone Trailhead. Follow dirt Galena Avenue to the two-wheel-drive parking lot and trailhead at 1.5 miles, or continue another 0.75 mile on rougher road to the four-wheel-drive parking and main trailhead. Most vehicles with good clearance can drive to the upper trailhead. Willow Lake and the South Crestone Lake Trailhead is on the east side of the parking lot. GPS: 37.988944 N / -105.662478 W




THE HIKE

The 4.9-mile Willow Lake Trail (#865) begins from a trailhead near the town of Crestone and climbs a steep valley to a picturesque alpine lake fed by Willow Lake Falls in the heart of the Sangre de Cristo Range. Flooring a glacier-carved cirque at 11,564 feet, Willow Lake is surrounded by jagged peaks, including 14,165-foot Kit Carson Mountain, 14,081-foot Challenger Point, and 13,931-foot Mount Adams. While the strenuous trail is easily day-hiked, peak baggers carry backpacks up the trail, camp near the lake, and then climb the two fourteeners the next day.

Plan to spend a full day to hike the Willow Lake Trail and explore the lake area and waterfall and photograph the scenery. An early-morning start is best; thunderstorms often build on summer afternoons. The singletrack trail, gaining 2,480 feet, has a dirt and rock surface that is generally foot-friendly. Most of the trail lies within the 220,803-acre Sangre de Cristo Wilderness Area, jointly managed by the USDA Forest Service and the National Park Service. Wilderness regulations apply to the trail, including: Dogs must be under control; camp at least 300 feet away from water sources; use a stove instead of a campfire; properly dispose of human waste (use wag bags); and practice Leave No Trace ethics.


[image: Kit Carson Peak towers above Willow Lake and Willow Lake Falls.]
Kit Carson Peak towers above Willow Lake and Willow Lake Falls.



The trailhead, on the eastern edge of the San Luis Valley, is reached by a dirt road from Crestone, which becomes FR 949/South Crestone Road when it enters the national forest. The first 1.5 miles are easily driven to a two-wheel-drive trailhead. The last 0.75 mile to the upper trailhead is rougher but easily passable in high-clearance vehicles. (Cars with low clearance can reach the far trailhead, depending on road and weather conditions.)

Start at the South Crestone Trailhead at the road’s end, and hike east for 250 feet to a marked junction. Turn right on the Willow Lake Trail and hike south through a mixed-evergreen forest. The trail heading east is the South Crestone Creek Trail, which climbs northeast to South Crestone Lake in an alpine cirque. After 300 feet cross South Crest-one Creek on a log bridge; continue south to another creek crossing.

After 0.1 mile reach a junction; go left and hike east to a register box and sign with a wilderness area map, Leave No Trace tips, and forest regulations. Be sure to sign in to let the forest service know you’re out and about.

The trail heads east, crossing an open meadow and then switchbacking up wooded slopes covered with white and Douglas firs, pines, and quaking aspen. After 1.0 mile the trail reaches the western boundary of the Sangre de Cristo Wilderness Area, a natural preserve that includes five 14,000-foot peaks and a slew of 13,000-foot mountains. For the next 0.7 mile the trail roughly follows the wilderness boundary.

After 1.4 miles the trail reaches a 9,900-foot ridgetop above Willow Creek Park, a marshy fen in the valley below the trail. The rest of the hike is visible from this viewpoint. The trail crosses wooded hillsides on the north side of the valley before climbing below obvious cliffs that gird Challenger Point, on the right. From the ridgetop the trail descends open slopes and reenters the wilderness area, marked with a wooden sign, at 1.7 miles.

Past Willow Creek Park, the trail switchbacks up wooded slopes and at 3.2 miles passes a triple-tiered waterfall, informally called Hiker’s Falls, in a drainage to the left. Continue up the trail, crossing rocky slabs and passing above Lower Willow Creek Falls. At 3.5 miles reach Willow Creek at 10,850 feet. Cross the creek on logs or stepping-stones and begin the hike’s hardest section.

From the creek the trail climbs steeply for 0.5 mile, following rocky switchbacks up a talus slope below high cliffs on the northwest flank of Challenger Point. As you climb, look left to see Black Slide Falls, a steep ribbon of water that cascades down black streaks on a rock slab. Snowmelt pours over the slab in early summer, forming a wide waterfall. Continue past Middle Willow Creek Falls. Be sure to enjoy scenic views down the valley when you stop to catch your breath. At 11,100 feet the trail leaves the trees and crosses open rock slopes below vertical cliffs.

The trail eventually levels out and enters the upper cirque, dipping down to 11,250 feet and crossing to the north bank of Willow Creek. The last 0.75-mile section traverses grassy meadows and spruce forest above the creek. Look for stone slabs polished smooth by the immense glacier that once filled this cirque. If you are backpacking, look for campsites in woods above the creek. Most sites are sheltered from wind and weather, but safely stow all food—black bears, bighorn sheep, and other hungry critters roam the area. Wilderness regulations require that you camp at least 300 feet from the creek and Willow Lake.

The final trail section climbs past 50-foot Upper Willow Creek Falls, a frothy two-tiered plunge over conglomerate benches below the lake. Continue to a rocky terrace that marks the end of the hike at 4.9 miles. This is a good spot to take off your pack and enjoy the atmospheric view across the lake to rugged peaks and ridges on the crest of the Sangre de Cristo Range.

Willow Lake is a breathtaking alpine tarn, chiseled by ancient glaciers and rimmed by cliffs. For dramatic effect, Willow Lake Falls plunges 100 feet over a sheer cliff from the upper basin, shattering to foam on boulders above the placid lake. Willow Lake, at 10,580 feet, is 0.26 mile long and 0.12 mile wide. This lake and a higher one at 12,325 feet are officially called Willow Creek Lakes.

For a lakeside view, scramble down a social trail from the viewpoint to the lake’s western shore by the outlet stream. You can also hike to the cliff tops above the eastern side of the lake above the waterfall by following a trail for almost 0.5 mile across talus and slopes north of Willow Lake. This trail is used by climbers to access the standard routes up Challenger Point and Kit Carson Mountain.

After admiring the views, shoulder your pack and head down to the trailhead.



[image: Hikers descend the Willow Lake Trail below high cliffs and ridges.]
Hikers descend the Willow Lake Trail below high cliffs and ridges.





[image: Rocky Challenger Point rises sharply above Middle Willow Creek Falls and the Willow Lake Trail.]
Rocky Challenger Point rises sharply above Middle Willow Creek Falls and the Willow Lake Trail.
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MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead for the South Crestone Creek and Willow Lake Trails, and go straight for 250 feet to a junction. Go right on the marked Willow Lake Trail (#865) and cross South Crestone Creek after 300 feet.

	0.1 Reach a Y junction. Go left on the Willow Lake Trail along the forest edge.

	1.0 Reach boundary of the Sangre de Cristo Wilderness Area.

	1.4 Reach top of a high ridge above Willow Creek Park. Continue east and descend into the Willow Creek valley.

	1.7 Reenter the Sangre de Cristo Wilderness Area.

	3.2 Pass Hiker’s Falls, a small waterfall on the left side of the trail (GPS: 37.993431 N / -105.628748 W).

	3.4 Pass Lower Willow Creek Falls, on the right side of the trail (GPS: 37.993277 N / -105.626055 W).

	3.5 Cross Willow Creek at about 10,850 feet. Follow the trail southeast up steep wooded slopes broken by cliffs.

	3.7 Pass Black Slide Falls, a waterfall down a black streak on a slabby cliff, left of the trail. Continue up the rocky trail below cliffs at the northwest end of Challenger Point.

	4.7 Reach open forest and meadows north of Willow Creek. This is a popular camping area for peak baggers. Continue another 0.1 mile past Upper Willow Creek Falls (GPS: 37.993821 N / -105.611767 W).

	4.9 Reach an overlook and hike’s end above the west shoreline of Willow Lake near its outlet creek (GPS: 37.994236 N / -105.611563 W). Return the way you came. (Option: To reach the clifftop above Willow Creek Falls, continue on a rough trail across talus and slopes north of Willow Lake for 0.5 mile then return to end of hike.)

	9.8 Arrive back at the trailhead.








24 PENITENTE CANYON AND BLUE SKY TRAILS LOOP, PENITENTE SPECIAL RECREATION MANAGEMENT AREA

These two trails form a scenic loop hike up cliff-lined Penitente Canyon, a popular rock climbing area, and then scrambles onto the canyon rim and crosses low hills studded with rounded volcanic rock outcrops.


Start: Penitente Canyon Trailhead

Distance: 1.5-mile loop

Hiking time: 1–2 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 250 feet cumulative gain

Trail surface: Dirt and rock

Best season: Apr through Nov

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Rock climbers, mountain bikers

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed

Land status: Bureau of Land Management public lands

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Twin Mountains SE

Trail contact: San Luis Valley Field Office, 1313 E Hwy. 160, Monte Vista; (719) 852-7074; www.blm.gov/visit/search-details/1697/2

Special considerations: Carry water. Watch for rattlesnakes. Do not touch rock art.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] The trail is on the west side of the San Luis Valley and west of the village of La Garita, which is 7 miles west of US 285 via G Road or 12 miles north of Del Norte via CO 112 and CR 38A. To reach the Penitente Canyon Trailhead, drive 1.4 miles west from the Cash Store in La Garita, keeping left on gravel Saguache CR 38. Look for a sign on the right (west) side of the road that marks the canyon road (CR G40 5). Follow the dirt road for 1 mile to the trailhead and parking area in the canyon. The trailhead and an information kiosk is on the southwest side of the parking lot. GPS: 37.84319 N / -106.285873 W




THE HIKE

This 1.5-mile loop hike, following the Penitente Canyon and Blue Sky Trails, is a fabulous outing up a cliff-lined canyon and across an undulating mesa top crowned with rounded rocks with distant views to a jagged mountain skyline. The trails are easy to follow, although the connector between the Penitente Canyon and Blue Sky Trails, a short hiker-only segment that scrambles up rock slabs and twists through trees and outcrops, is marked with cairns.

The trails, part of a 21-mile trail network for hikers and mountain bikers west of La Garita, are easily combined with the Rock Garden, Iglesia de San Juan, and Witches Canyon Trails for longer day hikes. The Penitente Canyon, Rock Garden, and Witches Canyon Trails are also used to access the area’s excellent rock climbing sectors.

The easy hike, taking 1 to 2 hours, offers good hiking year-round. Summer days can be hot, so get an early start or hike in the evening. Bring water and wear a hat if you hike under the midday sun. Also, watch for rattlesnakes on the trail and in brush, and keep control of children and dogs to avoid snake encounters. Spring and autumn offer fine weather, with warm days and low precipitation. Winter days are good too but can be cold, and snow often blankets the trail.

The area is administered by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) as the 7,529-acre Penitente Canyon Special Recreation Management Area. The BLM manages the canyon for recreation and has made improvements, including the trail system, a campground, parking areas, and restrooms. Besides biking and hiking, Penitente Canyon is renowned as one of Colorado’s unique climbing areas, with hundreds of established routes ascending the canyon’s cliffs along with others at Witches Canyon and the Rock Garden.

Penitente Canyon, hidden in low-browed foothills on the western side of the San Luis Valley, is a rough, dry land seamed with shallow canyons and arroyos, studded with volcanic dikes and rock outcrops, and blanketed with piñon pine and juniper trees. The San Luis Valley, a Connecticut-size intermountain basin flanked by skyscraping mountains, spreads east from Penitente Canyon in a patchwork of farmland, cattle pastures, and sagebrush plains to Great Sand Dunes National Park.

Start the hike at the Penitente Canyon Trailhead, on the southwest side of the parking lot at the road’s end. Vault toilets are on the north side of the parking lot. An overflow parking lot is 400 feet east of the main lot. The hike runs counterclockwise from the trailhead.

From the trailhead, walk 70 feet on a wide path flanked by stone pilasters and railings to a junction and kiosk. Signs include information on geology, history, invasive plants, rock climbing, rules and regulations, and a trail map. The left trail heads to fifteen-site Penitente Canyon Campground and joins the southern loop of the Blue Sky Trail.

Before doing the hike, go left from the kiosk for 60 feet to a rock art site on an overhanging boulder. The site includes pictographs, or painted images, of humans, animals, and geometric shapes. Jicarilla Apache elders interpret the pictographs as a hunting scene or game drive. The Penitente area and the San Luis Valley have been home to Native Americans, including Ancestral Puebloans, Ute, Apache, and early hunter-gatherers, for at least 10,000 years. Do not touch the pictographs; oils from your fingers cause irreparable harm to these ancient images.

From the kiosk, go right on the well-worn Penitente Canyon Trail and hike northwest up the narrow canyon. Dark cliffs of Fish Canyon Tuff—a porous rock deposited from a violent volcanic eruption—form the canyon walls and offer climbing routes on their gritty surfaces. The routes, protected by bolts hammered into drilled holes in the rock, are on the sunny right side of the canyon; the shady cliffs are blanketed with lichen.

Penitente Canyon formed during a massive eruption about 28 million years ago when a supervolcano collapsed, forming the La Garita Caldera, a 22 x 47-mile hole in the earth’s surface. Geologists call this one of the largest volcanic eruptions in Earth’s history and the biggest in the last 500 million years. Debris ejected during the eruption, ranging from dust to giant boulders, covered most of Colorado with ash up to 300 feet deep. The volume of material spewed from the eruption was about 1,200 cubic miles, enough to fill today’s Lake Michigan. In comparison, the eruption of Mount St. Helens in 1980 produced a mere 0.25 cubic mile of debris. The ash layers deposited at Penitente Canyon solidified into rock, and millennia of erosion shaped today’s cliffs.

After 0.25 mile the trail reaches the most visible reminder of the canyon’s sacredness: a painting of the Virgen de Guadalupe, also called Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, on a south-facing cliff to the right. The Virgin image was painted in the 1920s or 1930s by members of Los Hermanos Penitentes, the Penitent Brothers, a Catholic sect that integrated Catholicism and Franciscan mysticism with native beliefs and rituals. These Hispanic men lived with faith and fervor, secluded from the outside world. Beginning in the 1880s, they practiced their religion in this canyon, undoubtedly finding it a spiritual place. The Penitentes incorporated physical suffering, including flagellation, ritual death, and crucifixion, as part of the symbolism of moving from darkness into the light.


[image: The Rock Garden Connector Trail scrambles down slabs into a side draw west of Penitente Canyon.]
The Rock Garden Connector Trail scrambles down slabs into a side draw west of Penitente Canyon.



In Colorado the Brothers gathered in moradas, a type of chapel without ecclesiastical oversight, and also evolved into political organizations. Without sacraments and priests, the Penitentes developed their own rituals and pathways to enlightenment. One ritual was a reenactment of the Passion Play, the death of the Christ by crucifixion. Some moradas nailed a member to a cross, and several died from crucifixion wounds. The brotherhood, retreating underground away from negative publicity, still exists as a religious community in the San Luis Valley.

In the early 1980s the painting was touched up, supposedly by a Penitent artist sitting in a tire suspended from the clifftop with his paint pots around him. Not long afterward, a drunkard used the Virgin for target practice, destroying its face and pocking the surrounding rock. A couple climbers later rappelled down and filled the offending holes.

Continue northwest up the canyon trail, reaching a junction at 0.35 mile. Bend left into a narrow side canyon and hike west. A right turn leads to a climbing sector. At 0.4 mile the trail reaches a junction with the Rock Garden Connector Trail in the narrow canyon with a directional post that reads: “Trail Confidence Marker 5.”
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Climb right onto the connector trail and follow a ledge below a cliff west for 100 feet. The trail turns right and passes below a cliff with bolted climbing routes. Go left here and walk through aspens to a V-shaped slot in bedrock. Scramble through the narrow slot and, above it, climb up right on a slab. Continue northwest on the twisting trail, marked with cairns, or rock stacks, over bedrock.

After 0.6 mile, pass through an opening between cliffs to a marked junction with the Blue Sky Trail. A signpost here designates the “Penitente Canyon Loop” with an arrow. Go right on the Blue Sky Trail.

The next 0.9-mile segment follows the Blue Sky Trail across an undulating mesa top strewn with rounded rock outcrops, a scattered forest of juniper and piñon pine trees, and pocket slickrock meadows. The trail is easy to follow, with bike tracks and occasional cairns on rocky sections. Look east for distant views of the snowcapped Sangre de Cristo Mountains, a saw-toothed range topped by seven 14,000-foot mountains. After 1.0 mile of hiking, pass a junction on the left with the 0.75-mile Iglesia de San Juan Trail, which goes east down a canyon to a trailhead on CR 41 G.

At 1.3 miles the trail reaches the northern edge of Penitente Canyon. Descend south on gentle slopes to the Blue Sky Trailhead on the canyon access road and walk right for 100 feet to the parking lot and Penitente Canyon Trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead and kiosk at the end of the Penitente Canyon road (GPS: 37.843115 N / -106.286057 W). Go right from the kiosk into the canyon on the Penitente Canyon Trail.

	0.25 Reach a viewpoint below the Virgin of Guadalupe painting. Continue northwest on the trail.

	0.35 Reach a junction (GPS: 37.846424 N / -106.289579 W). Keep left on the main trail and bend west into a narrow side canyon. The right-hand trail goes to a climbing sector.

	0.4 Reach a trail junction at the “Trail Confidence Marker 5” signpost (GPS: 37.846787 N / -106.290986 W). Go right on the Rock Garden Connector Trail and walk west on a ledge below a cliff for about 100 feet. Turn right to a cliff with climbing routes.

	0.45 Go left through aspens to V-shaped rock slot and climb it to a low-angle rock slab. Continue northwest on the trail (marked with cairns).

	0.6 Pass through a gap between cliffs to the junction with the Blue Sky Trail (GPS: 37.848376 N / -106.292869 W). A signpost designates the trail you just hiked as “Penitente Canyon Loop” and “PC,” with a directional arrow. Go right on the Blue Sky Trail and hike southeast on the mesa top.

	1.3 Reach broken rimrock above Penitente Canyon and begin descending south.

	1.5 Arrive at the Blue Sky Trailhead, on the road 100 feet east of the parking lot (GPS: 37.843216 N / -106.285169 W).








25 PIKA TRAIL, PENNSYLVANIA MOUNTAIN NATURAL AREA

The Pika Trail is a short loop that explores timberline plant communities. The Pennsylvania Mountain Trail climbs to the summit of 13,006-foot Pennsylvania Mountain, one of Colorado’s easiest high peaks.


Start: Pika Trailhead on Hermit Court

Distance: 1.2-mile lollipop

Hiking time: 1–2 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 260 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt

Best season: June through Sept

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed

Land status: Pennsylvania Mountain Natural Area; Mountain Area Land Trust

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Climax

Trail contact: Mountain Area Land Trust, 908 Nob Hill Rd., Ste. 200, Evergreen 80439; (303) 679-0950; www.savetheland.org/pennsylvania-mtn.

Special considerations: Start early to avoid thunderstorms and lightning. Trails are muddy until late June; accessible in winter, but bring snowshoes.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Fairplay, drive northwest on CO 9 toward Alma for 1.8 miles. Turn left (south) on Sacramento Creek Road/CR 14 and follow the dirt road for 4.9 miles to CR 14A. Go right on CR 14/T-R Drive and follow it for 0.8 mile to a T junction with Mountain View Drive. Go left on Mountain View and drive uphill for 1.25 miles to a second junction with Prunes Place. Take a right (north) turn on Prunes Place and drive 0.6 mile to Prune Court. Go right on Prune Court and drive 0.1 mile to Hermit Court. Go left on Hermit Court and drive 200 feet to the trailhead at the road’s end. GPS: 39.255257 N / -106.107109 W




THE HIKE

The 1.2-mile Pika Trail is a short timberline hike that explores a subalpine forest and the tundra zone at Pennsylvania Mountain Natural Area, on the eastern flank of 13,006-foot Pennsylvania Mountain, the third-lowest-ranked 13,000-foot peak in Colorado. The easy lollipop trail is family-friendly, with gentle grades, interesting flora, and dramatic views of the surrounding Mosquito Range. The trail, beginning at 11,500 feet and top-ping out at 11,760 feet, has 260 feet of elevation gain and is marked with cairns.

The Pennsylvania Mountain Natural Area, spreading over 500 acres, protects a wide range of ecosystems and mountain plant communities. The area is one of the oldest alpine research sites in the United States, with continuing scientific research since the 1980s, including studies on two species of alpine bumblebees that have evolved short tongues so they can forage nectar from a wider variety of flowering plants. The area is owned by several entities—the nonprofit Mountain Area Land Trust (MALT), University of Colorado at Colorado Springs, USDA Forest Service, and an anonymous private landowner.



[image: Passing alpine sunflowers, the Pennsylvania Mountain Trail ascends the peak’s broad east ridge.]
Passing alpine sunflowers, the Pennsylvania Mountain Trail ascends the peak’s broad east ridge.



The natural area stretches from wetlands and beaver ponds along Pennsylvania Creek on the northern boundary to bristlecone forests at timberline and tundra meadows covered with shortgrass and miniature wildflowers in the land above the trees. The Rocky Mountain bristlecone pine trees include reproducing trees and ancient twisted specimens. Some Colorado bristlecones are as old as 2,500 years. The Pika Trail explores the interface between the subalpine forest and timberline. July and early August are the best times to hike the trail and trek up Pennsylvania Peak, with an explosion of fragile wild-flower in open meadows and tundra, including alpine avens, alpine sunflowers, forget-me-nots, and Indian paintbrush.

The Pika Trail, constructed in 2015 and 2016, required 1,279 volunteer hours to complete. The trailhead kiosk and signs were erected in 2018. In 2019, MALT acquired the 70-acre Beaver Ponds Environmental Education Center along Sacramento Creek south of Pennsylvania Mountain and the Pika Trail. The Land Trust administers the property, now called the Sacramento Creek Ranch, for educational programming and continued research and preservation of this wetland environment.

Start the hike at an 11,480-foot trailhead at the west end of Prunes Court, a short cul-de-sac road in a housing development on the east flank of Pennsylvania Mountain. The first leg of the lollipop trail heads west through trees for 0.2 mile to a Y junction. Go left to start the loop. The righthand trail is the return trail.

The trail twists and turns through subalpine forest and after 0.6 mile leaves the trees and climbs through open meadows dotted with clumps of willow and solitary trees. At 0.7 mile the hike reaches a worn trail at 11,762 feet. The track, dating back to the nineteenth century, went to old prospect holes on the eastern slope of Pennsylvania Mountain. (Option: If you plan on doing the “Extra Credit” hike up Pennsylvania Mountain,




[image: The crest of the Mosquito Range etches the western skyline above the Pennsylvania Mountain Trail.]
The crest of the Mosquito Range etches the western skyline above the Pennsylvania Mountain Trail.
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the easiest 13,000-foot peak to climb in Colorado, you will go left or east here and hike 0.15 mile to join the trail up Pennsylvania.)

