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			Introduction

			When I think of the Weminuche and South San Juan Wilderness Areas, a smile always crosses my face. Why? Because for me they are special places filled with wonderful memories. When I entered the Weminuche for the first time in 1997, I was a full-time photojournalist and traveler. I had been on the road for fourteen years, and my “home” was a fifth-wheel trailer. While working on an earlier version of this book, Hiking Colorado’s Weminuche Wilderness, I parked my RV in the wonderful communities of Durango, Pagosa Springs, and South Fork.

			It was after my first summer of hiking in the Weminuche that I met my soul mate and best friend, Mike Vining. The following summer we hiked the Continental Divide Trail portion of the Weminuche together—in love, engaged, and ready to find a place where we could settle down. Mike is a collector of books and outdoor gear, and I knew my full-time traveling lifestyle would be coming to an end. After the hike Mike went back to his home in North Carolina, and I moved to South Fork for a couple of months and found the place where I want to live for the rest of my life. Mike flew out to visit and agreed with me. Happily, Mike had always planned on moving to Colorado after retiring from the U.S. Army.

			We married in January 1999. A few weeks later Mike retired as a sergeant major with thirty years in service, and we bought our home in South Fork in August 1999. I sold my tiny home on wheels and have never regretted that decision. It was an easy choice because Mike and I live in one of the greatest places on earth. We also live near two of the grandest wilderness areas in the country: The Weminuche Wilderness is a few miles to the west, and the South San Juan Wilderness is not far to our south.

			Both wilderness areas are filled with see-forever views. They are places where waves of mountains rush to the horizon, where peaks stretch into the heavens. Coyotes yelp in wildflower-blessed meadows, snowshoe rabbits scamper down willow-lined trails, and beavers slap at sunset on silent lakes. In addition, black bears roam through lush forests, and elk herds tiptoe quietly through woods or congregate in meadows, feeding while hikers watch from a ridge above.
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				Nebo Lake, one of many beautiful sights on the Continental Divide Trail in the Weminuche Wilderness.

			

		

			
			Tucked away in Colorado’s southwest corner, the Weminuche (pronounced WHEM-a-nooch) Wilderness is the larger of the two wilderness areas with 499,771 acres. Named for a band of Ute Indians who lived, hunted, and fished in and honored the spirit of this stunning land, the area was first designated a wilderness in 1975. It’s easy to find: Just get a map and look for the quaint towns of Durango, Silverton, Creede, South Fork, and Pagosa Springs. Then connect the dots of these towns. The Weminuche is smack-dab in the center, in the heart of the stunning San Juan Mountains.

			I spent two wonderful summers hiking many of the trails in the Weminuche Wilderness. I chose distinct paths through diverse country. My goal was to best showcase the wilderness, something I needn’t have bothered to do. After hiking about 700 miles, I’ve come to the conclusion that the Weminuche is its own best showcase.

		

		
			The South San Juan Wilderness is just as impressive. It is located to the southeast of the southeast corner of the Weminuche; only U.S. Highway 160 and a few miles of national forest land separate the two. The wilderness is lengthy, stretching south from Elwood Pass to near the Colorado–New Mexico border. The South San Juan Wilderness was designated as such by an act of Congress in December 1980. Thirteen years later additional acreage was added with the passage of the Colorado Wilderness Act of 1993. Today 158,790 acres make up the lovely region known as the South San Juan Wilderness.

			My husband and I have spent many days and weeks in the South San Juan Mountains. During the summer I was working on this book, we hiked nearly 400 miles and climbed more than 75,000 feet. When the summer was over, we noticed something. We thought back to our hikes in both wildernesses and realized that no matter what area we were enjoying, we did the exact same thing: If we were on a high peak in the South San Juan Wilderness, then we spent time peering toward the Weminuche, and if we were in the Weminuche, we were smiling at the South San Juan. Both places are special to us, and we hope that they will be special to you. Happy hiking!

		

		
			Weather

			The hiking and backpacking season for the Weminuche and South San Juan Wilderness Areas is pretty much limited to June, July, August, and September. The majority of trails are open from around the first of July through mid-September. Heavy snowfall regularly blankets the San Juan Mountains, which means that you will find access restricted in June and perhaps even into July. Particularly hard winters have kept trails higher than 10,000 feet snowbound until the first week of July or even later. Although Mike and I hiked into October, we found up to 8 inches of snow on the ground. Amazingly, we spent part of the Labor Day weekend in 2004 tent-bound for 40 hours as a blizzard raged around us. It was awesome!

