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      T. Duren Jones loves hiking wilderness trails. He gets out as often as he can, and enjoys taking friends and family on his explorations. Most of those who have joined his adventures still talk to him. He has hiked hundreds of trails in the American West, has summited all of the 54 Colorado 14,000 ft. peaks (now on his second round with his granddaughter), and has trekked the nearly 500 miles of the Colorado Trail's 28 segments from Denver to Durango. Once he's done with one checklist, he on to the next—this guy is nuts!

      This book is a follow-up to Tales from the Trails, this time with new stories presented in bite-sized pieces. Snack on a few at a time, but you might not want to put it down and end up eating, er, reading, the whole package in one sitting. As with his previous book, Trail Mix is part adventure, part travelogue, part motivational encouragement, part cautionary tale, and part stand-up comedy (at lest the author thinks so).

      Trail Mix is for anyone who loves spending time in the outdoors, who wishes they could be outdoors more, or who simply enjoys reading about nuts who spend time in the great outdoors. The author hopes by sharing these adventures—and misadventures—that the readers will be inspired to go out and discover their own stories.
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      To Maren

      

      I'd like to think I inspired my granddaughter at a young age to love the wilderness and to explore the outdoors. She now inspires me with her unbridled enthusiasm for hiking adventures. I love being part of her journey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            High Adventure, Epic Fail

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “To succeed in life, you need two things: ignorance and confidence.”—Mark Twain

        

      

      Big Santa Anita Canyon, San Gabriel Mountains, California

      We found ourselves on—well, I had carelessly led us to—a cliffy, slippery incline, with seemingly no way up or down. We were stuck. Each step on the decomposed granite felt like we were trying to climb over marbles.

      I have always loved the wilderness—not just scenic drive-bys, but actually getting into the great outdoors. Growing up at the foot of the San Gabriel Mountains in Sierra Madre, California, northeast of Los Angeles, as an active latchkey lad, I was out every hot summer day, riding my Schwinn Sting-Ray bike to grand adventures. My working parents trusted my independence. And I (mostly) behaved myself—I guess that’s not entirely true, but that’s another story.

      I explored Bailey Canyon near my house, snuck into the fenced reservoirs above the Little League field for a refreshing, prohibited swim in my underwear, built tree houses, dug holes in the backyard for dinosaur bones or buried treasure (none found, and my father—who was clearly more interested in safety than untold wealth and fame—made me fill in my unfinished archaeological sites). I pretended to be Tarzan in a Lost World of the untamed jungle section of the Los Angeles County Arboretum not far from our home, and had heroic neighborhood battles with grenade oranges and metal trash can lids, before the orange groves were converted to housing subdivisions.

      Nothing changed for my love of the outdoors (except that I had fewer fruit battles) through high school and college. I could now drive to the next adventure. I hiked the Mt. Wilson Trail, trekked Eaton Canyon above Pasadena, overturned ocean tide pool rocks in a search for hidden marine surprises, camped at Joshua Tree National Park and climbed the huge boulder piles, and photojournaled the California coastline from San Diego to San Francisco. I thought of myself as quite the National Geographic explorer—a triple-combination of Sir Edmund Hillary, Jeremiah Johnson and Ansel Adams. Truly a legend in my own collegiate mind.

      So it was natural that I take my friend, Diane, on a hike up to Chantry Flat in the Big Santa Anita Canyon area, not far from my home. I had an interest in being more than friends. She, unfortunately, couldn’t see past my flaming red hair, having some kind of mental block against “carrot tops,” perhaps after a bad childhood experience with a circus clown. But I would win her over with a demonstration of my mastery of wilderness exploration, and prowess as a trailblazer.

      Chantry Flat is a designated Recreation Area in the Angeles National Forest. An 8.8 mile trail system offers scenic views, shady forested sections, abundant wildlife, a tranquil creek with large boulders, and waterfalls. It’s nice that all this is available so close to the city. And it was a great place for me to show off.