At the junction with the old road, go right on it and hike west for 0.1 mile to another junction. Go right on the Pika Trail for the next leg of the hike. The trail heads northwest across open meadows for 0.1 mile and then enters the forest at timberline. Bend northeast and gently descend back to the start of the loop after 1.0 mile. Return to the trailhead.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKE: PENNSYLVANIA MOUNTAIN

It’s a moderate hike up Pennsylvania Mountain from the top of the Pika Trail. Allow an extra 3 to 4 hours to hike up and down the peak. Make sure you are off the summit plateau and high ridges before thunderstorms roll in from the west. An alternative trailhead for the Pennsylvania Mountain Trail is at the west end of Mountain View Road, which dead-ends at a turnaround (GPS: 39.248830 N / -106.108022 W).

The hike is 4.7 miles out and back, with 1,490 feet of elevation gain. Most of the trail, especially the upper section, is marked with cairns, or rock piles. Hike it in July for the best wildflower show.

From the top of Pika Trail, go east on an old road for 0.15 mile to a junction with the trail up Pennsylvania. Go right and hike west along the top of a broad ridge to timberline at 11,900 feet. Continue up the east ridge of Pennsylvania Mountain, hiking on talus but mostly over tundra grasslands. Follow the trail as best you can. Do not disturb small markers in the tundra along the hike. These are part of high-altitude research conducted at the natural area.

Eventually the trail reaches an elevation marker at 12,871 feet on the edge of Pennsylvania Mountain’s south face. Hike northwest from here across a rolling, grassy plateau to the summit on the far northeastern corner of the open expanse. The rounded summit offers spectacular views of London Mountain, Mount Evans, Dyer Mountain, and bulky 14,036-foot Mount Sherman to the south. After enjoying the vistas, return down the ascent route to the Pika Trail and trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Pika Trailhead (GPS: 39.255079 N / -106.107006 W) and hike west through forest.

	0.2 Reach a Y junction (GPS: 39.25533 N / -106.109826 W). Go left on the Pika Trail and hike south, uphill. The right-hand trail is the return leg.

	0.5 Reach top of ridge and junction with an old road (GPS: 39.252393 N / -106.112792 W). Go right on the trail and hike west.

	0.6 At another junction (GPS: 39.252813 N / -106.113635 W), go right on the Pika Trail and hike north, downhill.

	1.0 Meet the initial trail junction. Continue left (east) on the Pika Trail.

	1.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.








26 RICH CREEK AND ROUGH AND TUMBLING CREEK TRAILS LOOP, BUFFALO PEAKS WILDERNESS AREA

These two trails make a scenic loop up wooded canyons and glaciated valleys filled with meadows and wildlife in the heart of the Buffalo Peaks Wilderness Area in central Colorado.


Start: Rich Creek Trailhead

Distance: 11.4-mile loop

Hiking time: 5–8 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 2,100 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt and rock

Best season: June through Oct

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: Buffalo Peaks Wilderness Area, Pike National Forest

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS South Peak, Jones Hill

Trail contact: Pike National Forest, Leadville Ranger District, 810 Front St., Leadville 80461; (719) 486-0749; www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/psicc/specialplaces/recarea/?recid=12411&actid=101

Special considerations: Carry water or a purification kit. Bring extra clothes and a raincoat. Be alert for high water during June snowmelt. Keep off high ground during lightning storms. Watch for symptoms of altitude sickness.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From US 285 south of Fairplay, turn west on Park CR 22/Weston Pass Road and drive 8 miles on the dirt road to Rich Creek Trailhead and parking spots on the left (south) side of the road before Weston Pass Campground. Parking is limited on busy weekends so hikers park along the road’s edge. GPS: 39.068195 N / -106.116530 W




THE HIKE

This 11.4-mile hike follows the Rich Creek and Rough and Tumbling Creek Trails up wide glaciated valleys in the heart of the 43,410-acre Buffalo Peaks Wilderness Area, on the southwest side of South Park. The wildland, dominated by the West and East Buffalo Peaks, lies at the southern end of the Mosquito Range, which stretches south from Hoosier Pass to Trout Creek Pass. The trails explore a pristine wilderness, traversing high meadows studded with beaver ponds; following creeks dashing over boulders; and passing elk, moose, deer, and one of Colorado’s largest herds of bighorn sheep.

The singletrack trails, beginning at Rich Creek Trailhead on Weston Pass Road, are well marked and easy to follow. The moderate hike gains 2,100 feet of cumulative elevation gain but has few steep sections, making it a good option for a long day hike. Elevations range from 9,950 feet at the trailhead to 11,580 feet on the wooded divide between the two creeks. The hike is best done counterclockwise, as described, since the uphill alongside Rich Creek to the upper valley is short and fast.


[image: The Rich Creek Trail threads through meadows and willows in a broad valley in the Buffalo Peaks Wilderness Area.]
The Rich Creek Trail threads through meadows and willows in a broad valley in the Buffalo Peaks Wilderness Area.



For a shorter hike, follow the Rich Creek Trail to the upper valley and meadow and return for an 8.0-mile trek, or hike the Rough and Tumbling Creek Trail for 3.0 miles to its gorgeous valley and views of the Buffalo Peaks then return to the trailhead for a 6.0-mile hike. The loop hike also makes an excellent two-day backpacking trip, with an overnight stop at Buffalo Meadows.

The best season is June through October. The trails are clear of snow by early June, although patches may linger. The creeks run high in June, so use caution when crossing them. July and early August are colored with wildflowers strewn across high meadows and warm weather. Watch for thunderstorms in July and August, and avoid hiking in meadows if there is a chance of lightning. Late September offers pleasant weather and groves of golden aspen. The trails are good winter excursions, but bring snowshoes and warm clothes, and watch for avalanche-prone terrain.

Begin the loop at the Rich Creek Trailhead on the Weston Pass Road, a dirt road that climbs west from US 285 to the top of 11,921-foot Weston Pass. From the parking area, immediately cross a wooden bridge over the South Fork of the South Platte River and walk right 250 feet to the junction of the Rich Creek and Rough and Tumbling Creek Trails, marked by a wooden sign. Go right on the Rich Creek Trail.

The first 3.0-mile segment follows Rich Creek up a valley filled with tall grass, beaver ponds, and the creek before climbing steeper slopes to the upper valley. This trail section has several creek crossings. Pay attention to the trail so you do not miss the unmarked crossings, particularly the log crossing at the 1.0-mile mark.



[image: A hiker steps across trickling Rich Creek on the Rich Creek Trail.]
A hiker steps across trickling Rich Creek on the Rich Creek Trail.



Hike the well-traveled trail through a mixed-conifer forest and occasional aspen groves to a junction on the right with the Ridgeview Trail at 1.4 miles. Continue straight on the main trail. The Ridgeview Trail heads northwest over a ridge for 0.8 mile to Weston Pass Campground. Past here the trail slowly climbs steeper, rocky slopes. Rich Creek tumbles over boulders to the left. After 2.4 miles reach the lower end of the upper valley, a broad glaciated valley, at 11,000 feet.

Follow the dirt trail up the valley through meadows edged by a forest of spruce, subal-pine fir, lodgepole pine, and quaking aspen. Dense willows clot the valley floor along the creek. The trail bends southwest and then south into a wide valley flanked by rounded ridges that rise above timberline. Look for elk herds in the meadows and solitary moose wallowing in the marshy willows. If you’re backpacking, the upper valley makes a wonderful campsite.

The next 2.0 miles are delightful, with the trail traversing wide meadows studded with wildflowers in July and August and glassy beaver ponds. At 3.9 miles the trail crosses Rich Creek on boulders to the east bank and continues south, ascending grasslands onto open wooded slopes. Old trees eventually hem the trail until it reaches a rounded ridge at 11,500 feet, the trail’s high point, at 4.8 miles. This ridge marks the divide between Rich Creek and Rough and Tumbling Creek.

The trail descends southeast on forested slopes with tantalizing views of broad Buffalo Meadows, a spacious valley floored with grasslands, willows along the creek, and strings of beaver ponds glistening in the sunshine. The meadows are another great camping spot, especially if you plan to climb the Buffalo Peaks the next day. Again, watch for elk, deer, and moose in the valley. If you camp, make sure to secure food from marauding black bears.


After 6.1 miles the trail reaches a junction with the Rough and Tumbling Creek Trail on the northern edge of Buffalo Meadows at 11,170 feet. A wooden sign marks the junction, reading “Tumble CR Trail 617.” To climb the Buffalo Peaks, follow this trail south across the upper meadow and climb to an 11,420-foot pass. From the pass, scramble east up a ridge to the top of 13,326-foot West Buffalo Peak and 13,300-foot East Buffalo Peak. These elegant twin peaks are of volcanic origin, with extruded lava and ash deposits.

Follow the Rough and Tumbling Creek Trail northeast down lower Buffalo Meadows, descending over grassy slopes in a narrowing valley. After 7.4 miles the trail reaches the end of Buffalo Meadows and begins steeply descending rocky, timbered slopes. The creek roars over polished boulders beside the trail. At 8.2 miles, cross logs spanning the creek to the east bank and go left on the trail. The creek runs high early in the summer, so use caution crossing the slippery logs.


[image: The Buffalo Peaks tower above the trail and willow-lined Rough and Tumbling Creek.]
The Buffalo Peaks tower above the trail and willow-lined Rough and Tumbling Creek.



The next 1.0 mile contours east across wooded slopes, with the creek far below in a canyon. Descend gradually into a wide valley and reach the eastern edge of the Buffalo Peaks Wilderness Area and the confluence of Rough and Tumbling and Lynch Creeks. Wooden signs mark the wilderness boundary and point toward the Lynch Creek Trailhead, Buffalo Meadows, and the Rich Creek Trailhead. Follow the sign to the Rich Creek Trailhead.

Cross the creek on a thick plank and step onto low slopes on the valley’s left side. The next section, following the wilderness’s eastern boundary, offers easy hiking and gorgeous scenery. Hike north along the edge of the willow-choked valley, passing beaver ponds that reflect sky and clouds. Stop and look south up the glacier-scraped valley for spectacular views of the Buffalo Peaks.

After 10 miles the trail climbs away from the valley floor up open slopes littered with deadfall, aspen groves, and a spruce, fir, and pine woodland. The trail, gaining more than 300 feet to reach 10,300 feet in elevation, eventually levels out and dips through the forest before beginning a steady descent down north-facing slopes above the South Platte River’s valley and the trailhead. Finally, after losing 400 feet, reach the first junction with Rich Creek Trail. Go right and hike 250 feet to the bridge and trailhead.



[image: chpt_fig_113.jpg]






MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Rich Creek Trailhead on Park CR 22/Weston Pass Road (GPS: 39.068144 N / -106.116470 W) at 9,950 feet. Cross a bridge over the South Fork of South Platte River.

	0.05 Walk 250 feet to a trail junction (GPS: 39.067894 N / -106.116765 W). Go right on the Rich Creek Trail (#616). The left-hand trail is the return leg on the Rough and Tumbling Creek Trail. Hike west alongside Rich Creek.

	1.0 Reach a creek crossing. Cross on logs to the creek’s north side. Pay attention to the trail at creek crossings—there are no trail markers, and it’s easy to miss turns.

	1.3 Reach junction with the Ridgeview Trail (#658), which goes right over a ridge for 0.8 mile to Weston Pass Campground. Stay straight on the Rich Creek Trail.

	2.4 After climbing up a rocky moraine, reach the north end of the upper valley (GPS: 39.069532 N / -106.160862 W) at 11,050 feet. Continue southwest and south, upvalley through willows and meadows.

	3.9 Cross creek from the west bank to the east side of the valley (GPS: 39.057088 N / -106.172488 W).

	4.8 Reach the top of a broad divide at 11,550 feet between Rich Creek and Rough and Tumbling Creek drainages and descend the forest edge above upper Buffalo Meadows.

	6.1 Descend to the north side of Buffalo Meadows and a junction with the Rough and Tumbling Creek Trail (GPS: 39.026045 N / -106.155316 W). A wooden sign at the junction labels the trail “Tumble CR Trail 617.” Keep straight on the main trail, now Trail #617 (Rough and Tumbling Creek Trail).

	7.4 Reach the end of Buffalo Meadows and the upper valley; descend a steep, rocky trail.

	8.2 The trail reaches the bottom of the canyon and crosses a creek on logs to its east bank. Head left on the trail; spiral around a ridge, and descend to the confluence of Rough and Tumbling and Lynch Creeks.

	9.1 Reach the confluence of two creeks, the wilderness boundary, and junction with the Lynch Creek Trail (#618) (GPS: 39.037750 N / -106.115174 W). Keep left on the main trail and cross a creek on a plank bridge.

	10.0 The trail leaves the creek and valley and ascends wooded hillsides on the left.

	10.8 The trail climbs to 10,300 feet and heads northwest across slopes covered with deadfall.

	11.4 Reach the first junction with the Rich Creek Trail. Go right for 250 feet to arrive back at the trailhead.








27 PTARMIGAN LAKE TRAIL, SAN ISABEL NATIONAL FOREST

The Ptarmigan Lake Trail offers a 6.8-mile out-and-back hike from the Cottonwood Pass Road to broad Ptarmigan Lake, an alpine lake in the heart of the rugged Sawatch Range west of Buena Vista.


Start: Ptarmigan Lake Trailhead

Distance: 6.8 miles out and back

Hiking time: 3–5 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 1,800 feet

Trail surface: Dirt with rocky sections

Best season: Mid-June to Oct

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: San Isabel National Forest

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Mount Yale, Tincup

Trail contact: San Isabel National Forest, Salida Ranger District, 5575 Cleora Rd., Salida 81201; (719) 539-3591; www.fs.usda.gov/psicc

Special considerations: Carry water or a filtration system. Access is difficult in winter, since Cottonwood Pass Road is closed. Watch for afternoon thunderstorms.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Buena Vista and US 24, drive west on Chaffee CR 306 for 14.5 miles (CR 306 becomes FR 306), toward Cottonwood Pass. Turn left (south) on a marked road that leads 0.1 mile south to a parking lot, vault toilet, and the Ptarmigan Lake Trailhead. (Note: The 10-car parking lot fills quickly, especially on weekends. Extra parking spots are off the access road, and overflow parking is available on the shoulder of Cottonwood Pass Road.) GPS: 38.803432 N / -106.374842 W




THE HIKE

The 3.4-mile Ptarmigan Lake Trail climbs from the Cottonwood Pass Road to 12,132-foot Ptarmigan Lake, an alpine lake snuggled in a cirque below the northeast face of Jones Mountain in the Sawatch Range. The moderate trail, gaining 1,800 feet, begins off the paved road and twists through a forest of spruce and fir to the shining lake at timberline. The out-and-back trail also passes four smaller tarns that reflect mountains, sky, and clouds. The upper trail traverses high meadows that offer spectacular displays of wildflowers from mid-July to early August.

The trail is popular on weekends, so plan on starting early or visiting on weekdays. Additional parking spots are along the short access road from the Cottonwood Pass Road to the trailhead. Overflow parking is on the shoulders of the main road. A vault toilet is at the trailhead parking lot, but no water is available.

Start at the 10,660-foot-high Ptarmigan Lake Trailhead on the south side of the parking lot. Walk south past a trail sign and descend to a wooden footbridge spanning Middle Cottonwood Creek. Past the bridge, the trail bends east and climbs across a north-facing slope. After 0.2 mile, cross a talus field with views east of looming 14,199-foot Mount Yale. The trail bends right after 0.5 mile and heads south on wooded slopes above Ptarmigan Creek to another talus field at 0.7 mile.



[image: Hikers follow the trail along the eastern shoreline ofPtarmigan Lake.]
Hikers follow the trail along the eastern shoreline of Ptarmigan Lake.





[image: Ptarmigan Lake Trail offers spectacular views of Mount Yale beyond an unnamed lake.]
Ptarmigan Lake Trail offers spectacular views of Mount Yale beyond an unnamed lake.




[image: Pointed Turner Peak looms above hikers on the Ptarmigan Lake Trail.]
Pointed Turner Peak looms above hikers on the Ptarmigan Lake Trail.




Hemmed by tall spruce and fir trees, the trail meanders south to a junction with an old forest road at 1.4 miles. Cross the road and continue on the marked trail, which gently climbs through thick forest to an unnamed creek at 2.4 miles. In early summer the snowmelt-filled creek rampages down a shallow valley, but by August it’s a trickle. Follow the trail alongside the willow-lined creek to a high bench at 11,750 feet, below the east face of humped 12,995-foot North Jones Mountain.

After 2.7 miles the trail emerges from the forest beside a shallow tarn lined with tallgrass and broken by chunks of bedrock. The calm lake reflects the sky and distant mountains. A side trail heads left for 100 feet to an overlook above a larger unnamed lake tucked in a hollow below. Admire the view and then return to the main trail and go left. Some hikers mistake this small lake for Ptarmigan Lake, missing the main event, another 0.7 mile up the trail. This last trail section gains 350 feet from the tarn to the lake.

The trail heads southwest through clumps of spruce trees and across open meadows splotched with summer wildflowers. Large snowdrifts may obscure parts of the upper trail in June. After climbing a long hill, dip across Ptarmigan Creek and traverse a rounded hillock above another shallow tarn surrounded by tangled willows. Make a switchback and finish up the final rocky trail to the northeast side of Ptarmigan Lake at 12,132-feet.

The gorgeous 11-acre lake, formed by a glacial moraine, nestles in a cirque above timberline below the northeast face of 13,218-foot Jones Mountain. Sit on a rock at the lake’s edge for lunch and admire the mountain views, including Mount Yale to the northeast.

The lake, unlike the lower tarns along the trail, harbors a population of native cutthroat trout. The white-tailed ptarmigan, the smallest grouse and the only grouse species found in Colorado, also thrives in this high valley. In winter the white ptarmigan blends into snow as protection from predators but changes to a mottled brown and gray in summer. Look for ptarmigans near tree line below the lake, among willows and krummholz trees, and below receding snowbanks. They prefer to walk rather than fly, so they can be hard to spot with their camouflage plumage. This permanent resident prefers cold temperatures and often sits on snow in summer. Shaggy mountain goats are another local resident. Bring binoculars to spot the white goats munching on alpine tundra or resting on snowbanks.

The trail continues along the east shoreline of the lake for another 0.25 mile to the southern lake edge. This is a good turnaround point unless you want to scramble up Jones Mountain for extra credit. (See below for directions to climb Jones Mountain.)

From the northeast side of the lake, return down Ptarmigan Lake Trail to the trailhead. (Option: If you hike up Jones Mountain, add another 1.4 miles for an 8.0-mile hike.)




EXTRA CREDIT HIKE

To climb Jones Mountain, hike to the south end of Ptarmigan Lake and continue on the trail, angling up a steep slope for 0.2 mile to a pass that separates Gladstone Ridge to the east from Jones Mountain to the west. From the top of the pass, turn right and climb onto the low-angle east ridge. Follow the grassy ridge west, climbing for 0.5 mile up the grassy ridge along the edge of the northeast face to the Jones Mountain summit and spacious views across the Sawatch Range. Return to the south side of Ptarmigan Lake for a 1.4-mile out-and-back summit hike.



[image: chpt_fig_116.jpg]





MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Ptarmigan Lake Trailhead off Cottonwood Pass Road (GPS: 38.803432 N / -106.374842 W). Hike south and cross a bridge over Middle Cottonwood Creek.

	0.2 Cross a talus slope with views of Mount Yale.

	0.5 Bend right onto the western side of Ptarmigan Creek’s valley.

	1.4 Reach junction with a closed forest road (GPS: 38.792099 N / -106.370005 W). Continue straight on the marked trail.

	2.4 Reach a small creek beside the trail.

	2.7 Arrive at a wide bench with a shallow tarn on the right and an unnamed lake in the valley to the left (GPS: 38.784306 N / -106.380197 W).

	3.4 The hike ends at the northeast side of Ptarmigan Lake (GPS: 38.777967 N / -106.382843 W). The trail continues for 0.25 mile along the lake’s east shore. Return down the trail.

	6.8 Arrive back at the trailhead.








28 TURRET TRAIL TO RIVER BENCH TRAIL, BROWNS CANYON NATIONAL MONUMENT

These two trails explore the northwestern corner of Browns Canyon National Monument, climbing over granite ridges and crossing an outwash plain to a scenic overlook above the Arkansas River at the head of Browns Canyon.


Start: Trailhead at Ruby Mountain Recreation Site

Distance: 5.5 miles out and back

Hiking time: 3–4 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 800 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Singletrack and doubletrack dirt

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: National Monument; co-administered by USDA Forest Service and BLM

Fees and permits: None to enter national monument; parking fee charged by Colorado State Parks and Wildlife at Ruby Mountain Recreation Site

Maps: USGS Indian Hills

Trail contact: Browns Canyon National Monument, 3028 E Main St., Cañon City 81212; (719) 269-8500; www.blm.gov/programs/national-conservation-lands/colorado/browns-canyon; www.fs.usda.gov/visit/browns-canyon-national-monument

Special considerations: Hot in summer, with little shade on the trail; bring water. Watch for rattlesnakes.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From the intersection of US 285 and US 24 at Johnsons Corner and south of Buena Vista, drive south on US 285 for 3.4 miles. Turn left on Chaffee CR 301. Cross a bridge over the Arkansas River, drive 0.5 mile, and turn right on Chaffee CR 300. Follow the road to a parking lot, restrooms, and the trailhead at Ruby Mountain Recreation Site. The trailhead is south of the parking lot on the monument’s northern boundary. GPS: 38.752046 N / -106.065731 W




THE HIKE

This 5.5-mile out-and-back hike follows the Turret Trail to the River Bench Trail in the northwestern corner of Browns Canyon National Monument. The trails climb piney ridges strewn with granite outcrops and traverse a sandy outwash plain to a stunning overlook at the head of the Arkansas River’s Browns Canyon. The trail follows old ranching and mining roads and a singletrack trail. Allow 3 to 4 hours for the round-trip hike and to enjoy the river overlook at the trail’s end.

The hike is accessible year-round. Summer days may be hot, and thunderstorms occur in the afternoon. Wear a hat, and carry water. Rattlesnakes live here but are rarely seen. The autumn and spring shoulder seasons offer great weather, with pleasant days and light precipitation. Spring days may be windy. Winter is great for hiking in this lower-elevation



[image: The Turret Trail winds through rocky outcrops and scattered pine trees in Browns Canyon National Monument.]
The Turret Trail winds through rocky outcrops and scattered pine trees in Browns Canyon National Monument.




parkland, with light snow that quickly melts on sunny days. Shady trail sections may be icy, so bring trekking poles and Microspikes for traction.

