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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—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


We would love to hear 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 falconeditorial@rowman.com.


Thanks for your input!
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Meet Your Guide


I love hiking in western Colorado for the cool mountain air and bright desert heat, for the diminutive roar of a rushing high-mountain brook, and the vibrant colors of desert wildflowers in the spring . . . the way the light changes across the canyons, the alpenglow on the peaks at sunset, the smell of fresh pine after a rainstorm, pupils dilated, skin tingling, all the senses alive and contributing to the feeling of wonder that Mother Nature has provided.
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Hiking in these environments soothes my soul, makes me aware and alive, and keeps me in the moment. When I return home, I can breathe easier, think more clearly, and deal with the issues of life with a smile and not a frown.

Hiking makes me happy. It keeps me grounded and allows me to be grateful every day for where I live and what I do and who I love.

“’Tis a privilege to live in Colorado,” my dear mother always said. Mom was always right.

As you check out this book, you’ll notice that a lot of “classic” hikes on the western slope are not included. There are no hikes into the Maroon Bells, one of the most scenic and rugged places in the entire Rocky Mountains. That’s because it’s so crowded, you have to take a shuttle bus to get there. Hanging Lakes in Glenwood Canyon is drop-dead gorgeous, but the parking lot in the canyon is closed by 9 a.m. all summer because it’s already full.

Another reason some “classic” hikes are not included is because there must be 200 of them. You can only put so much in one book!

The hikes that are included here, for the most part, remain off the beaten path and they’re spread across the western slope, so you can discover your own favorite part on the bright side of the Continental Divide. All these hikes are marked with GPS waypoints. How accurate are GPS apps? It depends. Cheap apps, satellite geometry, signal blockage, atmospheric conditions, and receiver quality all play a role. Accuracy worsens near buildings, bridges, trees, canyons and mountains. Some publications note a .001 difference could mean a 4–6 feet (1.5 meters) difference. Generally, however, you should be in the right neighborhood with GPS coordinates listed in this book.

Be careful, stay safe and enjoy yourselves.

Happy Trails!

—Hag

(Editor’s Note: Mr. Haggerty has been writing about outdoor issues in western Colorado for more than four decades, first as a newspaper reporter/photographer, then as information specialist for the Colorado Division of Wildlife, and more recently as an outdoor columnist. This is the second edition of his second book for Falcon. His first Falcon book, entitled Best Easy Day Hikes Grand Junction/Fruita, was published in 2015 as part of Falcon’s popular “Where To Hike” Series. Haggerty also authored Discovering the Colorado Plateau: A Guide to the Region’s Hidden Wonders, published by Falcon in 2021.)











How to Use This Guide


Each hike features The Rundown. This summary describes where the trail begins, how long it is, and how long it will take to hike. You’ll also find degree of difficulty, elevation, canine compatibility, nearest towns, maps, and other pertinent information. This section is designed to give you a feel for the hike.

Difficulty ratings, for example, give a general sense of how strenuous a hike is. The ratings correspond to elevation gain, tempered by the grade, length, and hiking surface.

Easy: can be completed with little difficulty by hikers of all abilities.

Moderate: may be challenging due to elevation gain or other factors.

Strenuous: may tax even experienced hikers.

Very strenuous: will be difficult even for experienced hikers.

Elevation gain shows the high and low points on the trail, usually at the trailhead and trail-end. However, you may gain or lose a lot more in elevation depending upon terrain.

Some routes may be marked with rock cairns, wooden posts, or fiberglass stakes and follow intermittent sections of tread laid down by hikers’ feet, but they are rough and may be difficult to follow in places. “Cross-country” or “bushwhacking” refers to travel following a line of geography like a stream or ridgeline without any marking or tread to follow.

notes on Maps

Topographic maps are an essential companion to the activities in this guide. Falcon has partnered with National Geographic to provide the best mapping resources. Each activity is accompanied by a detailed map and the name of the National Geographic TOPO! map (USGS), which can be downloaded for free from natgeomaps.com.