      At some point on the trail, and for some reason that now escapes me, I thought it was a good idea to lead us off the designated path. I know now, and probably knew then, that this is usually not a good decision. The trail is there for a reason. Not sure what I was thinking, but maybe it was for a better view of the valley below us. Or a different angle to see a waterfall below. Did I want to separate us from the other random hikers for some quiet reflection and conversation? Perhaps, I did it intentionally to put us in a dangerous situation to show how I could get us out—to save her life! In any case, here we found ourselves, on a cliff side, slippery gravel under our feet, stuck, with no clear way up or down.

      Humility bears a great weight when it arrives as a result of stupid decisions. I was embarrassed. Great impression I was making! Dumb as a vegetable. More than a bit nervous, frozen really (although, stoically, I tried not to show it), with nowhere to sit, unable to move in any direction without the ground moving with us, and closer to the drop-off, we leaned against the cliff wall. Tennis shoes were not the right footwear for this hike (duh), we had no water or food as I remember, and no spend-the-night-on-the- side-of-a-cliff clothing. We evaluated our options. Diane was athletic, confident, self-reliant; I don’t think she was fully looking to me to solve our dilemma. But Carrot Top, who had ignorantly gotten us into this predicament, needed to get us out.

      We couldn’t go back the way we came, as that was just too steep and unstable. I eyed a small shelf to our right. If we were very careful, took it slowly and deliberately, had surety with each baby step, I thought we could traverse on a diagonal back to the trail. Of course, this was coming from the guy that had gotten us into this trouble to begin with. We helped each other with hand and footholds and crept upward. Don’t know if Diane could hear my heart beating through my chest.

      As evidenced by this report, we made it. Clearly, Diane wasn’t too put off by my bumbling attempt to impress with my wilderness recreational knowledge. She has trusted me to take her down many adventurous trails in life these past 41 years. And this is more than just a metaphor. We camped with our young kids in the valley of Yosemite, have hiked and snowshoed hundreds of trails across the American West, summited mountain peaks, trekked through the Joshua Tree and Moab deserts, and hiked over 350 miles of the Colorado Trail together.

      I guess I didn’t fall too flat on that first hike at Chantry Flat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Rattlesnake Country, Denver

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Always carry a flagon of whiskey in case of a snakebite and furthermore always carry a small snake.”—W. C. Fields

        

      

      Roxborough State Park, Douglas County, Colorado

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “And watch out for rattlesnakes. Several were spotted on the trails this morning,” said the too-cheerful attendant behind the visitor center counter.

      Rattlesnakes? Several? I thought. And this morning? There was hardly anyone here today at the state park … and there had been several rattlesnake sightings? I had hiked hundreds of trails in Colorado, over 26 years, and had never seen a rattlesnake. Heard they were out there. Seen none.

      What exactly was I to watch out for? How? Seems like rattlesnakes were either on the trails or not. What was I suppose to do? At least when in bear country you can wear bells on your shoes to announce your coming. I guess after I paid my park fee, I should have asked about it, but in my moment of thoughtful distraction, a young mother with two antsy kids stepped up to the counter asking for three bottles of water (not flagons of whiskey). Feeling my turn in line had passed, and not wanting to scare the wee children with questions about biting snakes, I moved to the literature rack.

      This was my first visit to Roxborough State Park since moving to Colorado more than two decades ago, and I wanted a trail map to get the lay of the land. Hard to believe I’m still finding new trails to explore, and with this one so close to my home near Colorado Springs—right in Denver’s backyard, set up against the foothills of the Rockies. What a surprising find, with or without snakes.
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        Some readers believe I use a bit of hyperbole in my storytelling. But look, here's a sign in Roxborough State Park.

        

      

      Roxborough is a Colorado Natural Area and a National Natural Landmark park, with close to 4,000 acres to explore. It is filled with dramatic red-rock formations, distinct ecological systems from forest to wetlands and a host of wildlife, apparently including rattlesnakes. I scanned the pamphlet rack. Surely there would be something about snakes.