Browns Canyon National Monument, designated by President Barack Obama in 2015, is a 21,586-acre parkland that protects Browns Canyon, a rocky gorge carved by the Arkansas River and a wonderland of wild canyons and ridges studded with granite domes. The monument, with a 3,000-foot elevation range from the riverbank to mountaintop, is co-managed by the Bureau of Land Management and the USDA Forest Service. With an elevation range between 7,300 feet and 10,000 feet, the monument offers diverse wildlife habitat for numerous species, including big game animals like elk, mule deer, bighorn sheep, and black bear. The Arkansas River corridor on the west side of the monument is one of the last undisturbed riparian life zones east of the Continental Divide.

Besides its rugged topography, the national monument has a rich prehistory and history, with fossils of shells and invertebrate animals, at least eighteen archaeological sites, and the weathered remains and tailings from a nineteenth-century mining boom. The area, used by Native Americans for 11,000 years, includes the remains of ancient campsites, stone structures, and shelter caves. Gold was found near Browns Canyon in 1859, leading to the Turret mining district in upper Stafford Gulch on the southeastern edge of the national monument. An early stagecoach route ran through the area. It was replaced in 1880 by the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad in Browns Canyon, allowing access from Pueblo and Colorado Springs to the rich mines surrounding Leadville.

Begin at the Ruby Mountain Trailhead, on the south side of a parking lot for Ruby Mountain Recreation Site, on the northern edge of the national monument. The parking area, also used for the Fourmile Travel Management Area, has a restroom. The Four-mile Area, running north from here to the edge of Buffalo Peaks Wilderness Area, offers camping, hiking, and motorized recreation on designated forest roads.

From the parking lot, walk south on a path across a gravel wash to the trailhead on the opposite bank on the fenced monument boundary. Check out three informative signs here. The right-hand sign details trails in the national monument; the middle sign explains the secrets of Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep and wildlife viewing tips; the left-hand sign has a map of the monument’s 6,614-acre Browns Canyon Wilderness Study Area. The study area, which includes most of the monument’s best features, has been a candidate for inclusion in the national wilderness system since 1993, but Congress has not yet designated it.

Walk south through a rail fence on the Turret Trail (#6045). The trail, lying in the wilderness study area, is open to hikers and equestrians but closed to mountain bikes and motorized vehicles. The trail heads up a shallow valley flanked by a ridge studded with granite outcrops and piñon and ponderosa pines. After a few hundred feet the trail swings onto the right side of the steepening valley and passes below white volcanic cliffs. Continue uphill to a junction at 0.15 mile. Go left on the marked Turret Trail.

For a quick leg-stretcher on the first part of the hike or your return leg, continue straight up the trail another 100 feet to a broad saddle. A short, steep trail heads west here, climbing sharply up the east flank of 8,020-foot Ruby Mountain. This small volcanic hill, along with Dorothy Hill and Sugarloaf Mountain to the north, is rimmed by cliffs




[image: Following an abandoned road, the Turret Trail crosses a sagebrush meadow below a cliff.]
Following an abandoned road, the Turret Trail crosses a sagebrush meadow below a cliff.




and rocky slopes. The upper cliff band on Ruby is rhyolitic rock; the base has areas of glassy perlite, which breaks into spheres of black obsidian called marekanite. These shiny iridescent rocks are informally called Apache tears. Ruby Mountain is a famed rock-hounding site, yielding garnet crystals and yellow topaz. The landowner on the west side of the mountain by the river forbids collecting, and it is illegal to remove any geologic, archaeologic, or natural feature in the national monument. The 0.6-mile round-trip hike to the top of Ruby Mountain offers great views of the Sawatch Range and the Arkansas River valley.


[image: The high point of the Turret Trail is a jumble of granite boulders on a blunt ridge.]
The high point of the Turret Trail is a jumble of granite boulders on a blunt ridge.



At the junction, go left on the Turret Trail, labeled “T6045” on a post. The next 1.0 mile twists through granite boulders and outcrops on rough slopes dotted with piñon pines and junipers and dips across a couple of shallow drainages shaded by ponderosa pines. After 0.6 mile the trail reaches its high point at a jumble of boulders. This is a great spot to rest in the shade of a lightning-scarred ponderosa and savor the view west across Ruby Mountain’s south ridge to Fourteeners Mount Princeton and Mount Antero.

Continue downhill past another overlook and descend steeply in a shallow draw. After 0.9 mile reach a gravel wash in the bottom of Little Cottonwood Creek’s canyon. Go right and hike down the dry wash past shady narrowleaf cottonwoods to a trail junction. Go left on the Turret Trail and climb a steep section lined with rounded river cobbles. At 1.1 miles reach a wide bench blanketed with sagebrush.

The next 0.7-mile section heads south, following an old ranch road across the dusty bench between Little Cottonwood and Middle Cottonwood Creeks. Both creeks, draining the highlands to the east, are usually dry except after summer thunderstorms. At 1.2 miles the doubletrack trail swings past a prominent granite cliff seamed with cracks. Raptors often perch atop the formation. Look west beyond the Arkansas River to the
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southern Sawatch Range and six of its fourteen “fourteeners”—Columbia, Yale, Princeton, Antero, Shavano, and Tabeguache (translated “People of the Sun Mountain,” the name the Ute people called themselves).

At 1.8 miles reach a signed Y-shaped junction. The Turret Trail (#6045) goes left up a doubletrack trail in Middle Cottonwood Creek’s canyon; the River Bench Trail (#6045A) goes right on a singletrack trail. Go right on the River Bench Trail.

The last 0.9-mile trail segment follows the trail across the sloping bench, skirting the abrupt western edge of the mountains. Clumps of rounded boulders and steep cliffs cover the steep mountainside. As the bench narrows, the trail alternately squeezes between boulders and sprawling piñons or the sagebrush-covered plain.

After 2.75 miles the trail ends at an overlook above the Arkansas River and the beginning of 10-mile-long Browns Canyon. Find a shady boulder above the river, which runs fast and smooth below the viewpoint. The Arkansas, the sixth-longest river in the United States, begins on the Continental Divide above Leadville and travels downhill for 1,469 miles before emptying into the Mississippi River.

The Browns Canyon river section through the national monument is not only the most popular whitewater river trip in Colorado but also the state’s best Class III run, with plenty of scenery and rapids, including Widowmaker, Staircase, Big Drop, Pinball, and Zoom Flume, the biggest rapid. Rafters and kayakers put in by Fisherman’s Bridge off US 285 and float the river to either Hecla Junction or Stone Bridge below the canyon. If you want the ride of a lifetime, plenty of area outfitters offer half-day, full-day, and overnight river trips.

After admiring the scenery and watching rafts and kayaks bob down the Arkansas, follow the two trails back north to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Ruby Mountain Trailhead, south of the parking lot at the national monument’s northern boundary (GPS: 38.752058 N / -106.065734 W). Hike south on the Turret Trail (#6045) up a shallow valley below Ruby Mountain, on the right.

	0.15 Reach a trail junction before a saddle (GPS: 38.749806 N / -106.065181 W). Go left the trail marked “T6045” and climb rocky ridges and cross dry canyons.

	0.6 Reach the trail’s high point at a jumble of boulders to the right of the trail. Follow the trail downhill into a canyon.

	1.0 Reach the dry floor of Little Cottonwood Creek’s canyon. Go right (west) down the canyon.

	1.1 Climb steeply out of a wash to a flat plain with good views of Sawatch Range to the west (GPS: 38.743201 N / -106.065620 W).

	1.2 Pass below the west side of a prominent granite cliff on an old roadbed.

	1.8 Reach a Y junction with the River Bench Trail (#6045A) (GPS: 38.736487 N / -106.059557 W). Go right on the River Bench Trail across a sloping sagebrush plain.

	2.75 Reach the trail’s end and turnaround point on a bluff above the Arkansas River (GPS: 38.725344 N / -106.057836 W). After an energy bar, follow the trails back north.

	5.5 Arrive back at the trailhead.








29 THREE LAKES TRAIL, GUNNISON NATIONAL FOREST

This moderate hike follows the Three Lakes Trail, Dollar Lake Trail, and a campground road to three gorgeous lakes—Lost Lake Slough, Lost Lake, and Dollar Lake—below East Beckwith Peak on the northern edge of the West Elk Mountains.


Start: Three Lakes Trailhead

Distance: 3.4-mile loop with spur

Hiking time: 1.5–3 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 565 feet

Trail surface: Dirt

Best season: June through Oct

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians; no mountain bikes

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Gunnison National Forest

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Anthracite Range

Trail contact: Paonia Ranger District, Gunnison National Forest (mailing address: PO Box 1030), North Rio Grande Ave., Paonia 81428; (970) 527-4131; www.fs.usda.gov/main/gmug/home

Special considerations: Inaccessible in winter; access roads closed Nov to May (Call 970-641-0044 for exact closure dates.)




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Crested Butte, drive west on Kebler Pass Road/CR 12 for about 16 miles to FSR 706. Turn left (south) and follow FSR 706 for 2 miles to Lost Lake Campground and the road’s end.

From Paonia, drive east on CO 133 for 15 miles. Turn right on Kebler Pass Road/CR 12, and follow the dirt road east for 14.5 miles to FSR 706. Turn right (south) and drive 2 miles to Lost Lake Campground. At the lake, pay the day-use fee and go right on a dirt road to a hiker’s parking lot on the right. The signed trailhead begins west of campsite #16. GPS: 38.869020 N / -107.211949 W




THE HIKE

The Three Lakes Trail, beginning at a trailhead west of Lost Lake Slough and Lost Lake Campground, makes a 3.6-mile loop past three lakes—Lost Lake Slough, Lost Lake, and Dollar Lake. The moderate hike is easy to follow, has gentle grades, and offers spectacular views of the Anthracite Range, Ruby Range, and East and West Beckwith Peaks. The popular trail is a perfect hike for late September, when quaking aspens brush gold across the mountainsides, and mid-July to early August, when colorful wildflowers dapple meadows.

East of the trailhead, along the north shore of Lost Lake Slough at 9,600 feet, spreads Lost Lake Campground, an ideal overnight spot for exploring the area. The USDA Forest Service campground offers fourteen campsites with dramatic lake views. A picnic area is at the trailhead.

The best months are June through mid-October. Expect sunny mornings in summer and thunderstorms in the afternoon. Bring a rain jacket to stay dry in downpours. September and October bring warm days and chilly nights, with occasional snow whitening East Beckwith Peak. The Kebler Pass Road between Crested Butte and CO 133 east of Paonia is closed by snow from November until May, making the trail inaccessible in winter.


[image: Dollar Lake tucks into a wooded hollow below glaciated ridges on the Three Lakes Trail.]
Dollar Lake tucks into a wooded hollow below glaciated ridges on the Three Lakes Trail.



Start at the Three Lakes Trailhead, on the west side of the picnic area west of the campground. A signpost at the trailhead points left for Three Lakes Trail and right for Beckwith Pass Trail. The first leg of the hike climbs 0.6 mile to Lost Lake.

Go left on the Three Lakes Trail and hike south for almost 0.1 mile to a junction with a trail on the left. This is the return trail at the end of the hike. Continue straight on the main trail and cross a meadow lined with aspen and evergreen trees. The stony trail climbs through a mature fir and spruce forest broken by groves of quaking aspen. Eventually the trail flattens and reaches the northeast shore of Lost Lake, a shimmering pond tucked against the north flank of 12,432-foot East Beckwith Peak. A jumble of fallen tree trunks litters the lake’s eastern shoreline, pushed by the wind into shallow water.

The next segment runs 0.8 mile from Lost Lake to the junction with the Dollar Lake Trail. Hike southeast through open forest and flower-studded meadows to a junction at 0.9 mile. A short trail heads right for 125 feet to the base of “Lost Lake Falls,” a 180-foot waterfall with at least 6 leaps, on Middle Creek. The falls roars in early summer but by September is a mere trickle over bedrock. Return to the main trail and go right. The trail bends east and contours across slopes with majestic views north of striking 11,438-foot Marcellina Mountain and The Raggeds, a remote range protected in The Raggeds Wilderness Area. Continue past the viewpoint to a T junction with the Dollar Lake Trail on the right.

Go right on the signed Dollar Lake Trail. The 0.2-mile rocky path heads uphill and then drops to a sloping beach on the north shore of circular Dollar Lake. The pond, shiny as a silver dollar, nestles in a wooded hollow at about 10,100 feet below East Beckwith
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Mountain’s northeast ridge. After admiring the pristine lake, follow the trail back north to the junction with the Three Lake Trail for an 0.4-mile side excursion. Head north on the main trail from the junction.

The next 1.0 mile follows the Three Lake Trail north, descending through evergreen woods and aspen groves. After descending three switchbacks, the trail crosses broad meadows on a hillside and after 2.4 miles reaches the eastern edge of Lost Lake Slough.

Continue north to a junction with Beckwith Pass Trail at 2.6 miles, which heads south to Beckwith Pass on the edge of the West Elk Wilderness Area. Go left at the junction on the Three Lake Trail and cross a meadow to a plank bridge over Middle Creek, the outlet stream from Lost Lake Slough. Continue up a hillside to the lake’s northeast edge and the east loop road for Lost Lake Campground at 2.8 miles.

Go left on the gravel road and walk on the left side of the road. The hike edges along the northern shore of 9,623-foot Lost Lake Slough, a 10-acre lake that was enlarged for water storage. The views across the lake, especially on calm mornings, to East Beckwith Peak and its spur ridges are stunning.

After passing a wheelchair-accessible fishing ramp, continue to a road junction. Keep left on the short road to the trailhead. At 3.2 miles the road bends right. Go straight under a huge spruce tree and follow a singletrack trail up a shallow valley to a junction with Three Lake Trail. Go right and hike north to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Three Lakes Trailhead, on the west side of the hiker and horse parking lot west of Lost Lake Campground and Lost Lake Slough (GPS: 38.869020 N / -107.211949 W). Hike south on the marked Three Lakes Trail (#843).

	0.2 Reach a trail junction. Go straight on the marked trail.

	0.6 Reach the northeast shore of Lost Lake (GPS: 38.863086 N / -107.209724 W).

	0.9 Reach junction at a creek. A short trail heads right for 125 feet to “Lost Lake Falls.”

	1.2 The trail crosses talus slopes with views north of Lost Lake Slough and Marcellina Mountain.

	1.4 Reach a T junction with the Dollar Lake Trail (GPS: 38.861317 N / -107.202730 W). Go right and hike south to Dollar Lake.

	1.6 Reach the north shore of Dollar Lake (GPS: 38.858500 N / -107.201366 W). After admiring the view, turn around and hike north on the Dollar Lake Trail.

	1.8 Reach junction with the Three Lakes Trail. Go straight (right) and hike downhill.

	2.4 The trail reaches the eastern edge of Lost Lake Slough.

	2.6 Junction with Beckwith Pass Trail (#842). Keep left on the Three Lakes Trail.

	2.8 Reach the east loop road for Lost Lake Campground (GPS: 38.869847 N / -107.205065 W). Go left and hike west on the south shoulder of a gravel road along the north shore of Lost Lake Slough.

	3.1 Go left on the Horse Campground loop road (road goes to trailhead).

	3.2 When the road bends right, go left on the unmarked singletrack trail under a large spruce tree (GPS: 38.868839 N / -107.210328 W) and hike west.

	3.3 Reach a T junction with the Three Lakes Trail (GPS: 38.868213 N / -107.212180 W). Go right to return to the trailhead.

	3.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.








30 DILLON PINNACLES TRAIL, CURECANTI NATIONAL RECREATION AREA

The Dillon Pinnacles Trail is a scenic hike across sagebrush-covered slopes north of Blue Mesa Reservoir to a viewpoint below the Dillon Pinnacles, an eroded escarpment of gargoyles, balanced rocks, towering fins, and freestanding pinnacles.


Start: Dillon Pinnacles Trailhead

Distance: 3.8 miles out and back

Hiking time: 2–3 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 330 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt

Best season: Year-round; best Apr to Nov

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: National Park Service

Fees and permits: No entrance fees for Curecanti NRA

Maps: USGS Sapinero

Trail contact: Curecanti National Recreation Area, 102 Elk Creek, Gunnison 81230; (970) 641-2337, ext. 205; www.nps.gov/cure/index.htm




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From the recreation area’s Elk Creek Visitor Center, west of Gunnison, drive 6 miles west on US 50 to the signed Dillon Pinnacles parking lot, boat ramp, and the Dillon Pinnacles Trailhead, on the west side of the highway before the Middle Bridge over Blue Mesa Reservoir (GPS: 38.470523 N / -107.253030 W). The parking area has 13 spaces, 2 handicap spaces, and a restroom. To reach the trailhead, walk down the paved boat ramp for 400 feet to the start of the trail, on the right. GPS: 38.469666 N / -107.254209 W




THE HIKE

The Dillon Pinnacles Trail gently climbs 2.0 miles up dry slopes blanketed with sagebrush north of Blue Mesa Reservoir to a viewpoint below a jumble of strangely carved rock formations on the southern end of a high upland. The trail offers spectacular views across the glistening lake and has rest benches and interpretive signs. Gaining only 330 feet of elevation, the hike is ideal for families and seniors.

While the trail is open year-round, the best hiking season is April to November. Because the trail is above 7,400 feet of elevation, temperatures vary between 50°F and 90°F in summer. Watch for thunderstorms and wind in the afternoon. July is the warmest month, with an average high of 83°F and five days with precipitation. Winters are cold, with variable snowfall and cold temperatures. Expect daily highs in the 20s and 30s from December through February, warming into the 40s by March.

Curecanti National Recreation Area, a narrow 43,095-acre parkland administered by the National Park Service, stretches along the Gunnison River from west of Gunnison to the eastern boundary of Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park. A ladder of three lakes—Blue Mesa Reservoir, Morrow Point Lake, and Crystal Lake—form Curecanti National Recreation Area and are part of the Bureau of Reclamation’s Upper Colorado River Storage Project. Dams harness the Gunnison River, storing water and providing flood control, irrigation, and hydroelectric power. Recreationists visit the lakes for fishing, boating, water sports, camping, and hiking. Curecanti offers seven designated hiking trails, with Dillon Pinnacles Trail the most popular.


[image: The Dillon Pinnacles Trail follows the north shoreline of Blue Mesa Reservoir before climbing to the dramatic pinnacles.]
The Dillon Pinnacles Trail follows the north shoreline of Blue Mesa Reservoir before climbing to the dramatic pinnacles.



Start at the Dillon Pinnacles parking lot with restrooms, alongside US 50 about 6 miles west of Curecanti’s Elk Creek Visitor Center. Reach the trailhead from the parking lot by walking 400 feet down the paved boat ramp beside the northern abutments of the Middle Bridge over Blue Mesa Reservoir.

The singletrack dirt trail heads west, contouring above the reservoir’s high-water mark along the base of a hillside covered with grasses and sagebrush. Blue Mesa Reservoir, Colorado’s largest lake when full, stretches 20 miles from inlet to dam, inundating up to 9,000 watery acres and boasting a 96-mile shoreline. The lake fills three natural



[image: Eroded ridges and rock formations line the Dillon Pinnacles Trail.]
Eroded ridges and rock formations line the Dillon Pinnacles Trail.




basins—Iola Basin on the eastern inlet end, Cebolla Basin in the midsection, and Sapinero Basin west of the Middle Bridge. A massive 342-foot-high earthen dam, completed in 1965, fills the mouth of the Black Canyon to form the lake, which reaches depths of 300 feet when full.

After 0.4 mile the trail dips across a dry wash and angles northwest away from the lake. At 0.6 mile it reaches Dillon Gulch, a dry drainage that drains south from 9,412-foot Dillon Mesa, a grassy upland. Most of the hills and mesas surrounding Blue Mesa Reservoir are conserved as the Curecanti Archaeological District, preserving hundreds of ancient sites used by prehistoric Americans up to 10,000 years ago. Early paleo-hunters erected crude shelters at camps used for hunting and gathering plants and built firepits, some used for thousands of years. The Ute lived here seasonally over the last 1,500 years.

Hike up Dillon Gulch, a ravine lined with narrowleaf cottonwoods, willows, scrub oak, junipers, and scattered ponderosa pines. Reach a Y junction after 1.1 miles and go left on the main trail. The narrow right trail continues up the draw to the top of Dillon Mesa. The trail heads west, contouring across a sagebrush-covered hillside and passing juniper trees huddled in dry washes. The Dillon Pinnacles loom north of the trail—a geologic wonderland of strangely carved spires, castellated ridges, flying buttresses, gargoyles, and deep gullies that forms a majestic backdrop to the blue lake below.

The pinnacles and cliffs were formed some 30 million years ago when volcanoes in the West Elk Mountains to the north spewed out mud flows and ash during violent eruptions. This debris was deposited as West Elk Breccia, a volcanic rock containing chunks of rock that range in size from pebbles to giant boulders embedded in ash and mud. A couple million years later, massive eruptions in the San Juan Mountains to the south ejected more ash and volcanic glass, which formed an erosion-resistant cap of welded tuff atop the breccia. Erosion by water and frost wedging attacked the soft rock, shaping the bizarre shapes seen today.

After 1.8 miles the trail reaches a Y junction on a flat, mesa-like area. The trail forms a short loop here. Take the righthand trail and hike south to a viewpoint that looks south across Blue Mesa Lake to the snowcapped San Juan Mountains, including flat-topped 14,308-foot Uncompahgre Peak. After admiring the mountains, turn around and look north for a great view of the Dillon Pinnacles. Hike north on the return loop of the trail and reach the junction at 2.0 miles.

Finish the hike by following the trail for 1.8 miles back to the trailhead. Keep watch along the trail for wildlife, including mule deer, elk, and occasional bighorn sheep, and make sure your dog is leashed to avoid wildlife confrontations.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the right side of the boat ramp below the Dillon Pinnacles parking area (GPS:38.469666 N / -107.254209 W). Hike west along the northern edge of Blue Mesa Reservoir.

	0.6 Reach Dillon Gulch and follow the trail up the left side of a dry wash.

	1.1 Reach a Y junction (GPS: 38.475877 N / -107.261815 W). Go left on the main trail toward the Pinnacles.
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	1.8 Reach a Y junction and start of the loop portion of the trail (GPS: 38.482286 N / -107.268353 W). Take the right fork.