If the activity takes place on a National Geographic Trails Illustrated map it will be noted. Continually setting the standard for accuracy, each Trails Illustrated topographic map is crafted in conjunction with local land managers and undergoes rigorous review and enhancement before being printed on waterproof, tear-resistant material. Trails Illustrated maps and information about their digital versions, that can be used on mobile GPS applications, can be found at natgeomaps.com.
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Top 5 Hikes
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1. HIKE 9: STORM KING FOURTEEN MEMORIAL HIKE 


1. HIKE 9: STORM KING FOURTEEN MEMORIAL HIKE 

This is not the most stunning hike in the book. Yet, its rugged, nasty terrain and the memorials it leads to for the fourteen firefighters who perished here are a constant reminder of the fragility of our environment and the bravery of those who tried to protect us from its fiery power of destruction.
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2. HIKE 17: MEE CANYON


2. HIKE 17: MEE CANYON

Mother Nature carved an incredible canyon here, and this is such a fun hike—crawling through rock windows in the sky, climbing down Navajo-style ladders, tightroping across narrow ledges, and dropping into one of the largest alcoves in the canyon lands. This hike is a must!
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3. Hike 3: mica basin


3. Hike 3: mica basin

Stunning. Simply stunning! Nestled in a basin with the 11,233-foot Little Agnes Mountain to the west, the Sawtooth Range looming to the north, and the 12,059-foot Big Agnes Mountain to the east, Mica Lake is a less traveled path into the Zirkel Wilderness—once you get 1.5 miles away from the parking area and main trails!
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4. Hike 31: Powderhorn lakes



4. Hike 31: Powderhorn lakes 

Wildflowers are found in abundance along the trail to Powderhorn Lakes. Situated in the heart of one of the largest unbroken expanses of alpine tundra in the United States, this wilderness sits above 12,000 feet in elevation. The lakes are about 115 feet below that!
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5. Hike 38: Sand Canyon—CANYON OF THE ANCIENTS NATIONAL MONUMENT


5. Hike 38: Sand Canyon—CANYON OF THE ANCIENTS NATIONAL MONUMENT

Incredible Native Puebloan ruins, unspoiled and remote!











Before You Hit The Trail


Western Slope Overview

I grew up in Colorado and studied its geography and geology in college. It was hard. I became a journalist instead.

I left the eastern slope (we call it “the Dark Side” over here) and came to the western slope because of its lack of people and plethora of gnarly mountains and cool canyons.

How’s that for geography/geology?

I loved cool afternoon mountain breezes and warm spring mornings in the desert, and I could find it all within a short distance from where I lived. Plus, I found a job, and a life.

But, could I remember that geology stuff?

No way.

That’s why I hang out with people who have better memories than me—folks like the biologists at the Division of Wildlife who taught me so much about wildlife and habitat, and folks like my geologist buddy, Ray, who understands the physiography of western Colorado and remembers it. (Physiography, says Ray, is the study of features and attributes of the earth’s surface, and hiking with Ray is like having someone read Roadside Geology aloud as you trek through this gorgeous country!)

Here’s what Ray says about the physiography of western Colorado:


	The Continental Divide bisects the state of Colorado, acting as the ridgeline of the roof of the western United States. It sheds water, causing streams on the eastern side to flow to the Atlantic Ocean or Gulf of México. Water collecting on the western side flows home to the Pacific.

	The western half of Colorado hosts diverse scenery encompassing craggy mountains, flattop mesas, high deserts, and deep canyons. It includes terrain that can be deeply covered by snow in the winter and blanketed by grasses and flowering plants in the warm months of the year.

	The geologic history of western Colorado is complex and underlies the captivating landforms we see today. Our scenic vistas were shaped by geologic processes over 1.8 billion years or more that deposited thick packages of sediment, intruded by injections of molten rocks, draped by volcanic flows, uplifted, folded, faulted, and deeply incised by relentless flowing water.

	While exploring western Colorado, you cannot avoid the beauty of the glaciated mountain ranges juxtaposed to deep canyons cradling streams and rivers that are carving through the eons of history using only water and bits of rock to chisel the scenery you see.

	
The dry wind of the high desert sculpts cliff faces into yawning overhangs or graceful arches, and the sparse and tough plant and animal life have adapted to the dry steppe climate.




Yea, what he said!

You’ll notice that hikes in this book are grouped by certain geographic areas and characterized by similar landforms. Ray helped me with that.

These areas correspond to physiographic provinces that were identified and named by the early explorers, geologists, and geographers who ventured west of the Continental Divide to survey the wealth of the territory. The early explorers recognized these physiographic provinces by the differences they could see in the landforms, and changes in elevations and environment.