      Published by the Colorado Division of Wildlife, a wide range of helpful literature on display included “Don’t Feed the Wildlife” (wasn’t in my plans—I know better from personal experience), “Living with Bears” (no intention to—no interest, and they make terrible house guests) and “Your Guide to Avoiding Human-Coyote Conflicts” (just don’t start arguments with them about religion, politics, and social issues). But no brochures on rattlesnake encounters, which seemed like quite an omission, given the disconcerting warning from the park representative.

      I did learn that visitors can take in all of Roxborough’s geological wonders via a network of interconnected trails for every level of your hiking ability. I started out on the Willow Creek Trail, which would connect me to the South Rim Trail loop. I was glad to see that no trail was named “Rattlesnake Gulch,” “Venom Valley,” or “Snakebite Creek.” A hundred yards or so in, I stumbled (not literally) upon some kind of red-faced youth corps worker lying spread-eagle on the ground, possibly the victim of a deadly serpent attack.

      “Just resting,” she responded to my concerned inquiry by smiling, waving and saying she was okay. I had to take her word for it.

      I rounded shady turns and discovered more young people along the side of the trail. I learned that they were volunteering their time for trail maintenance, and that they were simply taking it easy before their successive turn on a fireman bucket brigade of wheelbarrow loads of dirt. I thanked them for their trail work, although I wondered how much they were actually getting done in the heat of the mid-day.

      Roxborough State Park reminded me of the red-rock beauty of Garden of the Gods in the Springs, but not commercialized, not crowded, and carpeted with wildflowers and lush emerald green everywhere. The trails are easy to moderate in difficulty and are laid out with scenic viewpoints in mind. They go from wet lands to prairie to mountain foothills, and weave around monolithic red sandstone formations that tilt at a 60-degree angle. After I left the exhausted, sun-stroked workers, I had the place nearly all to myself.

      This day I saw deer, birds, a rabbit, butterflies, a red fox and a fuzzy-wuzzy caterpillar, but no rattlesnakes. Perhaps that would have made a better story, one of valiant survival in the wilderness (like some of those in my Tales from the Trails book), with me on all fours, dragging my bitten, bloody, swollen leg for miles on newly repaired trails, only to find the visitor center closed for the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Wrestling a Mountain

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Laughter can bring a new perspective.”—Christopher Durang

        

      

      Mount Yale (14,199 ft.), Collegiate Peaks, Sawatch Range, Colorado

      I was just another father concerned about who was dating his only daughter. I may have been a little overprotective, I’ll admit. I own a shotgun for bird hunting and skeet shooting, and I let each young man know that. And that it’s loaded.

      When I first met Joe, I wasn’t sure who this guy was, his background, or who he’d turn out to be one day. I did know that Sarah and Joe hadn’t met at church or school youth group, but at a raucous dance club. And that he was older than Sarah, by a few years—more than a few. Maybe not this dad’s first choice for a future son-in-law, but I was willing to give him the benefit of my doubts. I took my finger off the trigger.

      I’m not going to say that Joe was immediately a kiss-up to my wife Diane, and me—I’ll let you draw your own conclusions. Okay, forget that: This guy was a real kiss-up, lips fully puckered.

      I was working in the front yard, moving a delivered pile of dirt around for a driveway island. Joe had just arrived with Sarah and proceeded to introduce himself. I put the shovel and shotgun down and shook his powerful hand. He shared that he was preparing for competition at the Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs as a wrestler. I shook the pain out of my hand and picked the gun back up.

      We chatted for a few minutes. Joe asked what I was doing, and I explained, even though I thought it seemed pretty obvious.

      “I love yard work! Especially moving dirt around!” he said, as he grabbed up another, larger shovel and started helping. I barely stifled laughter.

      I told him I had also picked up rocks at the local landscaping yard to build a small retaining wall. I had used the cargo section of my vintage, 1976 International Scout SUV. 