	1.9 Reach an overlook at the south end of the loop (GPS: 38.481245 N / -107.269453 W).

	2.0 Return to the junction at start of the loop. Follow the trail 1.5 miles back to the trailhead.

	3.8 Arrive back at the trailhead at the boat ramp. Go left up the ramp to the parking lot.








31 CURECANTI CREEK TRAIL, CURECANTI NATIONAL RECREATION AREA

The Curecanti Creek Trail descends into a deep side canyon that leads to the edge of Morrow Point Reservoir below Curecanti Needle, a towering granite pinnacle, in Curecanti National Recreation Area.


Start: Curecanti Creek Trailhead at Pioneer Point

Distance: 4.4 miles out and back

Hiking time: 3–4 hours

Difficulty: Strenuous

Elevation gain: 900 feet of elevation loss and gain

Trail surface: Dirt, rock

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: National Park Service, Curecanti National Recreation Area

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Curecanti Needle

Trail contact: Curecanti National Recreation Area, 102 Elk Creek, Gunnison 81230; (970) 641-2337, ext. 205; www.nps.gov/cure/

Special considerations: The trail is icy and snow-packed in winter; bring Microspikes and trekking poles. The creek runs high in spring and early summer.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Reach the trailhead from US 50 between Gunnison and Montrose by turning north on CO 92, signed “Lake Fork,” above Blue Mesa Dam. Drive northwest on CO 92 along the north rim of the upper Black Canyon of the Gunnison for 5.7 miles. Turn left (south) to Pioneer Lookout Point and drive 550 feet to a parking lot and trailhead. The trailhead is to the right of the restrooms. GPS: 38.453909 N / -107.415004 W




THE HIKE

The Curecanti Creek Trail, dropping 900 feet from Pioneer Lookout Point to an inlet on the northern shoreline of Morrow Point Reservoir, is an excellent 4.2-mile out-and-back hike that explores a rugged canyon in the upper Black Canyon of the Gunnison. The trail allows hikers to experience the forbidding gorge of the Gunnison River, with soaring cliffs rising from Curecanti Creek to the canyon rim above.

The strenuous trail is easy to follow and has gradual grades except for a few steep sections in the lower canyon. While the trail is easy to descend to the canyon bottom and the glassy lake, be aware that the ascent back to the trailhead is uphill all the way. The trail is a fun overnight backpacking trek, with a campsite, wildlife-proof storage box, and toilet near the trail’s end and another site higher in the canyon.

The best time to hike is May through October, with few storms and pleasant temperatures. The trail has shade trees and the bottom of Curecanti Canyon is often in shade, so temperatures are rarely hot. Late September and early October are gorgeous, especially on the rim at Pioneer Lookout Point, with golden groves of quaking aspen and thickets of Gambel oak painted orange and red. Snow and ice encase the trail, especially in the



[image: The emerald waters of Morrow Point Reservoir and Curecanti Needle lie at the end of the trail.]
The emerald waters of Morrow Point Reservoir and Curecanti Needle lie at the end of the trail.




lower canyon, from mid-November until snowmelt in April. Curecanti Creek roars during the spring months; use caution by the creek during high water, although the trail crosses the creek twice on footbridges.

Start at the 8,033-foot trailhead by the restrooms at the Pioneer Overlook Point parking lot. A sign explaining the trail marks the trailhead. Walk 55 feet west to a junction and keep right. After 315 feet is another junction. Go right on the marked Curecanti Creek Trail. Continuing straight leads to an airy overlook above the canyon and a view of Curecanti Needle.

The first 1.0 mile gently descends the eastern rim of Curecanti Creek Canyon before dropping steeply to the creek. From the junction, head north across slopes covered with sagebrush, wild geranium, chokecherry, Gambel oak, and juniper, passing picnic tables on the right. As the trail descends, ponderosa pines fill shady ravines. After 0.6 mile the trail switchbacks down steep slopes broken with short cliffs. The trail reaches a high bridge with handrails that crosses the tumbling creek after 1.0 mile.

The next section threads south along the creek, crossing talus fields and meadows below cliffs and scrambling down rocky slopes. Hike south above the creek through a thick forest of fir and spruce. Note that the opposite side of the canyon has sunny, open slopes with scattered trees, while the moist west side of the canyon is clad in conifers that normally grow at higher elevations.

The trail passes along the edge of a meadow with a campsite and picnic table then plunges through woods to the base of a cliff. From here to the trail’s end, water-streaked cliffs hem the narrow canyon. Past the first cliffs, the trail reaches a steep section with views south to a sharp buttress topped by Pioneer Lookout Point. Descend alongside the roaring creek as it foams over worn boulders. After the trail flattens out, cross to the creek’s east side on another footbridge and continue south.

Look for American dippers, an aquatic songbird, dipping into the chilly creek for insects and small fish. Dippers nest along streams like Curecanti Creek, finding food and protection from predators. They survive cold temperatures with a low metabolic rate, a dense coat of warm feathers, and extra oxygen-carrying capacity in their blood. Look for dippers bobbing up and down on rocks in the creek or flying low above the water.

The trail passes another campsite tucked against a cliff and a toilet after a couple miles before scrambling over broken boulders to the hike’s end at Morrow Point Reservoir—a long, narrow lake that fills the upper Black Canyon. Across the lake looms 7,856-foot Curecanti Needle, a 700-foot-high granite spire at the confluence of the Gunnison River with Blue and Curecanti Creeks.

Curecanti Needle, a Black Canyon landmark, became famous in the late nineteenth century when the Denver & Rio Grande Railroad used it as a logo for their Royal Gorge route, dubbed the “scenic line of the world.” The railroad laid tracks through the narrow canyon in the early 1880s, exiting the depths downriver at Cimarron in 1882. Learn more about the railroad and the canyon’s human history at interpretive exhibits at the old townsite of Cimarron, off US 50 in Curecanti National Recreation Area.

Curecanti Needle was also exposed to the public by photographs taken by pioneer photographer William Henry Jackson in the 1880s. Today, few people except hikers and occasional boaters see the Needle from the riverside vantage point reached by the



[image: The lower Curecanti Creek Trail skirts cliffs that plunge into the snowmelt-filled creek.]
The lower Curecanti Creek Trail skirts cliffs that plunge into the snowmelt-filled creek.
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Curecanti Trail. Every summer a few rock climbers hike down the trail and cross the lake in inflatable boats to ascend cracks to Curecanti Needle’s tabletop-size summit.


[image: A hiker descends the trail beside roaring Curecanti Creek.]
A hiker descends the trail beside roaring Curecanti Creek.



The trail ends at boulders strewn along a beach below an immense promontory. Across the gulf the creek empties placidly into the lake. Take a break and enjoy the view across the lake to the Needle, sunlight glinting off ripples and an occasional hawk wheeling on rising thermals above. This special place is truly one of Colorado’s hidden gems.

After a picnic lunch, shoulder your pack and begin the hike up the trail to the rim. Although you’ll encounter a few steep sections, most of the grades are gentle. Take your time on the way up with rest stops, especially if you’re visiting from a lower elevation and aren’t acclimated to the altitude.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead by the restrooms on the west side of the parking area at Pioneer Lookout Point (GPS: 38.453909 N / -107.415004 W). Hike west 55 feet to a junction and keep right on the Curecanti Creek Trail.

	0.1 Reach another trail junction and turn right. The left-hand trail heads to an overlook above Curecanti Creek.

	1.1 The trail reaches the canyon floor and crosses Curecanti Creek on a footbridge. Go left on the trail on the canyon’s west side.

	2.2 Reach the trail’s end at Morrow Point Reservoir opposite Curecanti Needle (GPS: 38.451518 N / -107.414763 W). Hike back up the trail to the canyon rim and trailhead.

	4.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.








32 NORTH VISTA TRAIL TO EXCLAMATION POINT, BLACK CANYON OF THE GUNNISON NATIONAL PARK

Beginning at the North Rim Ranger Station, the North Vista Trail twists along precipitous cliff edges along the Black Canyon of the Gunnison’s North Rim to stunning views from Exclamation Point.


Start: North Vista Trailhead

Distance: 3.3 miles out and back

Hiking time: About 2 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation gain: 312 feet cumulative gain

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt

Best season: May through Oct

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Dogs not allowed

Land status: National Park Service, Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park

Fees and permits: Park entrance fee, paid at ranger station or outdoor kiosk

Maps: USGS Grizzly Ridge

Trail contact: Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park, 102 Elk Creek, Gunnison 81230; (970) 641-2337, ext. 205; www.nps.gov/blca

Special considerations: Carry water. Use caution at unfenced overlooks on the canyon rim; keep children under control. The North Rim and access roads are closed in winter.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From US 50 in Delta, drive 31 miles on CO 92 to Crawford (or from US 50 at Blue Mesa Dam, drive 42 miles to Crawford). From Crawford, drive 3.3 miles to Black Canyon Road at the south end of Crawford Reservoir. Turn right (west) on Black Canyon Road and follow signs for Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park. Drive 11.7 miles to the junction of Black Canyon Road and G74 Road/North Rim Road. Turn right and drive 0.4 mile on the dirt road to the North Rim Ranger Station before the North Rim Campground. Park in a roadside lot on the north side of the road. North Vista Trailhead is on the right side of a vault toilet at the west end of the parking lot. GPS: 38.58676 N / -107.705152 W




THE HIKE

The North Vista Trail, beginning at the ranger station on the North Rim of the Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park, offers a superb 3.3-mile round-trip hike to Exclamation Point, a stunning viewpoint that looks down the lower gorge. The easy trail threads along the canyon’s precipitous North Rim, passing stands of sagebrush, Gambel oak, and old-growth juniper trees. From the Exclamation Point junction, North Vista Trail continues 1.75 miles to the rounded summit of 8,563-foot Green Mountain, one of the highest points in the national park.

The trail to Exclamation Point is suitable for most hikers, but it does have vertical drop-offs, dizzying exposure, and unfenced overlooks. Keep control of children, and stay away from cliff edges. Allow 2 hours to hike so you have time to enjoy the views. It is



[image: The Gunnison River carved the mile-long Narrows of the Black Canyon over the last 2 million years.]
The Gunnison River carved the mile-long Narrows of the Black Canyon over the last 2 million years.



easy to find solitude on the trail, since visitation on the North Rim is almost 97 percent less than the South Rim. The North Rim has a thirteen-site campground, a ranger station, the 5-mile North Rim Road with six spectacular overlooks, and two hiking trails beside the North Vista Trail: 5.0-mile Deadhorse Trail and 0.3-mile Chasm View Nature Trail. (See the “Extra Credit” options for hiking the Chasm View Nature Trail.)

The North Rim and trail are open seasonally, depending on snowfall. Usually the access road opens by mid-April and closes by late November. Check the park website for closure details. The trail offers good weather in spring, summer, and fall. Summer days can be hot, so bring plenty to drink. Also, watch for thunderstorms and lightning on summer afternoons. Fall brings excellent hiking weather, with mild temperatures and low precipitation.

Start the hike to Exclamation Point at the 7,679-foot-elevation North Vista Trailhead, on the west side of the strip parking lot by the ranger station. The signed trailhead is on the right side of a vault toilet by the parking lot. The singletrack trail heads northwest across open slopes blanketed with sagebrush, passing the boundary of 15,599-acre Black Canyon of the Gunnison Wilderness Area, a protected area that encompasses the inner canyon and parts of both rims. After 0.2 mile the trail leaves the sagebrush and passes dense thickets of Gambel oak, an ecosystem important for grazing mule deer.

The trail dips across the head of S.O.B. Draw at 0.3 mile. This shallow ravine drops southwest into a cliff-lined canyon. A rough trail, beginning near the campground, descends the draw to the inner canyon and the Gunnison River, almost 2,000 feet below. This steep 1.75-mile trail, one of seven designated routes into the canyon, is dangerous, strenuous, unmaintained, and filled with loose rock and poison ivy. The descent, of course, is the easy part. The grinding hike back to the rim is the tough bit. The trail is used by rock climbers accessing routes on the northwest face of Chasm View as well as anglers. Access to the inner canyon in the wilderness area requires a free backcountry permit.

Past S.O.B. Draw, the trail bends west and contours through a piñon pine and juniper woodland. Some of the piñons growing on the North Rim are more than 800 years old, making them some of the oldest of their species in the world. At 0.75 mile the trail reaches a junction marked with a sign reading “Overlook.” Scramble 80 feet down this short trail to an unfenced overlook perched on the edge of a side canyon. The viewpoint yields views across S.O.B. Draw to the vertical northwest face of Chasm View Wall and down the canyon to the South Rim cliffs. Use caution here—the vertical cliffs below the overlook drop more than 500 feet.

Continue west on the North Vista Trail, passing through a gorgeous grove of twisted juniper trees to a T junction at 1.5 miles. The last trail section makes a 0.3-mile loop out to Exclamation Point and back to this junction. Go left on the marked trail and walk along the western edge of a vertical cliff that falls into a deep side canyon to the right. A right turn at the junction on the North Vista Trail climbs another 1.75 miles to the summit of Green Mountain.

From the junction, hike 0.15 mile on the loop trail to 7,702-foot Exclamation Point, a spectacular overlook poised on the edge of a 2,000-foot cliff that drops to the Gunnison River roaring far below. As you take in the inspiring panoramic view of the Black Canyon you will probably want to shout, “Awesome!!” The unfenced overlook is open bedrock dotted with scattered piñon and juniper trees. Like most of the Black Canyon’s overlooks, be cautious on the cliff edge and control children; a fall would be fatal.


[image: The breathtaking view from Exclamation Point offers a glimpse of time and the flowing river.]
The breathtaking view from Exclamation Point offers a glimpse of time and the flowing river.



At the edge of the empty chasm, there is only airy space below your feet. Dark cliffs, carved into ribs, faces, and buttresses, soar on the canyon’s opposite side, unbroken except for gullies and ledges. The thunder of the Gunnison River crashing over fallen boulders below filters up to the rimrock. The Gunnison, Colorado’s fourth-largest river, originates on the Continental Divide and then pools behind three dams, forming Blue Mesa, Morrow Point, and Crystal Reservoirs before plunging down the untamed Black Canyon.

The Black Canyon of the Gunnison, one of Colorado’s most dramatic landscapes, is the narrowest major canyon in North America. “Several western canyons exceed the Black Canyon in overall size,” wrote geologist Wallace Hansen. “Some are longer; some



[image: chpt_fig_132.jpg]



are deeper; some are narrower; and a few have walls as steep. But no other canyon in North America combines the depth, narrowness, sheerness, and somber countenance of the Black Canyon of the Gunnison.” Parts of the gorge, like The Narrows, receive only 33 minutes of sunlight a day in summer and none in winter. The Gunnison River, dropping an average of 95 feet per mile through the national park, excavated the canyon over the last 2 million years, digging it 1 inch deeper every 100 years through some of the oldest rock on the planet.

After your initial exclamation, the overlook is a place that shuts you up. To stand on the rim is to struggle to comprehend the slow march of geologic time and see more than 2 billion years of Earth’s history in the ancient cliffs and the dynamic canyon. It’s the kind of place that silences thoughts and lets you dwell on the eternal—rock, time, and the flowing river.

After a meditation and sip of water, head north from the overlook on the loop trail and return to the junction with the North Vista Trail at 1.8 miles. Go right on the trail and hike 1.5 miles east to the trailhead and ranger station.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKES

After hiking to Exclamation Point, extend the hike by returning to the T junction with the North Vista Trail. Go straight and hike 1.75 miles to the summit of 8,563-foot Green Mountain, on the park’s north boundary. The summit offers views south of the San Juan Mountains, the West Elk Mountains to the northeast, and the Uncompahgre Plateau to the west. The overlook also yields amazing views into the Black Canyon below. Return down the trail to the trailhead for a 7.0-mile round-trip hike.

The easy 0.3-mile Chasm View Nature Trail begins at the entrance to the North Rim Campground, west of the ranger station. The loop hike offers an up-close view of the Black Canyon. The trail edges along the rim of Chasm View Wall—a sheer, vertigo-inducing cliff that drops 1,723 feet from the rimrock to the roaring Gunnison River. The trail passes several fenced and unfenced overlooks. Use caution, and control children at the cliff edge. Million-dollar views from the trail include The Narrows, upcanyon, and the Painted Wall, the tallest cliff in Colorado, downcanyon. The South Rim of the Black Canyon lies a scant 1,100 feet across the canyon from the North Rim but is over 100 miles away by car. The trail also passes some of the park’s oldest juniper and piñon pine trees. Allow 30 minutes to 1 hour to hike the trail.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the North Vista Trailhead, at a vault toilet by the North Rim Ranger Station (GPS: 38.586762 N / -107.705152 W).

	0.75 Reach junction with a short trail marked “Overlook.” Hike 80 feet to an unfenced overlook above S.O.B. Gully. Return to the North Vista Trail and go left.

	1.5 Reach a T junction (GPS: 38.589022 N / -107.721471 W). Go left on the Exclamation Point Trail. A right turn heads up Green Mountain on the North Vista Trail.

	1.65 Hike along the western edge of a side canyon to Exclamation Point, an unfenced overlook on bedrock (GPS: 38.587049 N / -107.721150 W).

	1.8 Return to the trail junction. Go right and hike east on the North Vista Trail.

	3.3 Arrive back at the trailhead.








33 RIFLE ARCH TRAIL, BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT PUBLIC LANDS

This hike climbs canyons and mesas to angular Rifle Arch, one of Colorado’s largest natural arches. The giant window opens through a tawny sandstone cliff on the southern edge of the Grand Hogback.


Start: Rifle Arch Trailhead

Distance: 2.8 miles out and back

Hiking time: 1–2 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 880 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Dirt trail

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily, sunrise to sunset

Other trail users: Equestrians

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed

Land status: BLM public lands

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Rifle, Horse Mountain

Trail contact: Bureau of Land Management, Colorado River Valley Field Office, 2300 River Frontage Rd., Silt 81652; (970) 876-9000; www.blm.gov/office/colorado-river-valley-field-office

Special considerations: Summers are hot; bring plenty of water. The trail may be icy in winter.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From I-70, take the Rifle exit and drive north to US 6/Centennial Parkway. Continue straight on Railroad Avenue through downtown Rifle to CO 13, or go left on US 6 and drive west to the CO 13 Rifle Bypass and follow it to its junction with Railroad Avenue. Drive 5.6 miles north on CO 13 toward Meeker to the parking lot and trailhead, on the right (north) side of the highway at mile marker 7. GPS: 39.612620 N / -107.809941 W




THE HIKE

The 1.4-mile Rifle Arch Trail, beginning on CO 13 north of Rifle, crosses dry mesas and shallow canyons to a viewpoint below Rifle Arch, a hidden gem tucked into towering cliffs on the southern edge of the Grand Hogback. The 150-foot-wide, 60-foot-high sandstone span would be more at home in Arches National Park or the arch parade above Rattlesnake Canyon by Grand Junction.

The trail was built by the Bureau of Land Management in the mid-1990s, following an older social trail to the arch. It is a popular local hike, so the parking area may fill on busy weekends. For solitude, plan to hike on weekdays. The trail sees little maintenance by the BLM, so steep sections may be eroded in places. In 2020 the BLM made plans to create an 18-mile network of trails, mostly for mountain biking, on the sloping mesas south of the Grand Hogback and Rifle Arch. Plans call for the first 0.15 mile of the Rifle Arch Trail to be rerouted.

The lower-elevation trail, ranging from 5,865 feet to 6,560 feet in elevation, is an ideal hike during spring and fall, with pleasant temperatures and low precipitation. The trail is hot on summer days, but shade is found beneath junipers. Bring water, use sunscreen, and wear a hat for sun protection. Winter days are often fine, with bright skies, but light snow usually dusts the area during the colder months.


[image: Rifle Arch, a 150-foot rock span, hides in soaring sandstone slabs.]
Rifle Arch, a 150-foot rock span, hides in soaring sandstone slabs.



Start at a trailhead on the north side of the parking lot just north of CO 13. A sign notes that the trail is open to hikers and equestrians and closed to mountain bikers and motorized vehicles. The sandy path heads north up an outwash plain covered with sagebrush and spotty junipers.

Reach a junction at 0.15 mile. Keep straight on the main trail. The left trail is an alternate route that rejoins the main arch route after 1.0 mile. The trail trends northwest and after 0.25 mile begins a steep ascent to the top of the mesa. This 0.15-mile section is the steepest and hardest section of the hike.

The trail reaches a juniper woodland above a shallow ravine on the mesa and bends west onto a sloping mesa studded with tall sagebrush, one of western Colorado’s characteristic plants. After 0.6 mile the trail dips into a draw to a metal bench shaded by junipers. Have a drink of water and look north at the Grand Hogback, a towering escarpment of rugged peaks broken by canyons and sandstone cliffs. Look at the right side of the main slabby cliffs to spot Rifle Arch.

The Grand Hogback, one of Colorado’s most distinctive features, is a curving 90-mile-long ridge of uplifted sandstone that forms the boundary between the Rocky Mountains to the east and the Colorado Plateau to the west. The hogback, called a monocline by geologists, is composed of sandstones in the Mesa Verde Formation that were deposited
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[image: The Rifle Arch Trail offers views of sharp, unnamed peaks in the uplifted Grand Hogback.]
The Rifle Arch Trail offers views of sharp, unnamed peaks in the uplifted Grand Hogback.




more than 100 million years ago along a swampy shoreline and river deltas. Later, during the Laramide orogeny between 70 and 40 million years ago, the horizontal formations were lifted and tilted, and then millions of years of erosion shaped the hogback.

Continue northwest on the trail to the sloping mesa’s west edge. Descend the double-track trail, an old roadbed, and after 0.9 mile reach the bottom of a dry wash and a junction with a closed road. Keep straight on the wide roadbed up the wash through scattered junipers and sagebrush. At 1.1 mile, hike up a short, steep hill with good views up the canyon to rugged Point 7,860 and a deep, cliff-lined gap.

The trail’s last 0.3 mile ascends a sloping mesa, twisting through old-growth juniper trees. Reach the end of the official trail and a viewpoint of spectacular Rifle Arch at a shady bench at 1.4 miles. The trail gains 520 feet from trailhead to viewpoint. The thick arch vaults across an eroded amphitheater 300 feet above the viewpoint.

If you want a closer look at Rifle Arch, scramble up boulders and talus on a short, steep trail to the arch’s broad opening and superb views across the valley from Grand Mesa on the southern horizon to the Roan Cliffs to the southwest. The slabs left of Rifle Arch offer a dozen established routes for rock climbers.

After enjoying the views of this hidden natural wonder, return down the trail to the parking lot and trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the north side of the parking lot off the highway at (GPS: 39.612620 N / -107.809941 W).