			High waters and dangerous crossings are one June obstacle; advantages to hiking early include fewer mosquitoes, fewer people, and more opportunities to see wildlife. July brings summer thunderstorms, with extended rainy periods known as the monsoon season. Mosquitoes are out in full force, and temperatures may be as high as the eighties, with lows dipping to the thirties and forties. Wildflowers are at their finest during this month, and people come out in droves to see them. River levels drop to near normal.

			Cooler weather is evident by mid-August, when the daily temperatures drop and autumn (a noticeable chill) is in the air. Erratic weather plagues this month: Some years it’s mild and fair; other years it’s rainy and miserable. September is quiet in the wilderness. The crowds are gone, and it’s typically a month of low precipitation. You’ll find frost on your tent almost every morning and maybe snow, too, but it should melt by noon. Streams are at their lowest and easiest for crossing, and aspens dress in fall shades, adding color to an already colorful land.

			Colorado’s weather can (and does) change in an instant, so when you hike, you should always be prepared for different environments. High peaks create their own weather, for example; even if it’s warm at the trailhead, that won’t necessarily be the case on top of a peak. Expect snow any time of the year. Most important, in the summer (thunderstorm) season, be up to your highest point by noon or 1:00 p.m. so you can get to lower ground by the time the thunderstorms hit.

			The Weminuche and South San Juan Wildernesses are not easy to access in the winter. Most trailheads are not accessible because of snow; thus a wilderness trip would be a multiday affair. If winter is your season, be sure to enter the wilderness on snowshoes or backcountry skis; carry a shovel and all the other necessities, and don’t forget the avalanche beacon.

		

		
			
				[image: 8INTRO_HKCON.tif]
			

			
				A Rocky Mountain elk (cow).

			

		

		
			Flora and Fauna

			Colorado is a diverse state, with three major physiographic provinces: the Great Plains, in eastern Colorado, about two-fifths of the state; the Rocky Mountains, occupying the central and west-central portions of the state; and the Colorado Plateau, making up the remaining western portion. Colorado’s Rockies comprise several ranges divided by wide, open basins or “parks,” as they are sometimes called.

			Though the Rocky Mountains can claim volcanic ancestry (they belong to the Pacific Belt, where 80 percent of the world’s active volcanoes are found, including the energetic peaks of the Cascades, the South American Andes, and the North American Aleutians), no active volcanoes remain here. Once, however, hot spots smoldered throughout the state, with the heart of all activity in the San Juan Mountains. Today the San Juans’ 10,000 square miles of peaks compose the largest single range in the greater Rocky Mountains. Boasting thirteen peaks higher than 14,000 feet and countless more rising 11,000 feet into the heavens, the San Juans also embrace the Continental Divide.

			The Continental Divide extends 1,700 miles through the United States from Montana to New Mexico. A common link between the Weminuche and South San Juan Wilderness Areas, it is not much more than a mild rise in the deserts of New Mexico and the flatlands of southern Wyoming. But in Colorado this legendary divide stands out. Here it is easy to see and easy to experience. Stand atop the Divide during a storm, and you’ll see raindrops destined for different rivers, different oceans: On the west side, raindrops end up in the Pacific Ocean; on the east side, they flow to the Atlantic Ocean via the Gulf of Mexico. From the Divide you also can view the aftermath of heavy glacial activity. Cirques, U-shaped valleys, and horn-shaped peaks, all typical glacial features, are the result of activity about 10,000 years ago.
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				View of the Continental Divide from the Little Blanco Trail, part of the South San Juan Wilderness.

			

		

			
			Colorado’s characteristic life zones stretch from the Upper Sonoran zone in the eastern Colorado plains to the Arctic-Alpine zone above the timberline. If you were to start your visit in the eastern half of the state, you would pass from the Upper Sonoran zone through the Transition-Upper Sonoran zone to the Canadian, Hudsonian, and eventually Arctic-Alpine life zones. Along the way you’d see everything from sand hills and cacti to ponderosa pine and juniper, plus treeless alpine tundra with sparse vegetation and abundant wildflowers.

			The area that encompasses the Weminuche and South San Juan Wildernesses offers an equally diverse selection of animal life. Visitors to the region often see Rocky Mountain elk, especially when traveling the higher trails. Mule deer, black bears, mountain lions, and bighorn sheep, Colorado’s state animal, also live here. Mountain goats are perhaps the supreme creatures of high places. The low dips in Wyoming’s Continental Divide kept goats north in Idaho, Montana, Canada, and Alaska until May 24, 1948, when the Colorado Division of Wildlife released nine mountain goats in Colorado’s Sawatch Range. Over the next twenty-three years, fifty-one goats were released in the state, including some in the area near the Needles in the Weminuche Wilderness.