      “I love old International Scouts!” he exclaimed. “And, as I’m also a mechanic, I can help you with any repairs! I love working on Scouts! Need anything fixed?”

      My wife came out with a pitcher of ice-cold lemonade for a refresh on this hot day. Joe had already flung dirt hard enough to work up a sweat. “Thank you sooo much! I love lemonade!” Why did that not surprise me?

      Hmmmm … do I shoot him now, or wait? This was quite entertaining. And it was kinda hard not to like this guy. Maybe I’ll hold off a while.

      A few weeks later, we were talking with Sarah and Joe about our son, Cary, and plans to climb our next Colorado 14,000-ft. peak. “I love hiking and mountain climbing!” Joe said. He shared some experiences from his low-elevation Georgia home.

      “Do … you … want … to join us … next weekend?” I asked, knowing the answer.

      “I’d LOVE to!”

      Joe had never climbed a 14er before and had not even hiked in these Rocky Mountains, as far as I knew. But he was strong, athletic, in good condition. I didn’t worry about his ability to do this. We started our drive to the trailhead before dawn toward Buena Vista and the Collegiate Peak group of mountains where Mt. Yale was located.

      I didn’t have as many extra supplies then as I do now. I provided Joe with what I had, a canvas Swiss fanny pack that flapped and spanked him up the trail. It became so annoying to him—amusing to us—that I tied it onto my larger pack for the rest of the nine-mile round trip.

      The well-worn trail finally broke out of the forest, providing a wonderful high alpine encounter, with spectacular views. The climb was relatively moderate in difficulty, until the bit of boulder hopping and scrambling around rocky points near the summit.

      Joe did great. He took no more rest breaks up than we did. He may have talked the whole time, much more than we usually do. Perhaps Joe was a bit nervous. But it was enjoyable, with his Southern drawl and quick wit. And, of course, he loved this experience.

      It wasn’t until we were back at the car that he told us he had worked out too hard at the Olympic Center the previous day and had pulled a hamstring. We knew nothing about this! He had been in terrible pain the whole hike but had never complained and would not have quit, ever. He had wrestled that mountain all the way to the top. That showed real character … or real foolishness. Maybe I would shoot him when we got home. You know, like putting a wounded animal out of its misery.

      Some time has passed. Cary, Joe and I still tell the Mt. Yale story, and Joe’s painful introduction to our outdoor-loving family. Joe is an important part of our life now—good husband to our daughter, great daddy to our granddaughter, hard worker, a friend as much as a son-in-law, a hiking buddy, and a constant source of entertainment. He makes us laugh, a lot. We LOVE this guy!
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      Years later, we came back and climbed the same peak via a different route, but this time with my very enthusiastic, overly-caffeinated, extremely-chatty granddaughter Maren (recounted in another chapter in this book). Joe and I have aged a bit and put on a few pounds, but for the most part, we were able to keep up with our athletic-teen … if she waited for us.
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            Proceed at Your Own Risk

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “You may also be exposed to unreasonable acts of others.”

        —Warning sign entering the National Forest

        

      

      St. Mary’s Glacier, Arapaho National Forest, Colorado

      The “Avalanche Hazard” caution blazed yellow on wood posts at the base of the mountain. It was hard to ignore the sign posted by the U.S. Forest Service, right in the middle of our snowshoe trail. Seemed it was worth a stop to read.

      I had never climbed St. Mary’s Glacier in the Rocky Mountains, just a few miles west of Denver. The glacier is a semi-permanent snowfield in the Arapaho National Forest at about 11,000 feet. We had a heavy snowfall all winter in the high country, everything around us was a snowfield.

      My nephew, Wyatt, and I had ben ichin’ for a snowshoe hike do-over. A couple of weeks before, in another part of the state, we failed miserably getting into the high country, taking a blizzard spanking. Climbing a glacier this April morning seemed like an interesting challenge. And the weather was nice.