	0.15 Reach a Y junction. Keep right on the main trail and hike north, upvalley. The left-hand trail is an alternative path for mountain bikes.

	0.25 Leave the valley on the left and climb the steep trail.

	0.4 Reach the mesa top and head northwest above a ravine.

	0.6 Cross the open sagebrush-covered mesa to a bench below junipers (GPS: 39.619343 N / -107.810923 W).

	0.7 Reach the western edge of the mesa and descend a hill on the doubletrack trail into a wash.

	0.9 At the bottom of the wash, keep right on an old road up the wash.

	1.1 Climb a steep hill to a sloping mesa covered with junipers.

	1.4 Reach a shaded bench and viewpoint below Rifle Arch (GPS: 39.628027 N / -107.811033 W). To reach the bottom of the arch, follow a steep trail for 500 feet over boulders to the arch. Return down the trail to the trailhead.

	2.8 Arrive back at the trailhead.








34 DEVILS CANYON TRAILS, MCINNIS CANYONS NATIONAL CONSERVATION AREA

The Devils Canyon Trails form a hike up a dramatic cliff-lined canyon in the McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area west of Colorado National Monument.


Start: Devils Canyon Trailhead

Distance: 6.7-mile lollipop

Hiking time: 3–6 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 1,245 feet

Trail surface: Doubletrack and singletrack dirt and sand

Best season: Apr and May; Sept and Oct

Schedule: Open daily, sunrise to sunset

Other trail users: Equestrians

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed but must be under control, especially during bighorn lambing season in spring. Pick up dog waste and deposit at trailhead trash cans.

Land status: Bureau of Land Management (BLM); McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area; Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness Area

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Mack; Fruita Front Country: Devils Canyon & Pollock Bench Trail System BLM map

Trail contact: Bureau of Land Management, McInnis Canyons NCA, 2815 H Rd., Grand Junction 81506; (970) 244-3000; www.blm.gov/colorado/mcnca

Special considerations: Summers are hot, with limited shade on the trail; bring water. The trail may be icy in winter. Stay alert for flash flooding and be ready to climb to safety. The Devils Canyon, Flume Canyon, and Pollock Bench trail system in the northern part of the NCA is day use only, with camping prohibited. Camping is allowed in the wilderness area and at nearby Colorado National Monument. Fires are prohibited from the NCA boundary to the wilderness boundary.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Drive west on I-70 from Grand Junction to exit 19 at Fruita. Turn south on CO 340 and drive 1.5 miles to the Kingsview Estates subdivision, on the right. Turn right (west) on Kingsview Road and drive through the subdivision to a left turn to Devils Canyon Trailhead after 0.5 mile. Follow a short road to a parking lot, restrooms, and the trailhead. GPS: 39.139948 N / -108.756910 W




THE HIKE

The Devils Canyon hike follows several trails from the trailhead on the northeastern edge of the McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area into scenic Devils Canyon, a wide canyon flanked by vertical sandstone cliffs. The trails, forming a 6.7-mile lollipop hike, are easy to follow with directional signs at key junctions. Expect solitude and quiet, with few other hikers, especially on the upper part of D3 Trail.

The 123,430-acre McInnis Canyons Conservation Area is a spectacular landscape filled with wonders like the second-largest concentration of arches in North America; famed dinosaur fossil sites; seven major canyon systems; Native American rock art sites; and recreational opportunities for hikers, mountain bikers, and river rafters. Much of the area is protected in the Black Ridge Wilderness Area.


[image: The hike descends lower Devils Canyon on the hike’s return leg.]
The hike descends lower Devils Canyon on the hike’s return leg.



Bare rock defines western Colorado—an upland desert characterized by sandstone escarpments, slickrock pavement, slender spires, cliff-walled canyons, and badlands. A rock architecture of mesas, cuestas, pillars, and headlands composes this angular landscape, all shaped by wind and water. The McInnis Canyons and neighboring Colorado National Monument lie along the northern edge of the Uncompahgre Plateau, the humpbacked roots of an ancient mountain range. Deep canyons, including Devils Canyon, slice into the plateau, revealing Earth’s history in a book of geologic time. Each rock formation tells a tale of vanished landscapes, including basement rocks that are some of the oldest exposed rocks on planet Earth, red sandstone layers that recall Mesozoic dune fields, and clay formations that preserve dinosaur fossils buried in swamps and sluggish rivers.

The hike is good year-round, but the best months are April, May, September, and October. Expect warm days, with temperatures between 60°F and 80°F, light precipitation, and occasional storms. Summer days are hot, climbing into the low 100s. Plan an early start to avoid the heat, and carry at least 1 gallon of water per person for the day. Wear sunscreen and a hat for sun protection. Little shade is found except meager cover from junipers and an occasional boulder. Dogs struggle in the summer heat and high ground temperatures, so it’s best to leave your pet behind. Heavy rain can occur on summer afternoons, particularly in July and August.

Study the trail map before doing the Devils Canyon hike so you are acquainted with the different trails and junctions. The lower Devils Canyon area beyond the trailhead is laced with trails, which can be confusing when you first look at a map. All of the Devils Canyon Trails begin with a “D,” except for two “K” trails that branch east toward Kodels Canyon. The described hike follows D1 Trail to D4 Trail to D3 Trail, which makes a big loop and returns to D3 Trail to D2 and D1 Trails.


[image: A weathered juniper tree on the Devils Canyon Trail.]
A weathered juniper tree on the Devils Canyon Trail.



Begin at the Devils Canyon Trailhead, on the west side of the parking lot. Go through a gate to a map box and continue on D1 Trail, a closed road that swings right below a hill at 0.1 mile and then heads south toward obvious Devils Canyon.

Stay on D1, passing a junction on the right for D3 and D4 Trails at 0.3 mile and then a junction with K8 on the left at 0.4 mile, to a Y junction with D2/K1 at 0.5 mile. The left trail will be the return hike. Keep right on D1 on a terrace above Devils Canyon, a low canyon walled by cliffs to the east. After 0.7 mile the wide trail reaches a signed junction with D4, with arrows pointing to “Devils 1” and “To Devils 3.” Go left on D4 toward D3.

The singletrack D4 Trail twists along the rim, dipping across dry washes before dropping through cliff bands to the sandy floor of lower Devils Canyon and a junction with D3 at 1.1 miles. Go straight on D3, up the canyon. The return hike follows D3 down the canyon to the left.

The sandy trail crosses the dry wash, although a creek trickles down it in spring or after rain. Follow the east side of the wash past saltbush, sagebrush, and scattered junipers. At 1.2 miles the trail crosses the boundary of Black Ridge Wilderness Area, a 75,439-acre wilderness that protects a swath of desert canyons. Devils Canyon lies on the eastern edge of the wilderness area.

Reach a signed junction on the canyon floor after 1.5 miles and go right on D3 Trail to hike counterclockwise, which makes a 3.8-mile loop from here through upper Devils Canyon. The trail on the left is the return loop. Hike up the rocky wash for 250 feet, leave the canyon floor, and climb slopes on the canyon’s west side onto a sagebrush-covered bench below a cliff. Make a hard left, scramble over bedrock, and continue to a higher bench at 1.7 miles, where the trail levels off.


[image: The trail passes bedrock pools filled with rainwater in lower Devils Canyon.]
The trail passes bedrock pools filled with rainwater in lower Devils Canyon.



For the next 1.5 miles, the trail crosses this bench below a towering wall of Wingate Sandstone cliffs. The trail, passing through a woodland of piñon pine and juniper trees, dips across dry washes that drain from side canyons. Tall pinnacles like blocky Pitchfork Tower and a broken arch loom above the trail at the headland between each side canyon.

The trail eventually crosses a wash below the Devil’s Disciples, three towers joined together, and turns left. Follow a rounded ridge to the halfway point of the hike at a one-room cowboy line shack at 3.6 miles. The rustic wooden shack, once covered with black tarpaper, was a refuge from wind and weather for cowboys looking for stray cattle and sheep in southern Devils Canyon. While the exact history of the cabin is unknown, the BLM thinks it dates from the late 1920s and was possibly built by John G. Beard, who homesteaded Devils Canyon and raised sheep here. Local lore says the cabin was also used by rustlers hiding unbranded calves and goatherders who ran more than 4,000 mohair goats south of the Colorado River. The cabin was probably well stocked for survival with cans of coffee and food, a white porcelain tank that held water, a plank table for playing cards and telling tall tales, supply shelves, and two bunks for bedrolls. It originally had a sheet-metal woodstove to warm hands on cold nights, but the BLM removed the stove to keep hikers from torching the hut. Stop in the cabin for shade and sign a visitor register; then hit the trail for the 3.1-mile homeward leg.

The trail heads east from the cabin and drops across black rock at the bottom of the canyon. This ancient rock, some of the oldest exposed on the planet, dates between 1.7 and 1.5 billion years ago, when it was deposited as sand, silt, and mud during Precambrian times.
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The trail climbs out of the basement rocks, bends north, and runs across a bench covered with sagebrush, junipers, and piñon pines below the eastern cliff wall. This section of the loop from the cabin to the junction at the start of Trail D3 is 1.3 miles long. After 1.0 mile the trail passes beneath Phantom Spire, a freestanding pinnacle perched on a ledge. It’s also called Kit Carson Spire, for a carved inscription on the wall behind that reads: “Kit Carson 1841.” The frontiersman and scout trapped beaver in the Grand Valley during the winter of 1840 and 1841.

Past the spire, the trail gently descends along the eastern edge of the inner gorge. The last 0.2 mile of the loop drops steeply down broken slopes to the junction at the beginning of the loop on the canyon floor.

The next segment returns down D3 Trail in lower Devils Canyon. Follow the trail north on the east side of the wash for 0.4 mile to a junction with D4, on the left. A sign here points straight for “Devils 3” and left “To Devils 1.” Keep right on the canyon floor and continue north on D3. This trail section is gorgeous, scrambling over boulders in the wash, crossing slickrock slabs, and passing shining pools of rainwater. Short tawny cliffs line the canyon walls.

After 0.5 mile the trail reaches a junction with Trail D2. Go left on D2 and walk 0.1 mile to the original Y junction with Trail D1. Finish the hike by following D1 for 0.7 mile back to the trailhead and parking lot.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Devils Canyon Trailhead (GPS: 39.139948 N / -108.756910 W). Go through the gate and pass a sign that reads: “Devils Canyon Trail System.” Hike southwest on D1 Trail.

	0.3 Pass a junction on the right with D4 and D5 Trails. Continue straight on D1.

	0.4 Reach a junction with K8 Trail. Continue straight on D1.

	0.5 Reach a Y junction with D2/K1, on the left (GPS: 39.135799 N / -108.759827 W). Go right on the wide D1 Trail.

	0.7 Reach a T junction with D4 Trail (GPS: 39.132527 N / -108.762850 W). Go left (south) on D4 on the west rimrock of lower Devils Canyon.

	1.1 Reach junction with D3 Trail in the bottom of Devils Canyon (GPS: 39.128948 N / -108.764586 W). Go straight on D3, up the floor of Devils Canyon.

	1.2 Pass the boundary of Black Ridge Wilderness Area.

	1.5 Reach a Y junction where D3 Trail splits to form a loop (GPS: 39.125767 N / -108.766029 W). Go right on D3 on the canyon floor then up slopes to a bench below cliffs on the west side of Devils Canyon. The left fork is the loop’s return leg.

	3.6 Arrive at cowboy line shack on a ridge in the canyon just past the hike’s halfway point (GPS: 39.103541 N / -108.766239 W). After viewing the cabin and signing the register, cross the inner canyon, climb onto a bench on the east side of Devils Canyon, and hike north.

	5.2 Return to the start of loop at the D3 Trail junction. Continue straight (north) on D3 on the canyon floor.

	5.6 Reach junction with D4 Trail. Continue straight, down the canyon floor, on D3.

	6.1 Exit the canyon on the right to T junction with D2 Trail (GPS: 39.134694 N / -108.759062 W). Go left on D2 and cross a bridge.

	6.2 Reach junction with D1 Trail. Keep straight on wide D1 toward the trailhead.

	6.7 Arrive back at the trailhead.








35 POLLACK BENCH AND RATTLESNAKE ARCHES TRAIL, MCINNIS CANYONS NATIONAL CONSERVATION AREA

The Rattlesnake Arches Trail is a backcountry route that climbs to the largest concentration of arches in Colorado on a cliff overlooking Rattlesnake Canyon. The hike offers spectacular scenery and plenty of solitude.


Start: Pollock Bench Trailhead

Distance: 16.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: 8–12 hours

Difficulty: Strenuous

Elevation gain: 1,750 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Dirt, sand, slickrock

Best seasons: Apr and May and Sept through Oct

Schedule: Open daily, sunrise to sunset

Other trail users: Mountain bikers and equestrians on first trail section

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Mack

Trail contact: Bureau of Land Management, McInnis Canyons NCA, 2815 H Rd., Grand Junction 81506; (970) 244-3000; www.blm.gov/colorado/mcnca

Special considerations: Summers are hot, with little shade on the trail; bring water. The trail may be icy in winter. The Devils Canyon, Flume Canyon, and Pollock Bench trail system in the northern part of the NCA is day use only, with camping prohibited. Camping is allowed in the wilderness area and at nearby Colorado National Monument. Fires are prohibited from the NCA boundary to the wilderness boundary. Dogs are not recommended in summer due to heat.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Drive west on I-70 from Grand Junction to exit 19 at Fruita. Turn south on CO 340 and drive 1.5 miles to the Kingsview Estates subdivision, on the right. Turn right (west) on Kingsview Road, which becomes Horsethief Canyon Road, and drive 3.3 miles through the subdivision and past the Devils Canyon Trailhead to a left turn to a parking lot, restrooms, and the Pollock Canyon Trailhead. GPS: 39.155723 N / -108.778963 W




THE HIKE

The 16.2-mile round-trip Rattlesnake Arches Trail twists up remote canyons and benches on the northern end of the humped Uncompahgre Plateau to eight major arches tucked into sandstone cliffs above Rattlesnake Canyon in 123,400-acre McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area. The area, butting against Colorado National Monument’s western boundary, offers a collection of thirty-five natural arches, the second-largest concentration of arches in the world outside of Arches National Park. One of Colorado’s best hidden gems, the Rattlesnake Canyon Arches are reached by a rocky drive on a 4x4 track and a hike across the mesa above the arches or by the long described trek from a low-elevation trailhead near the Colorado River.


[image: Elegant Centennial Arch vaults 40 feet across open space along the Rattlesnake Arches Trail.]
Elegant Centennial Arch vaults 40 feet across open space along the Rattlesnake Arches Trail.



Because the 8.1-mile route requires route finding and experience in desert travel, this strenuous hike is best for seasoned hikers. There are spots where hikers could miss the trail and end up having to backtrack, so pay attention to landmarks and follow the beaten path. Cairns, or rock piles, mark the trail when it crosses slickrock or makes turns. The trail crosses open ridges and mesas, twists up rock-walled canyons, scrambles over slick-rock slabs, and passes bizarre hoodoos and spires.

Plan on a full day, since the trail gains more than 1,000 feet from the trailhead to the bench below the arches. Leave early in the morning so you have time to hike the final bench to the arches. After viewing the arches, you have to return 8.1 miles to the trailhead. If you get a late start, set a turnaround time so you can return to the trailhead before dark. Be sure to bring a headlamp and extra batteries for light if you do hike at night. While the trails are easy to follow and are well marked with signs, download a topographic map, download the comprehensive BLM trail map from the BLM website, and bring your copy of Hiking Colorado’s Hidden Gems for navigation. Cell phone service is available on parts of the hike.

The best hiking months are April and May and September and October. Summer days are hot, and little shade is found along the trail. Plan to leave early in the morning to avoid heat. Winter offers good days but not enough daylight for the round-trip hike.

Carry plenty of water and sports drinks like Gatorade. One gallon of water per person is not too much for a warm day. Bring more in summer, and do not plan on finding water along the trail. The BLM recommends that hikers not bring dogs, especially in summer due to the lack of shade and water and high ground temperatures. Several dogs have died on the trail from heat exhaustion. Bring snacks and food. Wear a hat, sunscreen, and protective clothing on hot days.

Pasted onto a cliff above Rattlesnake Canyon, the arches were known to backcountry hikers for years. None were officially named until 1972, although most still keep unofficial names. The best arches are Cedar Tree Arch, also dubbed Rainbow Arch; the thin span of Centennial Arch, also called Rattlesnake Arch and East Rim Arch; and impressive Hole-in-the-Bridge Arch. More arches are found in other remote canyons, including Two Feathers Arch, three-legged Crown Double Arch, and two-window Will Minor Arch in Mee Canyon and Perseverance Arch in Jones Canyon.

Besides its interesting geology, the hike features a desert ecosystem with a pygmy woodland of piñon pines and junipers, sagebrush meadows, and stately cottonwoods in the canyons. The area receives an average 11 inches of precipitation annually. As you hike, stay alert for wildlife, including coyotes, gray foxes, desert bighorn sheep, mule deer, cottontail rabbits, lizards, and the shy midget faded rattlesnake. Look to the sky for red-tailed hawks, golden eagles, and turkey vultures.

Start at the Pollock Bench Trailhead, on the east side of a parking lot. The trailhead has a vault toilet, trail register, and sign with information about wildlife, rules and regulations, and a trail map. Hike up the Pollock Bench Trail, labeled “P1” on signs, on an old road to a junction with F1 Trail after a couple hundred feet. Go right on P1 and follow the trail through open terrain.

After 0.4 mile the trail reaches a gateway and barbed-wire fence on the northern boundary of McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area. A sign reads: “Pollock Canyon 2.2 Rattlesnake Arches 7.” Go through the gate and hike south for another 0.05 mile to a junction. Continue straight on the marked Pollock 1 Trail. A left turn on Pollock 2 heads east to Flume 1, which goes up Flume Creek Canyon.

The trail traverses left across bedrock on a hill and climbs onto a high bench above a winding Entrada Sandstone cliff on the western edge of Flume Creek Canyon. Hike along the flat bench, passing the Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness Area boundary at 0.6 mile, and continue to a saddle between canyons at 1.2 miles. The trail climbs a narrow ridge, skirts a rock outcropping, and reaches the tip of a sloping mesa. Continue easily on P1 Trail past junipers and open meadows to a signed trail junction at 1.6 miles. A post marks the P1 and R1 Trails. Go right on R1 Trail, Rattlesnake 1, and hike northwest on the trail, an old road, across the mesa.


After 0.2 mile, or 1.8 miles from the trailhead, reach another junction with P1 Trail. Continue northwest on the marked R1 Trail. At 2.0 miles the trail stops on the eastern edge of a cliff-lined spur canyon east of Pollock Canyon.

The next trail section is tricky. Descend through boulders from the rimrock and follow the trail to the right past a junction with P3 Trail. A sign reads: “Pollock Canyon 1.3 Rattlesnake Arches 5.3.” Go right on the marked R1 Trail above a cliff until the trail descends and bends onto a slickrock slab. Follow the trail across the slab until it drops onto brushy slopes and descends to the sandy canyon floor.

The next 1.0 mile to the rim of Pollock Canyon is well beaten and easy to follow, but pay attention to the last half, since it is easy to miss the trail in a couple spots. Head west on the trail, dipping across washes and crossing sagebrush-and juniper-covered slopes on the north edge of a wall of slabby Entrada Sandstone. After hiking 0.6 mile down the canyon, bend left below a high rock point and reach a cliff base below a spire topped with bulbous caprock at 2.7 miles.

Continue south from the cliff to the northern edge of a canyon. The trail descends to the canyon bottom and then climbs to a sandy mesa top. Follow the trail south, and gently descend above cliffs on the eastern side of Pollock Canyon to a break in the cliffs at 3.1 miles. Look into Pollock Canyon to see the trail, which heads south up the canyon floor.

From the rim, downclimb over big boulders and a short cliff band to steep slopes. Follow the trail across a ledge below an overhanging cliff to a large cairn. Scoot down a 15-foot slab below the cairn and descend the steep trail to the sandy floor and cottonwood trees. Cross the creek bed and hike west for 100 feet to a junction at 3.3 miles. A wooden sign at the junction reads: “Pollock Canyon Rattlesnake Arches 4 miles Private Land Boundary.4.” Go left on R1.

The next 0.5 mile heads south up Pollock Canyon and then climbs onto its west rim. The trail goes south up the canyon past smooth walls and shady cottonwoods to a marked junction at 3.6 miles. Go right on the trail, marked with an arrow on a plastic post.

The section of trail from this junction to the west rim is the most technical and difficult part of the hike, requiring exposed scrambling across a slickrock slab or up a loose gully. Follow the trail up steep slopes to the cliff base, and hike left (south) below the cliff until the trail peters out on a ledge at a two-trunk juniper. Step onto a sloping ledge system on the smooth sandstone slab and climb up left.

The low-angle slab, rated Class 3, requires careful footwork and the use of your hands for balance at its end before scrambling into a loose gully. The last part of the traverse is exposed, and a slip would result in serious injury. To avoid the traverse, it is possible to descend along the base of the slab and then scramble up the loose gully.

At the top of the gully, climb short cliffs, again using climbing moves, to the western rim of Pollock Canyon at 3.8 miles. Note the point where the trail reaches the rim so you can easily find the descent into the canyon on your return hike.

The next 0.8-mile leg heads southwest from the rim across open meadows of sagebrush, shortgrass, and cryptobiotic soil; through dry washes; and across slickrock. The trail passes beneath a headland with several prominent spires. At 4.4 miles, reach a junction below an east-facing cliff. Go left on R1 Trail. A right turn heads north along the cliffs to private property.



[image: The Pollock Bench Trail descends slopes on the left to the sandy floor of Pollock Canyon.]
The Pollock Bench Trail descends slopes on the left to the sandy floor of Pollock Canyon.



The trail goes southwest along the cliff base for 0.4 mile before bending right into a sandy valley flanked by cliffs on the right. Note an arch in a pinnacle high on the rim above. This arch, called Aztec Arch or Window Rock Tower, lies east of the main group of Rattlesnake Canyon arches. Hike west on the sandy trail, which climbs steep slopes to a saddle above the cliffs at 5.2 miles. After a quick breather, continue up the steep trail, switchbacking across north-facing slopes at the head of an unnamed canyon. After 5.5 miles, arrive at the top of the incline on the north side of a bench at 5,410 feet. Flat boulders here provide a welcome rest stop and marvelous views north across the Grand Valley to the Book Cliffs.