There are four physiographic provinces in western Colorado: the Middle Rocky Mountains, the Wyoming Basin, the Southern Rockies, and the Colorado Plateau.

Within these provinces, climate interacts with the land to provide unique environments and habitat where indigenous species of vegetation and animals thrive.

So, these are the basics. Enjoy the gnarly mountains and gentle canyons and know it’s been a couple billion years in the making.

By the way, Raymond C. Pilcher, P.G., lives in Grand Junction, Colorado. His company, Raven Ridge Resources, is known worldwide for its technical assistance in the reduction of methane gas emissions from coal mining.

Weather

Colorado receives 310-plus days of sun or partial sun each year. So, expect it. The weather along the Utah/Colorado border on the Colorado Plateau comes from the west and blows toward the east. However, the Rocky Mountains—within their corresponding physiographic provinces—create their own weather. The prime example of this is the rainstorm you’re sure to get caught in if you’re in the high country on any given summer afternoon.

In general, with an increase in elevation comes a decrease in temperature and an increase in precipitation. The desert country of the Colorado Plateau is hot and dry in the summer months while the mountains are cool and refreshing. Conversely, the mountains are full of snow and nasty weather in the winter—great for skiing—while the desert country is quite amenable to hiking.

Wintertime temperatures in the mountains can reach 50°F below 0, while wintertime temperatures in the canyons of western Colorado along the Utah border rarely dip below 0 and are usually in the 30s and 40s.

Above 7,000 feet, the nights are quite cool throughout the summer, while bright sunshine makes the days comfortably warm. Summertime temperatures in the mountains can range from 32°F at night to about 65°F or 70°F during the day, although on some days, temperatures can reach the 80s or 90s.

A note about timberline: It’s usually found in Colorado between 11,500 and 12,000 feet in elevation, approaching the higher altitude only on the north-facing slopes.

In the high-desert regions of western Colorado below 7,000 feet in elevation, summertime temperatures may dip into the 60s or 70s at night, but they’ll reach the 90s and into the 100s in the daytime.

Check on local weather conditions by going to the internet and clicking on the town nearest your destination. Those towns are listed on every hike. You may or may not get accurate information, but it’ll give you a starting point. Also, call the trail contact listed in each hike to find out about trail conditions as well as local weather conditions. Some trails in this book are covered in snow well into June in some years, while they may be snow-free by late April in other years.

Flora and Fauna

The flora and fauna of western Colorado are as diverse as its physiographic provinces: collared lizards in the desert and moose in the mountains, yellow prickly pear cactus in the lowlands, and blue columbines in the high country.

Colorado is made up of eight distinct ecosystems, seven of which are found on the western slope. An ecosystem is the physical environment and all the organisms in a given area. Each ecosystem is unique. It has its own elevation and latitude, its own geology and climate that’s unique for the plants and animals that live there.

(The one Colorado ecosystem that does not exist in western Colorado is the Grassland Zone. It lies between 4,000 to 10,000 feet in elevation, covers the eastern third of Colorado, and is made up primarily of short-grass species.)

Western Colorado ecosystems include:


	The Alpine (tundra) zone: 11,400 feet and above—where only tundra grasses, mosses, sedges, and lichens grow. You’ll find perennial wildflowers here, but they’re no more than a couple of inches tall because of the rugged nature of the region. Plants must be able to handle months of being covered in snow and then being exposed to strong winds and intense sunlight. The American pika and yellow-bellied marmot make their living here.

	Subalpine (forest) zone: 9,000 to 11,400 feet—heavy forests leading up to timberline, which is generally 11,000 to 12,000 feet, collect the heaviest snow accumulation that during spring thaw provide all the water we receive to fill our lakes and reservoirs and all the water that flows into the southwest United States, providing irrigation and water to nearly 40 million people. Mammals such as black bears, Canada lynx, pine squirrels, and Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep and elk live here.

	Montane (forest) zone: 5,600 to 9,000 feet—here, you’ll find ponderosa pines, Douglas firs, lodgepole pines, spruce, aspen—and lots of wildflowers in the summer. This zone is where the heaviest effects of human encroachment occur. We build our ski areas here, at approximately 8,500 feet in elevation, and the towns associated with those areas encroach on the wild black bear populations that happen to live in this transitional zone between timber and shrubland. This is where the berries and nuts are—high-protein, high-calorie foods needed for bear survival into the following year. This is also where their dens are located. Besides bears, you’ll also find porcupines, pine martens, red fox, bobcats, and mule deer in this zone.