			Canadian lynx have also been reintroduced. Once found over most of Colorado, lynx were wiped out by livestock owners and trappers. The Colorado Division of Wildlife began releasing Canadian lynx back into the wild in 1999. By late 2004, 161 of these animals had been released; more releases are planned.

		

			
			Known for its animal life, the South San Juans are probably best recognized as the site of the last known Colorado grizzly bear—killed by a hunter in 1979. There are many rumors that grizzlies may still live in the area, which is thought by some to be the wildest place in the state. If they do exist in Colorado, grizzlies would be likely to thrive here. Moose were introduced into the area in January 1992, when thirty-one were released in the Rio Grande National Forest between Creede and Lake City. Since that time some of the moose have traveled south and now make the Weminuche Wilderness their home. Today there are approximately 300 moose in the region.

			Smaller mammals, such as coyotes, marmots, hares, rabbits, skunks, beavers, bobcats, badgers, weasels, porcupines, and squirrels, exist here as well. Bird life is abundant, too. Raptors include red-tailed hawks, prairie falcons, great horned owls, and many more. Other bird species are blue, sage, and sharp-tailed grouse; gray and Steller’s jays; ravens; ptarmigan; and a variety of wrens, bluebirds, woodpeckers, finches, sparrows, flycatchers, swallows, kinglets, hummingbirds, and blackbirds, to name a few.

			Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations

			The Weminuche and South San Juan Wilderness Areas are two of many places designated wilderness by Congress as a result of the Wilderness Act of 1964. (Today there are more than one hundred million acres of wilderness nationwide, with more than three million acres gracing the state of Colorado.) When President Lyndon Johnson signed the Wilderness Act on September 3, 1964, a portion of the law read that wilderness “shall be administered for the use and enjoyment of the American people in such a manner as will leave them unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness, and so as to provide for the protection of these areas [and] the preservation of their character.”

			The Weminuche Wilderness received federal protection in 1975, and the South San Juan Wilderness gained protection in December 1980, with additional acreage added with passage of the Colorado Wilderness Act of 1993.

			There are certain restrictions in both wilderness areas. Of course, all wilderness areas prohibit the possession and use of motorized equipment and mechanized means of transport. This includes motor vehicles, bicycles, wagons, hang gliders, carts, chainsaws, and other motorized equipment. Shortcutting of switchbacks is also prohibited. Camping is not permitted within 100 feet of streams or lakes, except as posted or designated. Wash water and disposal of human waste are prohibited within 100 feet of any water source. Recreational livestock are prohibited from being restrained within 100 feet of lakeshores and streams or within riparian areas. In addition, all livestock feed must be certified weed-free. Pets must be under voice control or physical restraint, and they must not disturb people or wildlife.

			As you travel throughout the wilderness, you’ll no doubt come across cattle and their huge cow piles. I know it might be difficult to understand why we need to stay on the trails when the cows do not; why we need to camp 100 feet away from the water when the cows do not; why we need to dig a hole and make sure it is 100 feet away from the water, when the cattle are pooping and peeing directly in the water. Still, I would recommend keeping the wilderness as pristine as possible and hoping that one day we can eliminate cattle from the wilderness.

			In both wilderness areas group size is limited to fifteen people per group, with a maximum combination of people and stock not to exceed twenty-five (fifteen people and ten stock). There are also some camping restrictions in each wilderness. I outline them within the appropriate hike chapters.

		

		
			Finally, wilderness visitors should always call ahead to the local ranger district, especially during dry years, to see if there are any temporary fire bans in effect.

		

		
			CORSAR Card Before you hike in the wilderness, consider purchasing a Colorado Outdoor Recreation Search and Rescue (CORSAR) card. This card replaces what was first known as the Colorado Hiking Certificate. The money generated from card sales goes to the Colorado Search and Rescue Fund, which provides reimbursement for expenses incurred during search-and- rescue missions. The CORSAR card comes in one- and five-year versions; the costs are $3.00 and $12.00, respectively. If you have a valid Colorado hunting, fishing, or off-highway vehicle license, then you already have contributed to the Search and Rescue Fund. Obtain your CORSAR card directly from the 10th Mountain Division Hut Association (970–925–5775; www.huts.org), or check the fund Web site (www.state.co.us/searchandrescue) for more information and a statewide list of card vendors.

		

			
			Preparedness and Trail Etiquette

			Prepare adequately for hikes in the Weminuche and South San Juan Wilderness Areas. These preserves are located in high-elevation areas, where you can become dehydrated quickly. Always bring plenty of water on a day hike, and remember to drink it. For overnight trips bring a water filter. All water should be treated (either filtered or boiled) before you drink it. In addition, you should bring (and use) plenty of sunscreen. Don’t forget to coat your lips! And don’t forget healthy snacks to keep you fueled during your hike.