Continue southwest on the trail, an old Ute pathway, for another 0.5 mile, and at 6.0 miles reach a junction with the Rattlesnake Canyon Arches Trail, which descends from a parking area on the mesa above. Rattlesnake 1 Trail joins this trail for the remainder of this 2.1-mile out-and-back trail section.

Hike 1.0 mile west and swing around cliffs at the end of the mesa. Head southeast on a bench above Rattlesnake Canyon. After 7.3 miles reach Hole-in-the-Bridge Arch, the first major arch. This 40-foot-wide span is a perfect illustration of how a pothole arch forms when the rimrock above an alcove thins below a pothole that holds water, which over time dissolves the sandstone. Two hollows, appearing as empty eye sockets, flank the arch.

The next 0.7 mile of trail passes eight of the nine major arches in the immediate area. The arches formed in a 150-foot-thick layer of Entrada Sandstone, the main rock strata that forms arches on the Colorado Plateau, including the 2,000 or so arches in Arches National Park. The sandstone was deposited 175 million years ago as dunes along a coastline during Jurassic times. The gentle touches of wind and water later smoothed



[image: The Pollock Bench Trail crosses slickrock below sandstone buttresses above Pollock Canyon.]
The Pollock Bench Trail crosses slickrock below sandstone buttresses above Pollock Canyon.




the sandstone, contouring alcoves in the cliffs using frost wedging, wind-blown grit, and quick runoff from thunderstorms to form the parade of arches seen today.

From Hole-in-the-Bridge Arch, continue east past Eye Arch, an eye-shaped window tucked below the cliff top. At 7.6 miles reach elegant Centennial Arch. This 40-foot-wide arch spans a 120-foot-high opening between two pillars.

Continue southeast across the bench, bending into a recess and dipping across dry washes. The trail passes more arches, including Overhanging Arch, a hole punched through an overhanging wall, and Trap Arch, a triangular-shaped arch in the rimrock. After 8.1 miles the trail and hike ends at a viewing area below Cedar Tree Arch, the largest in the Rattlesnake Canyon group. This amazing arch boasts a 76-foot-long span poised above a 43-foot-high window.

After enjoying the arch view, it’s time to start back, since you are only at the hike’s halfway point. While it’s possible for experienced climbers to scale the slab behind Cedar Tree Arch, it’s not recommended for casual hikers—a fall would be deadly.

Instead, turn around and follow the trail back past all the arches for 2.1 miles to the original trail junction. Keep left on R1 here, and return 6.0 miles down to the Pollock Bench Trailhead.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKE

If you want to see the area’s ninth arch—Window Rock Tower, or Aztec Arch—before heading down, follow the return trail for about 0.5 mile until it turns north. Go right here on a social trail and hike 0.2 mile southeast across the bench to the obvious arch, a 5-foot-wide window in a freestanding pinnacle.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Pollock Bench Trailhead, on the east side of the parking lot (GPS: 39.155754 N / -108.778561 W). A kiosk with trail information, a trail register, and vault toilets are at the trailhead. Hike uphill on Pollock 1 Trail (labeled “P1”) and bend south on the trail.

	0.4 Reach the boundary of McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area. Go through the gate in a fence and continue straight.

	0.45 Reach a junction (GPS: 39.152618 N / -108.784316 W). Go straight on the marked Pollock 1 Trail up a low hill. The left-hand turn follows the Pollock 2 and Flume 1 Trails.

	0.6 The trail passes the boundary of Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness Area. Continue west on level trail on a bench above a cliff on the west side of Flume Creek Canyon.

	1.2 Reach a narrow ridgeline between two canyons and climb a steep hill past a bluff. Above, the trail flattens on a mesa top.

	1.6 Reach junction of the signed P1 and R1 Trails (GPS: 39.145680 N / -108.796734 W). Go right on R1, or Rattlesnake 1, Trail and follow the closed road northwest.

	1.8 Reach a signpost at the junction of R1 and P1. Keep right on the singletrack R1 Trail. The left-hand P1 Trail is the return loop of P1, the Pollock Bench Trail.

	2.0 Reach the east rim of a spur canyon of Pollock Canyon to the west (GPS: 39.148965 N / -108.799204 W). Descend a steep trail, scrambling down boulders to a junction at 2.05 miles with the signed P3 Trail. Go right on R1 Trail on a flat bench; descend and traverse across a sandstone slab, and drop to the canyon floor. Hike southwest below cliffs.





[image: chpt_fig_143.jpg]




	2.7 Bend around a cliff and reach the base of a sandstone spire below the rim. Continue straight on the sandy trail, descending in and out of a shallow canyon and then crossing a bench to the east rim of Pollock Canyon.

	3.1 Reach the rim of Pollock Canyon at a break in the cliffs (GPS: 39.146457 N / -108.807823 W). Downclimb boulders to a ledge, and walk left to a large cairn below the cliff. Descend a slab and follow a trail to the bottom of Pollock Canyon and a junction on its west side.

	3.3 Reach the signed junction of R1 Trail and a spur that goes north, downcanyon. for 0.4 mile to the NCA boundary (GPS: 39.146832 N / -108.808826 W). Go left on R1 (the sign reads: “Rattlesnake Arches 4 miles”) and hike upcanyon.

	3.6 Reach a junction on a bench on the right side of the canyon (GPS: 39.144330 N / -108.809159 W). Go right on the trail, marked with an arrow. The left-hand trail continues up Pollock Canyon. The next section is the most technical part of the hike. Hike uphill to a cliff base and go left, below the cliff, to a juniper. Climb onto a slab and traverse left on a sloping ledge until it ends. Climb slickrock left to a gully and climb to ledges above.

	3.8 From the west rim of Pollock Canyon, hike southwest on easy terrain past pinnacles at 4.1 miles at the end of a ridge.

	4.4 Reach a junction below cliffs. Keep left on the trail. The right-hand trail goes north to the NCA boundary and private property.

	4.8 The trail bends west below cliffs and steeply climbs sand and rock slopes.

	5.2 Reach the top of the first steep section. Continue hiking up north-facing slopes.

	5.5 Reach the top of the second steep section on a sandy bench (GPS: 39.144998 N / -108.831154 W). Hike south on the bench.

	6.0 Reach junction with the lower section of the Rattlesnake Canyon Arches Trail, a connector trail that descends from the upper trailhead to the south (GPS: 39.142356 N / -108.836728 W). Keep straight on the main trail and hike west around a point of rocks to the arches.

	7.0 Pass the end of a mesa and bend onto a bench on the north side of Rattlesnake Canyon. Continue southeast on the trail.

	7.3 Reach the first arch—Hole-in-the-Bridge Arch (GPS: 39.146375 N / -108.852139 W). Continue east on the trail.

	7.6 Pass Eye Arch and reach a sandy viewing area of Centennial Arch, one of area’s highest arches (GPS: 39.144215 N / -108.848531 W).

	8.1 Reach the hike’s end at a viewing area below Cedar Tree Arch, a southeast-facing arch on a rim (GPS: 39.140136 N / -108.842326 W).

	10.2 Return to the junction with the Rattlesnake Canyon Arches Trail on the north side of the mesa. Keep left on the main trail (R1).

	16.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.








36 MIRACLE ROCK TRAIL, BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT PUBLIC LANDS

This short hike at the northern end of the Uncompahgre Plateau ends at Miracle Rock, a huge balanced rock perched on a sheer cliff edge.


Start: Miracle Rock Trailhead

Distance: 1.0 mile out and back

Hiking time: 0.5–1 hour

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation gain: 220 feet

Trail surface: Dirt

Best season: Year-round

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: BLM public lands

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Payne Wash

Trail contact: Bureau of Land Management, Grand Junction Field Office, 2815 H Rd., Grand Junction 81506; (970) 244-3000; www.blm.gov/office/grand-junction-field-office




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From Grand Junction and the I-70 Business Loop, drive southwest on Broadway/CO 340 to a left turn on Monument Road, on the west side of the Colorado River. Follow Monument Road to the east entrance of Colorado National Monument. (Note: If you are just going to Miracle Rock and not visiting the monument, tell the ranger and you won’t have to pay the entrance fee.)

From the east entrance, drive 3.8 miles up Rimrock Drive to a junction with DS Road past Cold Shivers Point (junction is 18.5 miles east from the west entrance station). Turn left on DS Road, signed for Glade Park, and drive 5.8 miles to a crossroads in Glade Park at the Glade Park Store. Continue straight (west) on DS Road to a cliff-lined valley. Look right at 11.6 miles from Rimrock Drive to spot elegant Ela Arch in the cliffs. The arch is on private property. Continue west to a junction with 9 8/10 Road at 13.8 miles. Turn left on the dirt road and drive 1.1 miles to a left turn, signed “Miracle Rock Recreation Site,” to a circular drive. Park on the southeast side by a fence by the trailhead. GPS: 38.980687 N / -108.871364 W




THE HIKE

The Miracle Rock Trail, located on the Uncompahgre Plateau, ascends a wooded slope to Miracle Rock, a balancing rock perched on a pedestal above a 200-foot-high sandstone cliff. The formation, formerly called Potato Rock for its spud-like appearance, is now dubbed Miracle Rock, since it defies the laws of physics. The massive boulder, rising 70 feet above a 3-foot-wide base, weighs an estimated 12,000 tons, or 24,000,000 pounds. Miracle Rock, a natural wonder that has been called the largest balanced rock in the world, is one of many balancing rocks in Colorado, including famed Balanced Rock at Garden of the Gods.



[image: Miracle Rock, called the largest balancing rock in the world, perches on a pedestal at trail’s end.]
Miracle Rock, called the largest balancing rock in the world, perches on a pedestal at trail’s end.
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The easy trail is accessible year-round, but spring and autumn offer the best weather, with warm days. Summer is also good, with daily highs rarely climbing above 90°F at the rock’s 6,700-foot elevation. Poised on a ridge, winds often buffet Miracle Rock in the afternoon. The trailhead offers picnic tables and a vault toilet and has campsites. No water is available.

Begin at a trailhead on the east side of a parking lot off 9 8/10 Road, a dirt road that runs south from DS Road. Go between stone columns and head up, right, past picnic tables. An interpretive sign is to the right of the trailhead. The Miracle Rock Trail passes a BLM sign that reads: “Miracle Rock ½ Mile” and clambers through boulders in a cliff band. Follow the sandy trail south through a pygmy forest of piñon pine and juniper trees on the dry hillside. The forest opens up in a couple places on a cliffed rim, giving views across the Little Dolores River valley.

After 0.5 mile, the trail flattens out on a ridge. Go right to the base of Miracle Rock. The balancing rock sits on a tapered pedestal near the brink of a high cliff that wraps the ridge south and west of Miracle Rock. The sandstone bedrock gently angles away from the rock to the cliff’s top edge, so don’t scramble across the sloping slabs, and keep children under control.

The overhanging boulder sits on a pedestal on a bedding plane, simply a crack between rock layers. The contact between the boulder and pedestal varies from a couple feet to a few inches. Daylight is seen through a narrow foot-high window in the middle of the boulder base. Geologists call Miracle Rock an erosional remnant—a rock formation that was not transported and deposited in place but instead was eroded from the sandstone bedrock.

Miracle Rock and the surrounding cliffs are composed of Entrada Sandstone, a fine-grained rock that was deposited as dunes during the Jurassic period between 180 and 140 million years ago. This formation is the arch-forming sandstone at Arches National Park in Utah and nearby Rattlesnake Canyon north of Miracle Rock. The balancing rock was eroded by water dissolving the sandstone and winter frost wedging excavating fissures and blocks. The boulder’s current shape probably formed over the last million years as the soft stone at the rock’s base eroded faster than harder layers above, leaving Miracle Rock perched on its pedestal.

How long will Miracle Rock sit before finally toppling off its perch? No one knows, but someday it will crack apart and fall. The probable causes will be the fissure that splits the south face, wind and water eating away its fragile base, or perhaps a rare earthquake that will jar it loose. Until that happens, enjoy this miraculous freak of nature. Sit at the base and pose like you are holding up the rock like Superman.

After viewing Miracle Rock, walk east on a trail to a short pinnacle and an overhanging sandstone wall speckled with potholes. This trail eventually ends at the cliff edge. Look across the stone bay for a good view of Miracle Rock. Return to the trail by Miracle Rock, and follow it down to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the southeast side of the parking lot (GPS: 38.980687 N / -108.871364 W).

	0.5 Reach Miracle Rock (GPS: 38.976154 N / -108.870320 W). Retrace your steps.

	1.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.








37 DOLORES RIVER TRAIL, DOLORES RIVER CANYON WILDERNESS STUDY AREA

The Dolores River Trail explores a remote BLM wilderness study area and a pristine section of Slickrock Canyon, a deeply incised gorge chiseled by the Dolores River in western Colorado.


Start: Trailhead at Bedrock Recreation Site

Distance: 6.6 miles out and back

Hiking time: 3–5 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 220 feet

Trail surface: Dirt, sand, rounded cobbles

Best season: Mar through May; Sept through Nov

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Dolores River Canyon Wilderness Study Area; Bureau of Land Management public lands

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Paradox

Trail contact: Bureau of Land Management, Uncompahgre Field Office, 2465 South Townsend Ave., Montrose 81401; (970) 240-5300; www.blm.gov/office/grand-junction-field-office

Special considerations: The trail is hot in summer; bring water, as none is found on the trail. Stay on the trail to prevent erosion. Do not touch, outline with chalk, or damage petroglyphs.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Bedrock is 21 miles west of Naturita via CO 141 and CO 90; 40 miles west of Norwood via CO 145, CO 141, and CO 90; and 120 miles south of Grand Junction via US 50, CO 141, and CO 90. Drive CO 141/Unaweep-Tabeguache Scenic Byway from either the north or south to CO 90. Turn west and follow CO 90 for 19.1 miles; turn left on Y9 Road after the Dolores River bridge and before the Bedrock Store. Drive south on the dirt road for 0.8 mile along the west side of the river. Turn left into the Bedrock Recreation Site and park. The unofficial trailhead is at the turn into the recreation site. GPS: 38.304412 N /-108.894781 W




THE HIKE

The Dolores River Trail traverses sandy benches and wide terraces along the Dolores River for 3.3 miles to a group of boulders covered with petroglyphs and then returns on the same trail for a 6.6-mile round-trip hike. The lightly used trail follows the trace of an abandoned road, a state highway from the 1890s to about 1930, that accessed mining claims in the La Sal Creek area farther west. This excellent hike quickly leaves behind signs of civilization, offering solitude and scenic views of the canyon.

The trail is accessible year round, but the best months are March through May and September until late November, with pleasant temperatures and low precipitation. Summers are hot, with highs reaching the 90s. Bring water and sports drinks, since no water is found along the trail. Do not drink river water unless it has been filtered and purified. Also, wear a hat and sunscreen, since little shade is found. Winter hiking is usually fine, with sunny days, highs in the 40s, and light snowfall.


[image: Below the trail, the Dolores River runs down a scenic red-rock canyon.]
Below the trail, the Dolores River runs down a scenic red-rock canyon.



The trail explores the northern part of the 30,119-acre Dolores River Canyon Wilderness Study Area, a BLM area designated in 1980. The canyonlands offer twisting 35-mile-long Slick Rock Canyon, a sinuous gorge carved by the Dolores River; five major tributary canyons, including Wild Steer Canyon; twelve rock formations from river to rim; and a variety of wildlife like bighorn sheep, otters, mountain lions, mule deer, bald eagles, and rattlesnakes. The BLM, calling Slick Rock Canyon “one of the most spectacular desert river canyons in the United States,” recommended that it should be protected as a wilderness area in 1991, but Congress has yet to approve it.

Start at the Bedrock Recreation Area, on the west side of the Dolores River south of Bedrock. The site is used as a boat launch for rafters either floating Slick Rock Canyon from Gypsum Valley to the south or boating north on the Dolores. The area has four campsites with ramadas and tables. Park at the north side of the site and start at an unofficial trailhead on the road.

The first hike section heads south on the dirt road to the wilderness study area boundary. Several rough roads crisscross rounded hills here. Do not follow the track that heads toward the river; instead, keep on the right-hand roads near the base of the west slopes. After 0.25 mile the old road dips into a stony wash signed “No Vehicles.” Continue south on the trail across a deposit of smooth cobbles.

The trail crosses a bench, which pinches down beside the river after 0.6 mile. The 241-mile-long Dolores River runs northwest from here through canyons before emptying into the Colorado River near Moab. The muddy river runs below the trail between



[image: The Dolores River reflects the last daylight near the mouth of Wild Steer Canyon.]
The Dolores River reflects the last daylight near the mouth of Wild Steer Canyon.




banks dense with willows and invasive tamarisk trees. Steep hillsides covered with boulders and a pygmy forest of twisted junipers rise above the trail to vertical cliffs.

After 1.2 miles the trail leaves the river and continues south across a sandy terrace, while the river makes a bowknot bend to the east at the mouth of Wild Steer Canyon. Hike south and at 1.6 miles reach a bluff above the river on the jutting southeast prow of Nyswonger Mesa, a cliff-bound mesa to the north. The singletrack trail leaves the terrace and heads west across a shale slope above the Dolores. Past the shale, look right at an old stone wall between two large boulders. This was the campsite of early cowboys or prospectors looking for uranium.

The trail’s next 1.7 miles crosses a broad terrace that slopes south from vertical Wingate Sandstone cliffs. The reddish-orange sandstone forms cliffs between 250 and 300 feet high in Slick Rock Canyon. The south-facing cliffs above the trail are coated with a thin patina of black desert varnish.

Past a dry wash, the trail edges along the brown river, which riffles over cobbles at low water before climbing onto a high bluff. Hike west on the descending trail, passing dry grass and scattered junipers, and after 3.3 miles reach a group of boulders below a looming black cliff. The hike ends to the right of the trail at a large overhanging boulder.

Petroglyphs, incised in the rock surface by ancient Native Americans, cover the lower slab of this south-facing boulder. The oldest images, including trapezoidal human figures and bear paw prints, are in the Archaic and Fremont styles and probably at least 1,000 years old. Modern graffiti like “7-25-1930” and “6-56” mars the dreams of the ancient ones. The boulder’s north side displays bear paw prints and animals. Nearby boulders also have animal panels, including a row of deer or elk, anthropomorphic figures, and geometric designs. Look and take photographs of the rock art gallery, but don’t touch or damage the images. Hike northeast from the first block to find a north-facing wall with ten or so dinosaur footprints on red rippled sandstone.

A stone slab below the first boulder is a perfect spot for a sip of water and a sandwich before shouldering your pack and hiking back to the trailhead.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKES

Lengthen the hike by continuing another 0.4 mile west until the trail drops to the Dolores River near the mouth of La Sal Creek’s canyon, to the northwest. Turn around here for a 7.4-mile round-trip hike.

The Cashin Mine Trail heads up La Sal Creek for 3.0 miles to old uranium mines, including the Cashin and Cliff Dweller Mines, and then follows an old road up to CO 90 near the Utah border. The lower canyon is hard going, with thick underbrush along the creek. If that doesn’t appeal to you, wade the river in late summer and trek farther south in Slick Rock Canyon.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead, in the middle of the road outside the parking area at Bedrock Recreation Site (GPS: 38.304101 N / -108.895341 W). Follow the 4x4 road south.
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	0.25 Reach the wilderness study area boundary in a rocky wash (GPS: 38.301138 N / -108.896322 W) and end of the accessible road. The trail is closed to vehicles south of here.

	0.6 Reach the west bank of the Dolores River.

	1.6 Reach the south end of a terrace above the river and southeast of Nyswonger Mesa’s corner (GPS: 38.285470 N / -108.898928 W). Follow the trail west across a shale slope.

	3.3 Reach the hike’s end at a large boulder with a BLM sign and petroglyphs on the right side of the trail (GPS: 38.280404 N / -108.923456 W). Turn around and hike back to the trailhead.

	6.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.








38 POINT LOOKOUT TRAIL, MESA VERDE NATIONAL PARK

The Point Lookout Trail switchbacks up a steep slope above More-field Campground to a narrow mesa and ends at Point Lookout, a dramatic and exposed overlook at the northern tip of Mesa Verde National Park.


Start: Point Lookout Trailhead

Distance: 2.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: About 2 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 485 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt and rock

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Day use only; hikers must be off the trail by sunset.

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Dogs not allowed

Land status: Mesa Verde National Park

Fees and permits: Fee at park entrance station; Annual, Senior, and Access Passes accepted

Maps: USGS Point Lookout

Trail contact: Mesa Verde National Park, PO Box 8, Mesa Verde National Park 81330; (970) 529-4465; www.nps.gov/meve

Special considerations: Bring water in summer. Stay on the trail, and avoid cliff edges along the trail and at the overlook; control children. The trail may be slippery after rain or snow. Check ahead in winter to see if the trail is open.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From US 160 between Cortez and Mancos, take a marked exit and drive south a few hundred feet to a junction. Turn right off the main road toward the Mesa Verde entrance station. To learn about the park before hiking, go straight to the Mesa Verde Visitor and Research Center. After paying the entrance fee, drive the park road for 4 miles to a right turn to Morefield Village and Morefield Campground. Follow the campground road for 1.6 miles to a parking lot at its end for the amphitheater. The Point Lookout Trailhead is at the northeast corner of the parking lot. GPS: 37.306988 N / -108.420373 W




THE HIKE

The 1.1-mile Point Lookout Trail, one of the best hikes in Mesa Verde National Park, twists up the steep west flank of a narrow mesa on the East Rim of the Mesa Verde, a fabled tableland that stretches south to the New Mexico border. The trail ends at an airy viewpoint overlooking Montezuma and Mancos Valleys and distant mountain ranges. America’s only national park set aside to protect archaeological sites, Mesa Verde was established in 1906 to preserve its cliffed cities from destruction and theft by pothunters and tourists. Mesa Verde was recognized by the United Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1978 as an important part of the world’s cultural heritage and was named the first World Heritage Site in the United States.

Since Mesa Verde is an archaeological preserve, hiking is limited to three areas of the park—Morefield Campground, Chapin Mesa, and Wetherill Mesa. The best hiking is on three trails—Point Lookout, Prater Ridge, and Knife Edge Trails—that begin at Morefield Campground. The seven other trails on Chapin and Wetherill Mesas explore



[image: Oak brush, colored red in late October, lines the Point Lookout Trail.]
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mesa-top sites, petroglyph panels, and canyon overlooks. Hiking is allowed only on designated trails; the rest of the park is closed to visitation.

The Point Lookout Trail, open year-round, is a moderate hike with almost 500 feet of elevation gain to a lofty overlook at the northern tip of a cliff-lined mesa. The trail gains all of its elevation in about 0.5 mile, and most of the trail is above 8,000 feet. The trail passes above sheer cliffs on the mesa top and reaches an exposed, unfenced overlook at its northern end. The cliffs drop as much as 300 feet directly below the rimrock, so be extremely cautious along cliff edges and keep children under control.