	Montane (shrubland) zone: 5,500 to 10,000 feet—still the transitional zone, these dry, rocky foothills provide a mix of vegetation from grasses to Gambel oak. You’ll find chipmunks, cottontail rabbits, and raccoons along with gopher snakes and golden eagles.

	
Pinyon-juniper woodland: 5,500 to 8,000 feet—the ground cover here between the trees is sparse with a variety of grasses, shrubs, and flowering plants. This zone is also called the high desert, which describes most of the Colorado Plateau.

	Semidesert shrubland: up to 7,000 feet—the soil is very alkaline here. It has poor water infiltration and high runoff. Sagebrush, pinyon pine, and Utah juniper survive on little water. Burrowing owls eat prairie dogs and steal their homes while Gambel’s quail scurry about living off the seeds of desert grasses and shrubs.

	Riparian zones: the areas that interface with a river or stream and the landscape it supports. The western slope has low-altitude, medium-altitude, and high-altitude riparian zones that are extremely important, as 90 percent of all wildlife will use riparian zones at one time of the year or another. The rare canyon tree frog, which actually lives on the ground and not in trees, is only found in a few moist canyons in western Colorado, while the native Colorado River cutthroat trout thrives in our high-mountain lakes and streams.




Wilderness Regulations and Restrictions

Motorized equipment and equipment used for mechanical transport are prohibited in all the wilderness areas listed in this book. Also, camping is prohibited within 100 feet of any lake, stream, or trail. (There is a quarter-mile camping restriction in the Zirkel Wilderness.) All wilderness areas require dogs to be always under control. The areas that require your dog to be on a leash at all times include the Hunter-Fryingpan, Eagles Nest/Holy Cross, Mt. Sneffels, Powderhorn, Raggeds, and Uncompahgre Wilderness Areas.

There’s a maximum group size of fifteen people or a combined total of twenty-five people and pack or saddle animals allowed in all wilderness areas, and each wilderness area may have other restrictions. Check first before traveling into a wilderness area. A trail contact is listed on each of these hikes.

Finally, practice “Leave No Trace” (LNT) ethics. Take only pictures. Leave only footprints.

National Park Regulations and Restrictions

For the Colorado National Monument, Black Canyon National Park, and Mesa Verde National Park, dogs are not allowed on any trail.

Three Deadly Killers:

There are three main issues Colorado search and rescue teams and hospital emergency personnel caution Colorado backcountry users about: hypothermia, altitude sickness, and staying put if you’re lost.

Hypothermia is a potentially dangerous drop in body temperature, usually caused by prolonged exposure to cold temperatures. The risk increases in winter, but if you’re exposed to cold temperatures on a spring hike or stuck in a rainstorm in the mountains in the middle of the summer, you can also be at risk of hypothermia.

Normal body temperature averages 98.6°F. With hypothermia, core temperature drops below 95°F. In severe hypothermia, core body temperature can drop to 82°F or lower.

When you get wet and begin to chill, you gasp (torso reflex). Your skin begins to cool, and your body constricts surface blood vessels to conserve heat for your vital organs. Blood pressure and heart rate increase. Muscles tense and shiver; this produces more body heat but results in a loss of dexterity and motor control.

Signs that a person is nearing a hypothermic state include shivering, poor coordination, and mental sluggishness. Resisting help and acting irrational or confused are common indicators. As hypothermia progresses, shivering ceases, coordination is severely impaired, and confusion is coupled with incoherence and irrationality.

If your core temperature drops dangerously low, you may become semiconscious, then unconscious. Stress, shock, and low core temperatures may cause cardiac and respiratory failure.

This potentially life-threatening condition needs immediate emergency medical attention. If medical care isn’t immediately available,


	Remove any wet clothes, hats, gloves, shoes, and socks.

	Protect the person against wind, drafts, and further heat loss with warm, dry clothes and blankets.

	Move gently to a warm, dry shelter as soon as possible.

	Begin rewarming the person with extra clothing. Use warm blankets. Use hot packs, if available, on the torso, armpits, neck, and groin. Be careful. These can burn the skin.

	Use your own body heat if nothing else is available.