			In high-elevation areas you should always dress in layers, wearing fabrics that breathe. Remember to pack rain gear. The weather can change quickly in this part of the country. You may begin hiking in bright, sunny conditions only to encounter high winds, snow, and blizzard-like conditions before the day is done. Be prepared for all kinds of weather. In addition, always take along a Space blanket and a first-aid kit for emergencies. Overnight backpackers should carry essential camping equipment, enough food for the length of the trip plus an extra day for emergencies, and so on. Always carry a flashlight, even on day hikes, because you never know when you may end up hiking in the dark.

			Regardless of whether you hike alone or with a friend, leave a detailed itinerary with someone before you head out. List the trails you plan to hike and the date you plan to return. Include telephone numbers of family and friends in case of an emergency, and write down your license plate number, too.

			Be sure to bring a map and compass, and know how to use both. A global positioning system (GPS) can be beneficial as well, but I still recommend the use of traditional navigational aids. Although Mike and I found some inaccuracies on the maps we used, they largely kept us from getting lost and confused. We paid attention to the terrain, used the maps as guides, and turned to our compass and GPS to verify travel decisions. If we became disoriented, we stayed put until we figured out our location. I recommend that everyone do the same.

			I’ve traveled thousands of miles through the wilderness areas in Colorado and Oregon, and while doing so, I’ve seen evidence that we often love these places to death. There is a proper way to behave in the wilderness: It’s called Leave No Trace. This preventive education program, sponsored by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Forest Service, is all about being responsible, using low-impact methods of camping and traveling, taking nothing and leaving only footprints. The goal is to act as respectful in the wilderness as you would if you were visiting family or friends. Please adhere to the following regulations.

		

		
			
					
Self-register at the trailhead. This is required. Permits are not yet needed in the Weminuche and South San Juan Wilderness Areas, but standards get tougher every year. Contact the appropriate managing agency for current information.

					
Limit the trails to primitive traffic only. Mountain bikes, motorcycles, hang gliders, and other mechanical or motorized modes of travel are not allowed in wilderness areas. Accepted means of travel include hiking, horseback riding (although some trails are closed to horses), and packing in with your favorite animal (a horse, mule, llama, goat, or even a backpacking dog).

					
Stay on the trail. If the path happens to be muddy, plow right through. Don’t step off to the side. If you search for higher, drier ground, it only creates another trail. Be sure to hike single file. Trails several feet wide have been created because some people insist on walking side by side. (Note: If you’re hiking off trail, it is better to spread out to avoid creating new trails.) Folks who cut across switchbacks also harm the area. Stay on the regular route!

					
Supervise your pet. Sam, my Samoyed who died years ago, used to join me on all of my hikes and backpacking trips. In fact, he carried his own backpack. I know that some people oppose dogs on the trails. They can be a problem at times, but I’ve observed leashed, quiet, and obedient pets, too. I’ve never seen a dog litter a trail with beer cans or candy wrappers. Keep your pet quiet, bury its waste and keep such matter away from water sources, and maintain control so it won’t chase wildlife. With such care, your pet will add joy to every outing.

					
Use a camp stove for cooking. Some people love the warmth and comfort of a mesmerizing fire, but in certain places a fire doesn’t work well. Use a portable stove unless there is ample firewood and no area restrictions against building a fire. Use wood sparingly. If you’re at an established camp, use an existing fire ring. If you camp where no one has camped before, dig a hole in the dirt, then build a small fire without rocks. When the fire is out, douse the ashes with water and replace the earth. Be sure all fires are completely extinguished.

					
Carry out all litter. Do not bury trash; wild animals may dig it up. If you choose to burn your trash, remember that foil doesn’t burn completely. Many wonder what to do about human waste and toilet paper. Use the “cat hole” method when nature calls. Keeping at least 200 feet from water, camps, and trails, dig down 6 inches (a lightweight garden trowel or stick works fine) and set the topsoil aside. After using this hole as a small outdoor privy, replace the dirt and topsoil, burying all matter. Stamp the soil and cover it with a few sticks or rocks if possible. You can bury toilet paper, burn it, or put it in plastic bags and pack it out with other trash. Women should carry out soiled sanitary pads and tampons.

			

		

		
			
					
Keep cleaning agents away from natural water sources. On extended hikes bathing becomes necessary. You can bathe directly in natural water only if you do not use soap and are not wearing any type of insect repellant. When brushing your teeth or using soap to wash personal items, stay at least 200 feet from the water. Bury your toothpaste spittle. For quick wash-up jobs, carry hand wipes or waterless hand cleaner. Buy unscented varieties; the scented stuff may attract bugs and bears.