The best time to hike is April through October. The shoulder months of April, May, September, and October offer warm days and low precipitation. Spring afternoons may be windy. Summer days, when most folks visit Mesa Verde, are good for hiking but may be hot, with temperatures climbing to the 90s. Plan on an early start for morning shade and coolness, or head up the trail in the evening. Carry water and sports drinks. Shady junipers and piñon pines line the path, giving a respite from the storm of sunlight. Point Lookout Trail is open during winter but may be closed after heavy snowfall. The trail may be slick or icy in winter; bring Microspikes and trekking poles for traction.

Start at the Point Lookout Trailhead, on the northeast side of the parking lot, for the amphitheater, which is used for evening programs during summer. The trailhead lies at the northern end of 267-site Morefield Campground. The campground, open mid-May until early October, is base camp for exploring the national park and hiking the three nearby trails. The campground also has a gas station, ranger station, restaurant, camp store, and showers. Prater Ridge Trail, a 7.8-mile loop, and 1.0-mile Knife Edge Trail begin from trailheads on the campground road.

Hike north on the singletrack dirt trail across slopes covered with sagebrush and rabbitbrush. Mule deer graze on open meadows between the trail and 8,302-foot Lone Cone, the brush-blanketed hill to the west. After 0.15 mile the trail bends right and begins ascending steep slopes broken with cliff bands and boulders on the western side of Point Lookout’s narrow mesa.

The trail steadily climbs uphill through a pygmy forest of juniper and piñon pine, providing pools of shade on hot days, and clumps of Gambel oak and sharp Spanish bayonet. After climbing over twenty switchbacks and gaining almost 500 feet in 0.5 mile, the trail reaches the mesa-top at 0.7 mile.

Catch your breath and then head north on the sandy trail for the hike’s last leg. The trail, flanked by oak copses and old-growth piñon pines and junipers, swings by airy viewpoints. At 0.9 mile the mesa narrows to a mere 80 feet, with abrupt cliffs on either side. Point Lookout and its mesa were fortunately spared from wildfire devastation during the Bircher Fire in 2000. Beginning from a lightning strike, the fire burned 23,607 acres, including 19,607 in the national park. The fire scorched most of the park’s North Rim west to Park Point.

Past the mesa’s 8,427-foot high point, the trail passes juniper tree skeletons, passes a flat boulder carved with visitor inscriptions, and reaches trail’s end at a flat overlook at 1.1 miles. Use extreme caution at this viewpoint—it is unfenced, and the cliffs below drop almost 300 feet to the sloping shale base. Control children, and do not stand on the edge, which can be friable and undercut.

The tawny sandstone cliffs are composed of Point Lookout Sandstone, the lowest formation of the Mesa Verde Group, resting on top of Mancos Shale. The sandstone was deposited about 81 million years ago along the shoreline of a shallow receding sea. Point
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Lookout, rising above the park’s entrance road, is one of Mesa Verde’s most dramatic landforms.


[image: Looking north across the Mancos Valley from Point Lookout at the end of the trail]
Looking north across the Mancos Valley from Point Lookout at the end of the trail



Spacious views unfold from Point Lookout. To the northeast rise the La Plata Mountains above the Mancos Valley; beyond is the San Miguel Range, with three 14,000-foot peaks. The distant La Sal Mountains by Moab puncture the northwest horizon. The North Rim of Mesa Verde marches west toward Sleeping Ute Mountain, a collection of peaks topped by pointed 9,984-foot Ute Peak. This small range lies on the Ute Mountain Ute Tribe Reservation in Colorado’s far southwestern corner.

After enjoying the views, it’s a quick hike back down to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the marked trailhead, on the north side of the amphitheater parking lot at the north end of Morefield Campground Road (GPS: 37.307126 N / -108.420121 W). Head north through sagebrush.

	0.15 The trail turns right and begins climbing. Follow switchbacks up the west slope of Point Lookout.

	0.7 Reach the level mesa top and hike north on the narrowing mesa (GPS: 37.311008 N / -108.418990 W).

	0.9 The mesa narrows to 80 feet wide. Continue north.

	1.1 Reach the trail’s end at an exposed overlook (GPS: 37.316677 N / -108.419738 W). Keep away from the cliff edge, and control children; 300-foot cliffs fall away below the unfenced overlook. Turn around and head back down to the trailhead.

	2.2 Arrive at the trailhead.








39 SAND CANYON TRAIL, CANYON OF THE ANCIENTS NATIONAL MONUMENT

The Sand Canyon Trail explores the sculpted sandstone homeland of the Ancestral Puebloan people, crossing slickrock slabs, edging along canyon rims, and passing the haunting ruins of the ancient ones tucked into cliffside aeries.


Start: Sand Canyon Trailhead

Distance: 7.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: 4–5 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 820 feet cumulative gain

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt and slickrock

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily, sunrise to sunset

Other trail users: Mountain bikers, equestrians

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: Canyon of the Ancients National Monument

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Battle Rock and Woods Canyon; map available at national monument website

Trail contact: Canyon of the Ancients National Monument, 27501 Hwy. 184, Dolores 81323; (970) 882-5600; www.blm.gov/office/canyons-ancients-visitor-center-and-museum-canyons-ancients-national-monument

Special considerations: Carry water. Stay on designated trails, and watch for rattlesnakes. Do not enter ruins; gathering artifacts is prohibited. No camping is permitted. Mountain bikes allowed only on designated trails.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From the junction of West Main and Broadway on the west side of Cortez, drive south on US 491 to a junction with G Road. Turn right (west) on paved G Road and drive 12 miles to the Sand Canyon Trailhead and parking lot, on the north side of the road. GPS: 37.341606 N / -108.817793 W




THE HIKE

The Sand Canyon Trail is a wonderful hike up a desert canyon in the Canyons of the Ancients National Monument, a 176,056-acre parkland that protects the most archaeological-rich area in the United States. The Canyons of the Ancients, established in 2000, boasts 6,355 recorded sites, including cliff dwellings, mesa-top pueblos, rock art panels, sacred springs, and shrines used by ancient peoples over the last 12,000 years. It’s estimated that the monument, sprawling over canyons and mesas, protects as many as 30,000 sites. Managed for multiuse by the Bureau of Land Management, the monument also has three wilderness study areas—Cross Canyon, Cahone Canyon, and Squaw-Papoose; six developed recreation sites; and twenty-three grazing allotments.

The Sand Canyon Trail runs north from its south trailhead in McElmo Canyon to a north trailhead by Sand Canyon Pueblo. This hike is an out-and-back adventure that begins at the south trailhead and follows the trail for 3.6 miles to a turnaround point. Past the turnaround, the trail climbs almost 800 feet in 0.5 mile up steep, rocky slopes to the mesa top above, making for a strenuous hike. Sand Canyon Trail is part of a 19.4-mile network with Rock Creek Trail, East Rock Creek Trail, and five connector trails. The trails are open for hiking, horseback riding, and mountain biking. Off-trail and back-country hiking is not allowed.

Sand Canyon Trail is easy to follow, with signs and cairns marking junctions with trails that lead to scenic overlooks and archaeological sites. Grades are gradual, and the round-trip elevation gain is 820 feet. For a shorter hike, follow Sand Canyon for 1.0 mile to Saddlehorn Pueblo, a ruin tucked in an alcove, and then back for a 2.0-mile hike that takes a couple hours. Allow 4 to 5 hours to hike the described route and view the seven cliff dwellings along the trail.

The trail crosses rugged desert terrain with cliffs, slickrock slabs, sparse trees, little shade, and no water. Summer temperatures climb to the upper 90s. Carry at least 1 gallon of water per person on hot days, and wear sunscreen and a hat. Bring insect repellent, food and snacks, a first-aid kit, and an area map, and wear sturdy boots. There are no restrooms at the trailhead, so do your business before arriving and carry disposable wag bags on the trail. No cell service is available, so tell someone your plans before hiking.

Begin at the Sand Canyon Trailhead at a parking lot in McElmo Canyon, a canyon floored by winding McElmo Creek. A trailhead sign includes a map of Sand Canyon and Rock Creek Trails, information on what to bring, and national monument rules. Sign in at the trail register next to the sign.

The trail heads north up a sloping slickrock slab composed of Navajo Sandstone. A 1.0-mile connector trail to the Rock Creek Trails goes left 25 feet past the trailhead. Continue up the trail, marked by cairns, toward the left side of obvious Castle Rock, a twin-towered butte that looms above the slab and trailhead, to large boulders at the top of the slab.

The ruins of Castle Rock Pueblo are scattered along the cliff base to the right. Constructed in the 1250s, the 3-acre pueblo included about forty surface rooms, at least sixteen kivas, nine possible watchtowers, plazas, and several trash dumps. Between 75 and 150 people lived here for about thirty years until the 1280s, when at least forty-one men, women, and children were massacred in an attack. Victims were found on floors, under collapsed roofs, and atop Castle Rock, and none of the remains were buried. They met violent ends, evidenced by skull fractures and broken bones. The site is closed to public visitation.

Hike north to another slickrock slab. Follow cairns, and after 0.3 mile reach a trail junction at its top. A left turn follows a connector trail west for 1.2 miles to the East Rock Creek Trail. Continue straight on the Sand Canyon Trail, angle northeast on the trail below a bluff, and pass another junction with a Rock Creek connector. After 0.5 mile reach a marked junction. A connector trail goes right and descends to an alternative parking lot and trailhead on Road G for the Sand Creek Trail. The trailhead is used when the main parking lot is full. Continue straight on the Sand Canyon Trail.

The trail heads northeast across a terrace covered with junipers and pion pines. Cliffs above the terrace are composed of Entrada Sandstone, which erodes into smooth slabs, standing hoodoos, and the arching alcoves where the ancient ones built dwellings. The sandstone, deposited as sand dunes about 170 million years ago, is the arch-forming sandstone of Arches National Park and Rattlesnake Canyon to the north.




[image: Utes View Point on the western rim of inner Sand Canyon offers views south to Sleeping Ute Mountain.]
Utes View Point on the western rim of inner Sand Canyon offers views south to Sleeping Ute Mountain.




After 0.8 mile, a marked spur loop on the left explores the cliffs. Continue north past the junction to a solitary pinnacle topped with a flat cap. The trail descends across a dry wash and after 1.0 mile swings past a cliff-lined amphitheater topped with blunt spires. A rounded alcove below the center formation houses Saddlehorn Pueblo, a compact two-room ruin on a sloping slab. To preserve the ruins, do not climb into the alcove or walk across the closed area in front of the site. A 100-foot trail leaves the main trail and ends at a viewpoint below the ruin.

This Pueblo III site was inhabited from about 1250 until about 1285, when it was abandoned along with other villages. A partial excavation revealed a circular kiva, a semi-subterranean ceremonial chamber with a burned roof in front of the alcove, along with four or five surface rooms and a large midden, or trash heap. The walls of two structures are found atop a pinnacle 100 feet above the alcove. Archaeologists suggest that these rooms were either lookout towers or part of a communication system with nearby villages. For an easy 2.0-mile day hike, turn around at Saddlehorn Pueblo and return to the trailhead.

The next 1.0-mile segment continues northeast on the bench below the cliffs, passing a jutting headland and then descending toward an unnamed promontory above the canyon. At 1.6 miles is the junction with a short trail that goes east to Utes View Point on the rim of inner Sand Canyon. Walk 220 feet on the level path to the unfenced overlook and marvelous views into the canyon. Beyond rises Ute Peak, the 9,979-foot high point of Sleeping Ute Mountain, a small mountain range on the Ute reservation.

Back on the trail, hike north past a right turn to a canyon rim viewpoint, and after 1.7 miles reach a junction with a connector trail that heads 0.7 mile west to upper East Rock Creek Trail. Continue northeast and reach the crest of a hill at 1.9 miles. The trail makes four switchbacks down a steep hill and heads northwest to a junction at 2.0 miles. Go left on a 500-foot loop trail to views of two cliff dwellings tucked into deep alcoves—Double Cliff House and Corncob House.

Picturesque Double Cliff House has two sections of rooms built on ledges in the alcove. Corncob House to the west was undoubtedly shady in summer but warmed by the angling sun in winter. The site, a square structure with a window, was named for 750-year-old corncobs. Both pueblos were inhabited in the mid-1200s before being abandoned.

Return to the main trail and head northeast around a rocky headland. Do not leave the trail and walk on the cryptobiotic soil in open areas between trees. The black soil crust is formed by living organisms, including algae, cyanobacteria, and fungi, that release a gelatinous material that cements sand and soil grains, creating a crust that resists erosion and holds moisture. Walking on the fragile crust, which takes hundreds of years to form, leads to erosion and loss of nutrients. Don’t bust the crust!

The next 1.0 mile continues north up the narrowing bench between cliffs and the inner canyon, dipping across washes and passing junipers and piñons. A side trail at 2.6 miles heads right for 200 feet to a circular tower ruin that stood on the edge above the inner canyon. Many towers scattered across the area were probably used as lookouts, strongholds, or astronomical observatories, or for ceremonies.



[image: Hikers follow the Sand Canyon Trail on a bench below cliffs.]
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Return to the main trail and walk 0.2 mile to a viewpoint of the best-preserved ruin on the trail—Sunny Alcove. Tucked into an alcove adorned with black water streaks, the village features the walls of seven or eight rooms and a kiva on the left.

Like the other canyon villages, forming what archaeologists call the Castle Rock Community, Sunny Alcove was occupied in the Pueblo III period from about 1250 until abandonment in the mid-1280s. Sunny Alcove was undoubtedly a pleasant place to live, receiving winter sun and summer shade. Water was collected from springs, and maize, beans, and squash were grown on the floodplain in the canyon below. A 1965 excavation found corncobs, pottery shards, and parts of manos, or grinding stones. Important features include wall niches, evidence of wooden door latches, and a square doorway. The tower, 350 feet to the southeast, was probably used by the village.

Like all the dwellings in this outdoor museum, don’t enter the ruin or walk across the midden below the site. It’s easy to damage fragile walls and to unknowingly destroy this irreplaceable Native American heritage. Also, leave artifacts in place. They belong here with the spirits of the ancient ones. Treat the ruins with respect. They are still sacred and important to contemporary Puebloan people.

From Sunny Alcove, follow the trail around a promontory and head north on the narrow bench below cliffs. The trail rolls for 0.3 mile to a sandy trail junction in a wash. Go left up the wash on a path to two cliff dwellings tucked in south-facing alcove caves.

The first is Tucked Away Two-Story House, a two-story room built on a ledge above the trail as early as AD 1100. The next ruin is Wall Curves with Bedrock House. Its alcove features wall remnants and a high-standing wall that curves into the cliff.

After viewing the dwellings, return to the main trail and go left. Head north on the narrow bench, with the inner gorge to the right, and reach the last junction at 3.4 miles in a sandy wash. Go left and scramble up a trail to shady boulders below a huge cave. Above is House with Standing Curved Wall, the trail’s last cliff dwelling. Nestled below a vaulting roof, the site features a 38-foot-long curved wall with a square window. Few artifacts beyond potsherds were found during an excavation.

Return to Sand Canyon Trail for the hike’s last leg. At the junction, go left from the wash and follow a sunny bench below a cliff to the turnaround point at 3.6 mile and a sign that notes the trail beyond is “Most Difficult” and “Recommended for Foot Travel Only.” Reverse here and follow the trail south, returning to the trailhead at Eagle Rock.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKE

Continue up Sand Canyon Trail from the turnaround point. The trail continues in a narrowing canyon for 0.5 mile and then steeply climbs the west slope of Sand Canyon, reaching the mesa top after thirty switchbacks and climbing almost 800 feet. The trail continues north to the North Sand Canyon Trailhead at 6,862 feet.

West of the trailhead is Sand Canyon Pueblo, a village with more than 400 surface rooms, 90 kivas, 14 towers, and a plaza. As many as 600 people lived here until sometime after 1277, when many residents were killed in an attack.

Take a self-guided tour through the site and then return down Sand Canyon Trail to the south trailhead for a 13-mile hike, or have someone pick you up at the north trailhead.
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[image: Seven major Ancestral Puebloan ruins nestle in shallow shelter caves in cliffs above Sand Canyon Trail.]
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MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Sand Canyon Trailhead on the north side of CR G (GPS: 37.341604 N / -108.817795 W). Hike north up slickrock on cairn-marked trail past Eagle Rock. Past the trailhead 25 feet, a connector trail heads west for 1.2 miles to the Rock Creek and East Rock Creek Trails.

	0.3 After crossing a second slickrock slab, reach a junction with a connector trail that goes northwest for 1.0 mile to the East Rock Creek Trail (GPS: 37.345086 N /-108.816566 W). Continue straight and hike northeast below cliff band.

	0.5 Reach junction with a connector trail on the right (GPS: 37.345790 N /-108.813222 W). Continue straight on the Sand Canyon Trail. The connector trail goes 0.5 mile south to an alternative parking lot on Road G, east of the main trailhead.

	0.8 Reach a cairn at the start of a spur trail on the left that loops back to the Sand Canyon Trail. Continue straight on the main trail and hike northeast below cliffs.

	1.0 Reach Saddlehorn Pueblo, on the left (GPS: 37.352149 N / -108.807943 W). A short trail goes left for 100 feet to a viewing area.

	1.6 Junction with short spur trail on the right to Utes View Point and views into inner Sand Canyon (GPS: 37.356516 N / -108.802929 W). Another spur trail to a viewpoint is 0.05 mile north of the junction.

	1.7 Reach a signed junction with a connector trail that goes west for 0.7 mile to the East Rock Creek Trail (GPS: 37.358767 N / -108.803256 W). Continue northeast on the Sand Canyon Trail on a bench above the inner canyon.

	1.9 Reach a hilltop with views north to two ruins. Descend switchbacks to a dry wash.

	2.0 Junction with a 500-foot loop trail on the left that leads to Double Cliff House and Corncob House, two ruins tucked in alcove caves (GPS: 37.360966 N /-108.799913 W). Hike left to see the ruins then return to the main trail and go left.

	2.6 Junction with a short spur trail on the right, marked with cairn (GPS: 37.367092 N / -108.796219 W). The spur leads to a circular tower on the inner canyon’s edge.

	2.8 Reach a viewing area below Sunny Alcove, a well-preserved ruin in an alcove (GPS: 37.368827 N / -108.796872 W). Do not enter the ruin or cross slopes below the ruin.

	3.1 Reach a trail junction in a sandy wash (GPS: 37.370964 N / -108.794691 W). A left turn on a spur trail leads to Tucked Away Two-Story House and Wall Curves with Bedrock House in a side canyon to the west. Return to the main trail after viewing the ruins and go left.

	3.4 Reach junction in a wash with a side trail that goes left to House with Standing Curved Wall in an alcove (GPS: 37.372709 N / -108.792635 W). After visiting, return to the main trail and go left.

	3.6 Reach a white sign by the trail that reads: “Most Difficult.” This is the turnaround point for the out-and-back hike. Retrace the trail south to the trailhead in McElmo Canyon. (Option: The Sand Canyon Trail continues north from here, climbing out of the canyon and ending at the North Sand Canyon Trailhead after 6.5 miles.)

	7.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.








40 HARPERS CORNER TRAIL, DINOSAUR NATIONAL MONUMENT

The Harpers Corner Trail follows the crest of a high ridge to a dramatic promontory lookout above the Green and Yampa Rivers in the wild heart of Dinosaur National Monument.


Start: Harpers Corner Trailhead

Distance: 2.4 miles out-and-back

Hiking time: 1.5–2 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation gain: 55 feet

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt and slickrock

Best season: Apr through Oct

Schedule: Open daily unless Harpers Corner Road is closed by snow

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Dogs not allowed

Land status: Dinosaur National Monument

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Jones Hole; Dinosaur National Monument map

Trail contact: Dinosaur National Monument, 4545 US 40, Dinosaur 81610; (435) 781-7700; nps.gov/dino

Special considerations: The trail is hot in summer, with little shade; carry water. There are cliffs and drop-offs along trail; keep away from edges, and keep children under control. Open-toed shoes are not recommended. Watch for thunderstorms and lightning. No cell phone service on the trail.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From the junction of US 40 and CO 64 in Dinosaur, drive east on US 40 for 1.9 miles; turn left (north) on Harpers Corner Road. Pass Dinosaur National Monument’s Canyon Visitor Center and drive north for 31 miles to the road’s end and the Harpers Corner Trailhead. GPS: 40.524070 N / -109.019684 W




THE HIKE

The 1.2-mile Harpers Corner Trail follows a narrow ridge in the heart of Dinosaur National Monument to one of Colorado’s most dramatic overlooks. The easy trail, lying a scant 2 miles from the Utah border, explores a wildland of sheer canyons carved by the Green and Yampa Rivers, rolling sagebrush-covered uplands, cliff-bound mesas, and rugged mountains. Easily reached by Harpers Corner Road, the remote trail is one of Colorado’s best hidden gems, affording stunning views, geologic wonders, and few hikers.

Dinosaur National Monument, sprawling along the border of Colorado and Utah, is a 210,844-acre parkland that protects two distinct natural features: a unique deposit of dinosaur bones and a wonderland of twisting canyons excavated by two mighty rivers. While most visitors come to view the extraordinary bas-relief of ancient life preserved in sandstone, the canyons, cliffs, and mesas of Dinosaur’s backcountry are equally compelling. The Harpers Corner Trail is a passport to this remote wilderness, allowing hikers to walk to an airy overlook and glimpse the eternal earth.

Access the trail by driving the Harpers Corner Road for 32 miles from the Canyon Visitor Center. Stop at the visitor center for information, exhibits on natural history and geology, a short film, and books, maps, and posters at a bookstore. The center, with water and restrooms, is open May 9 to October 10 but closed during winter. The Harpers



[image: The Green River plunges down Whirlpool Canyon below the Harpers Corner Trail.]
The Green River plunges down Whirlpool Canyon below the Harpers Corner Trail.





Corner Road traditionally opens by Easter weekend, but check with the monument, since it often doesn’t open until late April, depending on snowfall. Drifts as deep as 14 feet must be plowed before the road opens. Besides Harpers Corner, the road accesses other scenic overlooks, Echo Park, the Yampa Bench, and three other trails. There is no entrance fee to access the Colorado section of Dinosaur National Monument.

The trail, open mid-April to mid-November, offers fine hiking weather during its seven-month season. At an elevation of 7,600 feet, temperatures range from 60°F to 80°F. Little shade is found on the trail, so plan on wearing a hat and carrying water. Heavy thunderstorms occur on summer afternoons. Watch for storms coming from the west to avoid dangerous lightning on the isolated ridge and viewpoints. Autumn brings warm days and cool nights, with occasional rainstorms or snow flurries.