      The bright sign warned of potentially dangerous avalanches or snow slide paths, and said to proceed at your own risk. But the notice didn’t stop there. The fine print disclaimer read (I kid you not):

      “Access Point Notice to Backcountry Travellers—Hazards are not limited to, but include: changing weather conditions, landslides, caves, overlooks, falling tree limbs, high or rushing water, contaminated water, wild animals, becoming lost, overexertion, hypothermia, remnants of mines, tunnels and shafts, decaying structures, and changing trail conditions ….”

      And …

      “You may also be exposed to unreasonable acts of others.”

      Wait ... what? Who wouldn’t just turn around at this point and hike back to their car? Walking into a Denver biker bar with a loony grin, wearing a birthday hat, holding up a rubber chicken, and shouting that Harley riders are sissies, sounds safer to me.

      And what exactly are “unreasonable acts of others,” in the context of wilderness trekking? By definition, unreasonable means uncooperative, not guided by good sense, not fair, irrational, out of touch with practical reality, and inappropriate attitude or behavior. And I may be exposed to such individuals on the trails? I don’t have to go into the wilds to encounter this…I could have just stayed home and scrolled through political posts on Facebook!

      So what do these unreasonable acts look like up in the mountains? Would a hiker I met be hoarding a trail, and not sharing? Would someone be encouraging others to take unnecessary risks (“Sure, you can make it. Take a running jump from cliff edge to cliff edge over that raging creek!”)? And could I encounter naked hikers (that seems inappropriate), those changing directional signs on purpose, any hikers chasing unicorns and fairies through fields of wildflowers, or someone standing on a boulder shouting claim to the mountain in the name of Ming the Merciless? No further instructions were given for what I’m suppose to do when I am exposed to such individuals.

      Despite the unwelcoming advice to hikers, Wyatt and I looked at each other and with a smile, we cautiously pressed on. Snow clouds built ominously around us, fresh snow powdered the surrounding peaks. But the sun broke through in patches where we ascended the steep glacier slope. Curiously—and perhaps telling—no other snowshoe prints preceded us. It seemed like no one had been on the glacier in some time, perhaps wisely heeding the advice on the notice below.

      Near the several-hundred-foot elevation gain to the top, we watched snow blow off the cornice overhangs on adjoining ridges. To hike up further would mean crossing the remaining section, rather than staying close to the boulders at the edge. A layer of new spring snow on the winter pack seemed likely to break loose.

      I try to use good judgment in the high country. I’ve turned back on numerous occasions from a peak summit due to bad weather. But I’m also goal-driven, tenacious, with an insatiable curiosity as to what’s around the next bend or what I might see from the top. And, probably a little stupid at times too.

      I decided to test the snow. I really did want to see the sights from the top of the glacier. I had Wyatt stay back by the security of the boulders and started out on a diagonal across the snow field. So far, so good, for about 50 yards. The snow seemed stable … and then it didn’t. I felt a little movement. Maybe the snow slipping was just my imagination. Perhaps a tremble from within, as I began to have serious thoughts about this being a good idea for me or my 17-year old nephew. There it was again: the very slightest of movement, and a short, dull growl well beneath my snowshoes. Those unreasonable hikers that are willing to proceed at this point are the ones also asking to be removed from the gene pool. I turned around and quickly headed back to the edge of the glacier.

      Although I had wanted to go higher and farther, to see the panoramic views from the top, we decided not to “proceed at our own risk” at this point. Our families, and search and rescue teams, would thank us.

      Wyatt and I headed back to the trailhead and just hoped that we wouldn’t be exposed to the unreasonable acts of others on our way out. That might be worse than an avalanche.
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            Touched by an Angel

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Insight is better than eyesight when it comes to seeing an angel.”—Eileen Elias Freeman

        

      

      Mt. Shavano, Sawatch Range, Colorado

      Have you ever encountered an angel? I have. Lest you think I’m some wacky mystic, let me explain.