	Offer warm liquids, but avoid alcohol and caffeine, which speed up heat loss.




How do you prevent hypothermia? Don’t get wet. Most Colorado survival experts have three rules for dressing for a potentially chilly day outdoors:


	No cotton. When wet it is worthless as an insulator and it becomes extremely heavy.

	Layer your clothing. Wear a wicking fabric next to your skin, an insulating layer of fleece or wool on top of that, then an outer layer made of windproof, watertight materials.

	No cotton—seriously!




Altitude sickness occurs when you cannot get enough oxygen at high altitude. It affects the lungs and brain and causes symptoms such as headaches, loss of appetite, and trouble sleeping. It happens most often when people who are not used to high altitudes go quickly from lower elevations to 8,000 feet (2,438 meters) or higher. It also can happen to people who are used to altitude, but who are not adequately hydrated.

Mild altitude sickness is common. Experts don’t know who will get it and who won’t. Neither your fitness level nor being male or female plays a role in whether you get altitude sickness.

The symptoms of altitude sickness include a throbbing headache that gets worse during the night and when you wake up; being confused; not walking straight (ataxia); loss of appetite; feeling sick to your stomach; feeling weak and tired to the point you don’t have the energy to eat or dress yourself; feeling faint or dizzy; having blue or gray lips or fingernails.

Watch for these symptoms in yourself and others in your hiking group. If anyone shows signs of altitude sickness, get them to a lower elevation immediately.

The best way to prevent altitude sickness is to hydrate, hydrate, hydrate . . . and move up slowly in elevation—acclimate—if you’re not used to it.

Stay put if you’re lost: We all get a little turned around now and then. Sometimes, we get lost, even though we may know where we’re headed. Maybe we get caught in a freak blizzard in Colorado’s high country or wander down a canyon we don’t recognize on the Colorado Plateau. Hopefully, that won’t happen to you. If you’re confident with your use of map and compass, you understand how your GPS unit operates, or if you’re with someone who’s already familiar with the area, you’ll be fine. But, if you do get lost or separated from your group, don’t panic. Build a fire and STAY PUT! The fire will keep you company until someone comes to find you.

Surely, you told someone where you were going and when you’re expected back? They’ll notify the authorities and OUR SEARCH AND RESCUE TEAMS WILL FIND YOU! But don’t make it any tougher on them by moving around. Build a fire, spell out “Help” in large letters in the snow, or with logs and rocks. Then, keep warm, keep dry, and STAY PUT!﻿
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Routt National Forest, Including Mount Zirkel Wilderness


In 1905 President Theodore Roosevelt proclaimed this area the “Park Range Forest Reserve.” In 1908, he changed the name to Routt in honor of Colonel John Routt, the last territorial governor and first elected governor of Colorado, which officially became the 38th State of the Union in 1876.

The hikes in this section lie within Routt National Forest boundaries. The Continental Divide follows the Park Range from the Wyoming border to Rabbit Ears Pass, near Steamboat Springs and the world-famous Steamboat Springs Ski Area. Its diverse topography of high plateaus, rolling foothills, and mountains creates long, snowy winters and short, cool summers on the Routt.

The 160,000-acre Zirkel Wilderness lies in the midst of all this splendor. This volcanically uplifted area was constantly modified during glacial periods over the last 2.5 million years. It’s also been modified by more recent erosional processes, such as water, rock- and mudslides, fires, deforestation, drought, and winds. Erosion in recent years has been caused by a combination of all the above.

In the 1940s, this part of the state experienced drought, which in turn enabled a native parasite, the spruce beetle, to take hold and thrive. (See the sidebar on spruce and pine beetles in Hike 1: North Lake Trail.)

The spruce beetle epidemic killed large swaths of forest throughout the Zirkels. It was ripe for fire, which can be beneficial to the long-term health of a forest. In the short term and on a massive scale, however, fire denudes the landscape and increases debris flow and erosion at a tremendous rate. That’s especially true here on the edge of the Southern Rockies, where it’s so steep.

As described in the North Lake hike, it was wind and fire that destroyed thousands of acres in the Zirkels. In 1997, a 120-mph microburst of wind knocked down 20,000 acres of trees here. The Burn Ridge and Hinman Fires in 2002 destroyed another 30,000 acres.