Start at the Harpers Corner Trailhead, on the north side of the one-way loop road at the end of Harpers Corner Road. A vault toilet is opposite the trailhead, but no water is available. A sign with rules and regulations, safety information, and trail data is at the trailhead. A trail guide is also available at a metal box at the trailhead or at the Canyon Visitor Center.

The trail descends a few switchbacks and then heads north on the wide ridge through juniper and piñon pine trees. After 0.2 mile, reach a viewpoint that looks east through a gap between trees to the sagebrush-covered Yampa Bench and a canyon carved by Pool Creek. At 0.6 mile the trail splits. Take the left fork.

Continue north along a narrowing ridge with open views into canyons on both sides. Pass a rest bench at 0.7 mile, and reach a view of the Green River in Whirlpool Gorge to the west after 1.0 mile. Past another bench at 1.1 miles, the trail clambers up exposed bedrock to the end of the trail at a sloping, fenced overlook at 1.2 miles. Near the end of the trail, look for fossils, including crinoids, or “sea lilies,” twiglike bryozoans, and brachiopods, or clam-like shells, in the limestone bedrock that was once the seafloor. It’s possible to continue up the exposed ridge for another 0.2 mile past the overlook to Observation Point at the end of the jutting promontory.

The fenced overlook at the trail’s end offers expansive views of Dinosaur’s canyon country high above the Green River and Echo Park, a lovely pocket where the Green and Yampa Rivers join. The Green River enters Echo Park from the north after plunging down 18-mile-long Lodore Canyon. The monument’s oldest rock formation—billion-year-old Uinta Mountain Quartzite—forms the canyon’s somber sides. Maj. John Wesley Powell’s 1869 expedition was the first to run Lodore’s challenging rapids, giving them terrifying names like Hell’s Half Mile and Disaster Falls.

The Yampa River enters Echo Park from the east, exiting a serpentine 46-mile-long canyon walled by ivory-tinted sandstone cliffs and domes before merging with the Green. The 170-mile-long Yampa, Colorado’s last major free-flowing river, begins from melting snow atop the Flat Tops on the White River Plateau.

Echo Park, reached by a dirt road that drops 2,000 feet and 13 miles from the Harpers Ferry Road, is the secret heart of the monument. Cliffs surround the sunken hole and tall cottonwoods shade the crumbly riverbanks. Echo Park was named by one-armed Civil War veteran Powell, who, with four boats and ten men, floated the Green River to the mighty Colorado and through the Grand Canyon. After negotiating the treacherous Green in Lodore, the expedition lingered in the bucolic park for a few days. Powell named the park for the resounding echoes off Steamboat Rock in the park. Echo Park



[image: chpt_fig_157.jpg]



offers a twenty-two-site campground, Whispering Cave, and panels of Native American rock art.

In Echo Park, the Green River makes a horseshoe bend around Steamboat Rock and flows north around Harpers Corner in another huge bend. The Mitten Park Fault rises above the river to the east. This dramatic fault tilted and squeezed rock layers during the uplift of the Uinta Mountains, forming a textbook example of a fault and monocline. The older rocks to the left of the fault were pushed higher than the younger ones on Steamboat Rock, to the right.

The Green River enters Whirlpool Canyon at Mitten Fault and sweeps around Harpers Corner. The cliff-lined river flows quickly down the canyon, crashing over boulders and passing alcoves and sandy beaches. Powell named Whirlpool Canyon in 1869, writing, “The Green is greatly increased by the Yampa, and we now have a much larger river. All this volume of water, confined, as it is, in a narrow channel and rushing with great velocity, is set eddying and spinning in whirlpools by projecting rocks and short curves, and the waters waltz their way through the canyon, making their own rippling, rushing, roaring music.” Earlier, a French fur trapper etched his name and date, “D. Julien 1836,” on a rock panel below Harpers Corner.

After enjoying the views, sit on the rim and listen to the river currents far below. Time and the flowing river can teach us great lessons and humility. Afterward, head south to return to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Harpers Corner Trailhead (GPS: 40.524070 N / -109.019684 W), on the north side of the parking lot at the end of Harpers Corner Road.

	1.2 Reach the trail’s end at a fenced overlook (GPS: 40.534468 N / -109.007744 W). Retrace your steps.

	2.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.










[image: bck_fig_001.jpg]




[image: bck_fig_002.jpg]



OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_058.jpg
RIMROCK AND CREEK BOTTOM TRAILS, oot 05 N
CASTLEWOOD CANYON STATE PARK 5 = = @

/7o Franktonn

CASTLEWOOD
CANYON
STATE PARK

\ner Canyon Trail
enerpyeh e

g d
,
¢ Lake Gulch
=

h
|
1






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_059.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_056.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_057.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_065.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_066.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_063.jpg
0__ Kilometer 05

DAWSON BUTTE TRAIL, DAWSON BUTTE RANCH OPEN SPACE : —
e

Dowson sutte
7,481 ft. A

(§

stairway to |
Heaven Trail |~
&

DAWSON BUTTE
RANCH

Fenceline_|
Path

..\a@i/“/( % ‘
)






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_064.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_061.jpg
[ Kilometer 05
LINCOLN MOUNTAIN AND PALMER DIVIDE RANCH TRAILS, LINCOLN MOUNTAIN OPEN SPACE =

[ Mile 05

i
|
|

|
|
|

\\ ,
\

LINCOLN MOUNTAIN /

OPEN SPACE

) Jones Road

To Colorado Springs /,






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_062.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_060.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_069.jpg
0__Kilometer _0.25
CHIEF MOUNTAIN TRAIL, ARAPAHO NATIONAL FOREST :
wile
ARAPAHO
NATIONAL FOREST
To Evergreen
- pass Road
3
Echo Mountain s
SkiArea

s

H

3l

9 A

Papoose Mountain
11,174 1t
i To Mount Evans
Chief Mountain
—— ARAPAHO
— i NATIONAL FOREST
i
MOUNT EVANS \
WILDERNESS AREA \






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_067.jpg
SANDSTONE MEADOW LOOP TRAIL, Q__Kilometer 0.25 N
SANDSTONE RANCH OPEN SPACE s e s @

o o]

SandstoneRanch {
Talead,

wildife
Overlook

Gambel
Gak Loop

SANDSTONE RANCH
OPEN SPACE

Toraimer\

Overlook






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_068.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_076.jpg
[ Kilometer 025

N
Wile 025 @

MOUNT MUSCOCO TRAIL, NORTH CHEYENNE CANON PARK

]

_J v

/

NORTH CHEYENNE CANON PARK

Mt Cutler
7220 ft
o, &
Ze muscoco % R P
& 1 Sy -
§ e
X Ve
\ ,

Mt Muscoco
8,020 ft.






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_077.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_074.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_075.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_072.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_073.jpg
0 Kilometers 2 N
_—

BLUEBIRD LAKE TRAIL, ROCKY MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK

[ Wiles 2

6 Sandbeach

Isolation Peak
A st

Mahana peak
A2 n

o Blucbird

-
ROCKY MOUNTAIN

Ouzel Peak 0
12,716 ft. o NATIONAL PARK
A
L
Junco A
Lake Copeland Mountain

13,176 ft.

LSTYO0d TVNOILLVN LTIAISOOU

INDIAN PEAKS
WILDERNESS

INDIAN PEAKS
WILDERNESS






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_070.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_071.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_078.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_079.jpg
0 Kilometer 1 N
DIXON TRAIL, CHEYENNE MOUNTAIN STATE PARK ¢ =M-‘— @

Antenna
Feld

Dragon’s
Backbone

ajo)

PIKE
NATIONAL o
“Limekiln~ .,
Fonet Traihead
J
5
CHEYENNE MOUNTAIN <
STATE PARK 4
g
5

North Talon
Trail

5)






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_087.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_088.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_085.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_086.jpg
OVERLOOK TRAIL, ELEVENMILE [ N
CANYON RECREATION AREA Mile = @

PIKE NATIONAL FOREST

- spilvay






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_083.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_084.jpg
Petrified
Forest Loop

el

FLORISSANT FOSSIL BEDS
NATIONAL MONUMENT






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_081.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_082.jpg
0 Kilometer 1 N

MASON TRAIL, SOUTH SLOPE RECREATION AREA

Wile 1

PIKE
- NATIONAL FOREST
.
.y
-
-
A

SOUTH SLOPE
RECREATION AREA

Almagre
iz Mountain—t
12,367 1t

11,749 16X

McReymolds
Reservoir

S\ McReynolds
U Trail

Trailhead

PIKE
NATIONAL FOREST

|70 Gold Camp Road






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_080.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_089.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_098.jpg
o Kilometer 0.25

MACE TRAIL TO DEVIL'S CANYON TRAIL, PUEBLO MOUNTAIN PARK &
3 Mile 0.25

rseshoe.
ge

N

Tolpucblo

[

/J  puesro

ALookout c MOUNTAIN
Point PARK
\%






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_099.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_096.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_097.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_094.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_095.jpg
TEMPLE CANYON TRAIL, TEMPLE CANYON PARK

0

Kilometer

Mile

02 N

02 @

/ The
Temple

= ;\\'\@m city






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_092.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_093.jpg
0___ Kilometer 0.5 N

e 5 @

PEDRO’S POINT TRAIL, LAKE PUEBLO STATE PARK

Pueblo Pedro’s
Reservoir

LAKE PUEBLO
STATE PARK

Route 96Trail_____

D






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_090.jpg
(GOOSE CREEK TRAIL, 9Q Kilometer 1 N
LOST CREEK WILDERNESS AREA 5 e i @
i
o ( ;
9242 1. \\ i
i
/ {
N
LOST CREEK 5
Shat House \
WILDERNESS AREA /»
i
\
%10.392 ft.
]
J

Q@ §
B . )
o 2 /
: i
\ i
\ /
PIKE /
NATIONAL FOREST '
lse2a 1t
| \
\
/
\ {
\ !
!
i
/
\v
\A
\
LOST CREEK \
.\
WILDERNESS AREA ‘i 7\*/\/
Godse Creek

i
/
PIKE
NATIONAL FOREST
i

l

—






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_091.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_108.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_109.jpg
PIKA TRAIL, PENNSYLVANIA MOUNTAIN NATURAL AREA

0___ Kilometer 05

oz

Mile (5

Pennsylvania
Mountain
13,006 1.

PENNSYLVANIA MOUNTAIN
NATURAL AREA

Pennsyivania
'\ Mountain
\Trailhead

Mountain
View Drive






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_106.jpg
0__ Kilometer 0.25 N

5 @

Wile

PENITENTE CANYON AND BLUE SKY TRAILS LOOP, PENITENTE SPECIAL RECREATION MANAGEMENT AREA

§omerm” \
& \
0, Y
@
ot
et
o
}
~d Rock Garden .
L Connector Trail R
A =
R

cenitente SnyeSe””

~3%

PENITENTE SPECIAL
AN RECREATION
MANAGEMENT AREA

N






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_107.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_104.jpg
[ Kilometer 1 N
_—

; e ; @

Mount Adams
A7 i

WILLOW LAKE TRAIL, SANGRE DE CRISTO WILDERNESS AREA

x 13,546 ft.

SANGRE DE CRISTO WILDERNESS AREA

Falls

To Crestone

Trailhead

RIO GRANDE Chalienger
NATIONAL 14,081 ft.
FOREST A
A
Kit Carson
Peak
14,170 fr.






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_105.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_102.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_103.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_100.jpg
[ Kilometer 0.5

N
HOGBACK NATURE TRAIL, LATHROP STATE PARK @
0 Wile [

William Henr
Jackson Trai

ol

L

LATHROP
STATE PARK

Martin Lake

Horseshoe Lake






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_101.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_110.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
(=)
=
o
W

®






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_119.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_117.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_118.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_115.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_116.jpg
0__Kilometer 1

N
@

Mile

PTARMIGAN LAKE TRAIL, SAN ISABEL NATIONAL FOREST

To Buena
Vista

To Cottonwood
ass

\§

Jones Mountain

12,995 ft.
A

SAN ISABEL
NATIONAL EOREST

Prarmigan Lake

;
i
v - d
13,216 ft. b






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_113.jpg
RICH CREEK TRAIL AND ROUGH AND TUMBLING CREEK TRAILS LOOP, BUFFALO PEAKS WILDERNESS AREA s = - @D

12,306 ft.
Vs
Tumbling C
pough HFE-
BUFFALO PEAKS
WILDERNESS AREA
PIKE PIKE
NATIONAL [ NATIONAL
FOREST FOREST
|
&) X12,132 f.
o 11,003 ft.
S
&

1 Meadows
¥






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_114.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_111.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_112.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_120.jpg
TURRET TRAIL TO RIVER BENCH TRAIL, Q___Kiometer 05 N
BROWNS CANYON NATIONAL MONUMENT I

RUBY MOUNTAIN
RECREATION SITE

Ruby
Mountain
ead

Mountain
8,020 ft.

BROWNS CANYON
NATIONAL MONUMENT

L upuos Jon






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_121.jpg





OEBPS/Images/bck_fig_001.jpg
A American

©

/- THE TEN ESSENTIALS OF HIKING W™
O o s Society
Q NS
(}/\ Essentials” every time you head out for a hike. Whether you plan @
to be gone for a couple of hours or several months, make sure to L
pack these items. Become familiar with these items and know how &
to use them.

American Hiking Society recommends you pack the “Ten

1. Appropriate Footwear
Happy feet make for pleasant hiking. Think about \@
traction, support, and protection when selecting ==
well-fitting shoes or boots.

e
2. Navigation > @
While phones and GPS units are handy, they

aren’t always reliable in the backcountry; consider '
carrying a paper map and compass as a backup 5

and know how to use them.

3. Water (and a way to purify it) @
As a guideline, plan for half a liter of water per \
hour in moderate temperatures/terrain. Carry ﬂO

enough water for your trip and know where and
how to treat water while you’re out on the trail. Q/\

4. Food %5
Pack calorie-dense foods to help fuel your hike,
and carry an extra portion in case you are out ,

longer than expected. % (

5. Rain Gear & Dry-Fast Layers /‘
The weatherman is not always right. Dress in layers @

to adjust to changing weather and activity levels.
Wear moisture-wicking cloths and carry a warm hat.

6. Safety Items (light, fire, and a whistle) g

Have means to start an emergency fire, signal for
help, and see the trail and your map in the dark. /@





OEBPS/Images/bck_fig_002.jpg
%

"
AN
N4

AL 2N OV~ N ~\[P =X

n(C

=
@

e A

7. First Aid Kit
j Supplies to treat illness or injury are only as

helpful as your knowledge of how to use
them. Take a class to gain the skills needed to

0 8. Knife or Multi-Tool
With countless uses, a multi-tool can help with
f gear repair and first aid.

10. Shelter

Protection from the elements in the event you are
injured or stranded is necessary. A lightweight,
inexpensive space blanket is a great option.

administer first aid and CPR.

9. Sun Protection

Sunscreen, sunglasses, and sun-protective
clothing should be used in every season

1 regardless of temperature or cloud cover.

Find other helpful resources at AmericanHiking.org/hiking-resources

PROTECT THE PLACES YOU LOVE TO HIKE.

Become a member today and take $5 off
an annual membership using the code Falcon5.

AmericanHiking.org/join
T AR

American Hiking Society is the only national nonprofit
organization dedicated to empowering all to enjoy,
share, and preserve the hiking experience.

A American
Hiking
s Society





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_128.jpg
CURECANTI CREEK TRAIL, CURECANTI et 02 N
NATIONAL RECREATION AREA T we  oxs ®

CURECANTI
NATIONAL
RECREATION AREA

CURECANTI
NATIONAL
RECREATION AREA

A
Curecanti
Needle
7,856 ft.






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_129.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_126.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_127.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_124.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_125.jpg
DILLON PINNACLES TRAIL, [ Kilometer 05 N
CURECANTI NATIONAL RECREATION AREA h e = @

#|pition

4 Guich

Y

H

/
A CURECANTI

NATIONAL
RECREATION

i AREA

7o Gunnison
=y

Blue Mesa Reservoir

e






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_122.jpg
Q___Kilometer__0.25 N

THREE LAKES TRAIL, GUNNISON NATIONAL FOREST —_— D
G Mile 0.25
1 o eter
| Pos Roaa
\
\ GUNNISON
7570 NATIONAL FOREST

Lost Lake
Slough

Three Lakes Try

Lost Lake
Falls

N
/ A

LV
GUNNISON K

NATIONAL FOREST






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_123.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_010.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_131.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_011.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_132.jpg
0

Kilometer _0.25

Mile

= @

NORTH VISTA TRAIL TO EXCLAMATION POINT, BLACK CANYON OF THE GUNNISON NATIONAL PARK
-

/
BLACK CANYON
OF THE GUNNISON
NATIONAL PARK

Exclamation
Point

{_ Chasm View
1 Nature Trail
i
1
\

3

North Rim
Ranger Station

To Crawford






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_130.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_018.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_139.jpg
DEVILS CANYON TRAILS, MCINNIS CANYONS o fometer ! N
NATIONAL CONSERVATION AREA 5 Wi ; @

MCKINNIS CANYONS
NATIONAL
CONSERVATION AREA

Phantom
Spire

Line Shack

A

Devils
Disciple 1






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_019.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_016.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_137.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_017.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_138.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_014.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_135.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_015.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_136.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_012.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_133.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_013.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_134.jpg
RIFLE ARCH TRAIL, BUREAU OF Q_____Kilometer [
LAND MANAGEMENT PUBLIC LANDS 3 Wile 05

oz

x 7,488 ft.

GRAND HOGBACK






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_021.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_142.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_022.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_143.jpg
POLLACK BENCH AND RATTLESNAKE ARCHES TRAIL, MCINNIS CANYONS NATIONAL CONSERVATION AREA

0___ Kilometer 1 N
—_—

ile

Solorado RV

MCCINNIS CANYONS
NATIONAL CONSERVATION
AREA

Holen-the Bidoe
A
%
% Centennial
o, M

Rattlesnake Canyon
Arches Trail

—\.Pollock Benich-
-
=

T ToFwita

MCCINNIS CANYONS
NATIONAL CONSERVATION
AREA






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_140.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_020.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_141.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_029.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_027.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_148.jpg
DOLORES RIVER TRAIL, DOLORES RIVER
CANYON WILDERNESS STUDY AREA

0 Kilometer 1

Mile 1

DOLORES RIVER

STUDY AREA

CANYON WILDERNESS






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_028.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_149.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_025.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_146.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_026.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_147.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_023.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_144.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_024.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_145.jpg
MIRACLE ROCK TRAIL, BUREAU OF 2

Kilometer
LAND MANAGEMENT PUBLIC LANDS 5 e
=
H\
_ satoreng.
=)

pr—
R

Il Miracle
il Rock






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_032.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_153.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_033.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_154.jpg
) Kilometer 1 N

SAND CANYON TRAIL, CANYON OF THE
ANCIENTS NATIONAL MONUMENT I3 Mile 7

CANYON OF THE ANCIENTS
NATIONAL MONUMENT

House with
Standing Curved Wiall

neimay
o

Wl Curves with
e b

Sunny
Alcovem

-
Sand Canyon ° {
3 Yol b
Y = v
! < 9
: Double i House B
. i o _
S =
< S
e G
ot L
P
Sabdetom ( ;
Pueblo ™ \ A\

Castle Rock
®puchlo

Sand Canyon
Tralhead

To Cortez
~






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_030.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_151.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_031.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_152.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_150.jpg
ONAL I

o nd corter

Point Lookout
8,427 ft.

MESA VERDE
NATIONAL PARK

it Ed
Tailhesd






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_038.jpg
PAWNEE BUTTES TRAIL, PAWNEE NATIONAL GRASSLAND

0 Kilometer 05

oz

PAWNEE
NATIONAL GRASSLAND

West Pawnee
Butte

Mile 05

East Pawnee
Butte
5,375 ft.
A

p—

PAWNEE
NATIONAL GRASSLAND






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_159.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_039.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_036.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_157.jpg
DINOSAUR
NATIONAL MONUMENT

Harpers Comer
“Tailhead

Harpers
Corner Road

A ECHO PARK






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_037.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_158.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_034.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_155.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_035.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_156.jpg
o

2

e





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_043.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_044.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
FALCONGUIDES

GUILEORD. CONNECTICUT





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_041.jpg
SAND CREEK MASSACRE
NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE

@ visior swion

POy 1WaWNUON

peoy
siouenbpesy

Chief white
1(® | |— Antelope Way






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_042.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_160.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.jpg
L] Kilometers 100
OVERVIEW
0 Miles 100
H DINOSAUR T Cowdre 287! -
R W Comtey
MONOENT A S
4 Crig v

Ginosauc

(131) Krenjmling

MESA
[159% | vERDE NP

e S i
i N EX!E;’PaIku“D
|

U}

__Boulder

7 — Denver— 36!
Jdaho3hos
Bhadhe N SN
@ W parker
(Chstle Rock

FLORISSANT
FOSSIL BEDS NM,

@ crear sano
DUNES NP

[Springfiel

ﬁ(}ampo :






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_040.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_161.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png
GUIDES®





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_049.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_047.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_048.jpg
SWALLOW AND COYOTE SONG TRAILS, Q__Kilometer 0.25 N
SOUTH VALLEY PARK, JEFFERSON COUNTY OPEN SPACE  we o @

SOUTH
VALLEY PARK
(AREA CLOSED)

To South Traithead ™\






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_045.jpg
0__ Kilometer 1 N

PICKETWIRE CANYON TRAIL,
COMANCHE NATIONAL GRASSLAND b e T @
;

T

COMANCHE
NATIONAL
GRASSLAND

Withers Canyon
Trailhead

FORT CARSON
MILITARY RESERVATION

COMANCHE
NATIONAL

Dindsaur
) Trackway

To Rourke Ranch. /






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_046.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_054.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_055.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_052.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_053.jpg
0 Kilometer 05

0 ile

CARPENTER PEAK TRAIL, ROXBOROUGH STATE PARK
T

[SE

05

\ a )

s H*;\ \\\ | ‘ /

ROXBOROUGH
STATE PARK

i 5o,
~South g,
<L B,
25

&






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_050.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_051.jpg
3 BAR AND OT TRAILS, EAGLE’S NEST OPEN SPACE

Kilometer

0.5

EAGLE'S NEST
OPEN SPACE

o,

Xy

EAGLE'S NEST
OPEN SPACE

A Eagle’s Nest

i
l
|