      To see this angel you do have to go up, up, up to thinner air, to higher country. You can’t have a personal experience with her from the valley or the roadside. You have to work for it—literally climb a mountain for this discovery. 

      The angel I refer to is the Angel of Shavano, a shallow, snow-filled gully, with two diverging branches at the top—two upstretched arms in the center of Mt. Shavano’s (14,231 ft.) east slopes. The Angel is a herald that directs the way to the top. 

      At my age, I take frequent, quick rest stops when ascending a 14er—you have to, as every cell in your body is screaming for air with each steep step upwards. At certain intervals, I’ll take a little longer break for fuel (energy snacks) and hydration. On this climb, I was all alone and in no hurry to summit as the weather was perfect, warm with a Colorado blue bird sky. So, on one stop, I decided to rest in the shade of a scraggly, wind-twisted pine at tree line.  I may have even fallen asleep for a few minutes as a gentle breeze rustled the high alpine grass next to me. Wispy cirrus clouds began to glide by and a couple of crows rode the morning thermals in large sweeping circles higher and higher. I was so enjoying this little glimpse of Heaven, but it was time for me to get moving again.

      The body of the Angel rises from 12,000 feet to 12,800 feet. As you ascend her snow slope (she doesn’t mind, really, although it may feel a little improper), at the top of the body, you must choose an arm. The southern arm leads to a 13,380-foot saddle; the northern arm leads directly toward the summit. Both point the way to the top of the mountain and the clouds beyond.

      This mountain is part of the Sawatch Range that runs through the heart of the Colorado Rockies. Both the northernmost and southernmost Sawatch fourteeners, Mount of the Holy Cross and Mount Shavano, have snow features with religious significance. For both peaks, it requires an effort to locate these symbols on the mountainside. They’re not Indiana Jones-like discoveries, but seeing these natural treasures on the sides of mountains is still an extraordinary experience. 

      Whether hiking through woods, trekking across rolling hills and flower-carpeted meadows, or climbing mountainsides, every turn in the path on these journeys can offer new and different views, varied with fresh perspectives, beautiful and wondrous things to see and do. But the wilderness doesn’t give up these experiences without an investment. We make the effort, and the reward isn’t just in reaching the destination, but also in the joy of discovery along the way. 

      Cherished outdoor experiences await us. But I won’t find them sitting on my couch, nor from the National Geographic Channel, and not by cruising past a scenic location at 65 miles an hour on the highway. True discovery in the wilderness requires getting out there to explore—putting some distance between ourselves and noise and sight pollution of the city, taking the time to walk a path to a panoramic vista, turning a rock over to look under it, sitting so still in the forest that a woodland critter doesn’t even know we are there.

      On a mountainside, or back in the valley with the civilized, if I’m not making new discoveries every day, maybe I’m not making the effort. Life is ready to reveal itself. It’s a sacred promise. A contract. Perhaps I need to get my rear end off the La-Z-Boy more and prepare to go deeper, higher, farther. Who knows what grand views, surprises and adventures are waiting around each next bend? 

      Angels, we’re told, are messengers. Perhaps the message to me from the Angel of Shavano was that great experiences await me in the future. But not without sacrifice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          
            Jurassic Park, CO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Every time I’m sad, I try to imagine a T-Rex trying to put on a hat.”—Unknown

        

      

      Picket Wire Canyonlands, Purgatoire River Valley, Colorado

      There is not much to see in the remote southeast plains of Colorado—that is, unless you want to dig deeper. I did, and was rewarded for the effort.

      I’ve trekked into the Colorado wilderness quite a bit—mostly in the mountains—but I’m still making new discoveries. One recent spring, I headed out to the Comanche National Grasslands (lots of grass, but no Comanches that I could see) to hike in the Picket Wire Canyonlands and the Purgatoire River Valley—the waterway apparently named by French trappers who spelled words funny. Until recently, I didn’t know that this area was home to the largest set of dinosaur tracks in North America. This, I had to see.
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