Yet, the forest keeps coming back, as you’ll see in the following pages and on your upcoming hikes.
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Creeks in the Zirkels flow clean and clear by midsummer but may be a raging mess early in the spring! 











1 North Lake Trail


North Lake Trail into the Zirkel Wilderness is an eerie trip into an incredibly resilient forest. You’ll see thousands of acres of spruce destroyed by spruce beetle in the 1940s, and thousands more literally knocked over in the Routt Divide Blowdown of 1997—a microburst that produced 120-mph winds. The Burn Ridge and Hinman Fires in 2002 destroyed 30,000 acres around here. The Wolverine Fire, ignited by lightning in 2005, burned another 460 acres. You’ll see all this, but you’ll also see the rebirth of a forest, with wildflowers galore and emerald green grasses, as well as deer, elk, moose, marmots, and bighorn sheep.


Start: From North Lake Trailhead (FS Trail #1164)

Elevation gain: 8,455 feet to 10,373 feet (1,918 feet)

Distance: 8.0 miles out and back

Difficulty: Moderate to strenuous

Hiking time: 5+ hours

Seasons/schedule: June to Sept

Fees and permits: None

Trail contacts: USFS Hahns Peak/Bears Ears Ranger District, 925 Weiss Dr., Steamboat Springs, CO 80487-9315; (970) 870-2299; www.fs.usda.gov/mbr

Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted under voice command (it is unlawful for pets to chase wildlife!)

Trail surface: Dirt and rock backcountry trail with lots of deadfall

Land status: Routt National Forest

Nearest towns: Clark, Steamboat Springs

Other trail users: Some horseback use

Nat Geo TOPO! map (USGS): Mt. Zirkel, CO

National Geographic Trails Illustrated map: #116, Hahns Peak/Steamboat Lake, #117, Clark/Buffalo Pass

Other maps: Routt National Forest Service map

Special considerations: Standing dead trees (snags) and live trees may fall at any time. Use caution and pay attention to weather forecasts for high wind. Locate campsites away from all snags.

Other: You have to stop at the Clark Store for ice cream after this trip. It’s a must!﻿






FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: ]From Steamboat Springs, take US 40 west and turn right (north) onto CR 129, the Elk River Road. Travel north 18 miles to the Seedhouse Road (FR 400/CR 64) and turn right. It’s just past Clark, CO and historic Glen Eden Resort. Drive 10 miles and turn right onto FR 443 (North Lake Road). Continue 1.4 miles past Three Island Lake Trailhead (Hike 2) to the end of the road at North Lake Trailhead (FS Trail #1164). 


Trailhead

 GPS: N40 45.2140' / W106 43.9527'




THE HIKE


From the spruce beetle to fire to massive blowdowns to acid rain, this forest has seen its problems. But it is resilient and is attempting a comeback after decades of hardship. The spruce beetle began devastating this area as far back as the early 1940s. With all the dead standing spruce, it was ripe for fire, but it was a gale-force wind that brought it to its knees in 1997. That’s when 120-mph winds blew in from the east, “spun off the backside of a massive low-pressure system that was blanketing the plains in snow, crested the Continental Divide, then knocked over trees like dominoes,” according to the High Country News. About 20,000 acres of trees were knocked down.

Then, it was fire’s turn. The Burn Ridge, Hinman and Wolverine Fires all took their turn at roughing up this forest. Yet, the wilderness remains. While regrowth may take a hundred years or more, it’s on its way.

Acid rain along the Continental Divide remains a major issue for this and all watersheds in Colorado, and research continues on this important topic.

This trail begins at the end of FR 443, the North Lake Road. It heads south from the parking lot and within three-tenths of a mile, you’ll find your first set of major switchbacks that lead you into the wilderness. The North Lake Trail, like most trails in the Zirkels, begins with a steep climb to the rim, beyond which lies its treasure trove of glacial lakes, snowfields, rockslides, and snowmelt springs. In fact, many rock glaciers here may have been active during the Little Ice Age (roughly AD 1300–1850).

Rock glaciers are distinctive topographic landforms. Some develop from the melting of an ice glacier that was covered by a landslide, an ice glacier that encountered a mass of rock debris blocking its valley, or simply the rock debris left from a retreating ice glacier. You can actually see them here in the Zirkels.

North Lake, situated at 10,373 feet in elevation, is loaded with wild fighting brook trout. 
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Horseback riders 


By the time you reach the first mile, you’ll have climbed 1,200 feet to where the trail levels off—briefly—and a plethora of wildflowers will line your path. Your climb continues, leading in a more easterly direction now. In 2 miles, you can look through the dead trees to your right for a view of the Dome, an 11,739-feet rocky peak that dominates views to the south.

At 3.4 miles, you’ll cross a tributary to the South Fork of the Elk River. This may be difficult in June because of spring runoff. By mid-July, however, there are numerous logs both up- and downstream where you may safely ford the creek without getting too wet. You want dry feet because in another 0.1 mile, you’ll head up another steep set of switchbacks before reaching the Wolverine Basin Cutoff, a barely visible unmarked trail to your right (south). The trail levels off now for the next 0.2 mile to the shores of North Lake.

This 5.5-acre brook trout lake provides numerous good, dispersed camping spots for those who backpacked. Just remember, no camping or campfires within ¼ mile of the lake, stream, or trail here.

You could continue on this trail for another 7 miles to the Wyoming Trail, which follows the Continental Divide from here to Buffalo Pass, but our track ends here. We needed to rest up for our next hike.

[image: ]


Miles and Directions

	0.0	Start from North Lake Trailhead (FS #1164).

	0.3	Hit the switchbacks.

	0.9	Trail levels off briefly—take a breather.

	1.0	The trail climbs a little more gently—for about 30 yards!

	2.0	Trail levels and you can see the Dome.

	3.4	Cross a tributary to the South Fork of the Elk River.

	3.5	The trail hits another set of switchbacks and climbs again.

	3.8	Pass the barely visible Wolverine Basin cutoff. N40 43.5296' / W106 41.7675'

	4.0	Arrive at North Lake. N40 43.4730' / W106 41.4551'

	8.0	After backtracking, arrive back at the trailhead.


SPRUCE BEETLES AND PINE BEETLES—BOTH DEADLY INFESTATIONS!

Forests throughout the Rocky Mountain region are currently suffering from both pine beetle and spruce beetle infestations.

Though spruce beetles and pine beetles are related, the two insects mostly attack only the type of trees they are named for. Both kill trees by destroying the thin layer of tissue below the bark that transports nutrients.

Beetle outbreaks are natural occurrences and the trees and beetles have evolved together over millions of years. However, researchers believe a combination of drought, warmer winters, high-wind events and large amounts of older trees growing close together have intensified the beetle outbreaks throughout the Rockies, from Canada to Mexico.

By 2014 in Colorado, it appeared spruce beetles were killing more spruce while pine beetles were killing fewer pine, perhaps because the pine beetle is running out of live trees to infest.

The greatest problems with spruce beetles continue to occur in southwest Colorado’s San Juan Mountains, while major pine beetle infestations have occurred in northern Colorado on both sides of the Continental Divide.

Between 1996 and 2014, the mountain pine beetle outbreak had affected about 5,300 square miles in Colorado, Forest Service officials say. (By comparison, the entire state of Connecticut is 5,543 square miles.)

The total area affected in Colorado by the spruce beetle during that same time had increased to 2,200 square miles (about the size of West Virginia).

Is there anything that can be done to stop these infestations? While numerous treatments have been tried for years—from massive timber operations to chemical treatments—nothing has worked effectively. “Nature will run its course,” according to researchers.

New forests will develop and grow. New stands of aspen will fill in for old stands of pine or spruce. Those aspen stands, in turn, will grow, and then die before new spruce or pine forests regenerate. This process will take decades, perhaps centuries.

More reading:

https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5340736.pdf



http://www.summitdaily.com/news/15037891-113/in-colorado-spruce-bug-epidemic-eclipses-mountain-pine-beetle-blight















2 Three Island Lake


A trek into the Zirkel Wilderness Area takes hikers back in time, both geologically and historically. Geologically speaking, this wilderness includes 36 miles of the Continental Divide. Its numerous lakes owe their existence to Pleistocene glaciation 15,000 years ago. Historically, the Zirkel Wilderness is one of the five original Colorado wilderness areas designated by the 1964 Wilderness Act. This short trail presents all the normal challenges of hiking into this wilderness—in other words, hiking along these glaciated valleys is easy, but routes into them may be a bit more difficult.


Start: From Upper Three Island Lake Trailhead #1163
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