					
Know fish and game regulations. Although many people enter the backcountry with relaxation, sightseeing, photography, or wildlife-watching on their minds, some enter with hunting and fishing as top priorities. The latter group should check with the appropriate managing agency for up-to-date information on permits and the opening and closing dates for the season.

					
Leave all treasures for others to see. This includes man-made stuff (such as Native American artifacts) as well as rocks, wildflowers, and other plant life. Don’t walk away with anything! Take only pictures; leave only footprints. If you do so, you’ll come back with a mountain of memories and an album of photographs. More important, you’ll leave a lasting treasure for generations to come.
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			How to Use This Book

			This book is divided into four major sections, one each to cover the Weminuche and South San Juan Wilderness Areas and the Continental Divide Trail within those areas. Each section introduction gives you a sweeping look at the lay of the land. After this general overview, individual chapters feature specific hikes within that region.

			Each hike chapter begins with a summary that gives you an idea of the adventure to follow. Next you’ll find the nitty-gritty details of the hike: where the trailhead is located, the nearest town, the hike length and difficulty, the approximate hiking time, maps pertinent to the hike, and trail contacts (for updates on trail conditions). Finding the trailhead gives you dependable directions from a nearby city or town to where you will want to park. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, this section contains my carefully researched impression of the trail. Although it is impossible to cover everything, you can rest assured that I have not missed what’s important. In Key Points I provide GPS coordinates and mileage cues for some key points of the hike. The Hike Information section at the end of each hike lists local offices that you can contact for more information, local accommodations, and other things to see and do while you’re in the area.

		

		
			In this book I describe several types of hikes, including both day hikes and extended backpack trips. You’ll find everything from out-and-back hikes (hike from the trailhead to a destination and then back to the trailhead) to semiloop hikes (begin and end at the same trailhead, hiking at least one other trail along the way); loop hikes (follow two trails that loop together and meet at the same trailhead); and shuttle hikes (begin and end the hike at two separate trailheads; you’ll need a ride at the end of your trip).

			Of course you can mix and match hikes to fit personal likes and dislikes. For example, I write about the Turkey Creek and West Fork San Juan Trails individually, but it’s easy to combine the two if you have access to a shuttle. If you’re interested in short day hikes, you can always follow the trail description for one of the longer day hikes or extended backpack trips. Just hike out as far as you want, enjoy the area, and then head back to the trailhead.

			I have given each trail a difficulty rating, something that isn’t always easy to do. Physical condition, weather, and experience can all influence a hiker’s opinion of the trail, and the trail itself may vary in difficulty. I’ve taken all that into consideration. In this book I use the terms easy, moderate, and strenuous.

			An easy hike is usually on a shorter trail, with gentle grades. It may be nearly flat. Moderate hikes are longer, but usually less than 8 miles round-trip. Elevation gains on moderate routes are usually no more than 500 feet per mile. Hikes rated strenuous are usually longer than 8 miles and have steep gains and descents. These are the thigh-pounders and calf-busters. Please note: Some difficult trails are short, but steep and strenuous.

			Most of the trails have names, and some have numbers, too. I describe all of the trails by name, but if the Forest Service has given the trail a number, then I list that in the text as well.

			How to Use the Maps and Elevation Profiles

			The route map is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, towns, landmarks, and geographical features relevant to the hike. It also distinguishes trails from roads and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.

			Route maps use elevation tints, called hypsometry, to portray relief. Each gray tone represents a range of equal elevation, as shown in the scale key with the map. Thus the map gives you a good idea of elevation gain and loss. The darker gray areas are lower elevations, and the lighter gray areas are higher elevations. The lighter the tone, the higher the elevation. Narrow bands of different gray tones spaced closely together indicate steep terrain, whereas wider bands indicate areas of more gradual slope.

			Regional maps that show larger geographic areas use shaded, or shadow, relief. Shadow relief does not represent elevation; it demonstrates slope or relative steepness. This gives an almost three-dimensional perspective of the physiography of a region and will help you see where ranges and valleys are.

		

		
			Elevation Profiles

			You will find an elevation profile for each hike in this guide. This cross-sectional graph shows the ascents and descents to a given destination. Elevation is labeled on the left, with mileage indicated across the top. Points of interest along the route are identified. Note that short climbs and drops do not appear because of the small scale of the profiles; information in the route maps and text should eliminate any surprises. Also note that the scales of elevation profiles may vary, so individual profiles should not be compared side by side.

		

	
		
			The Weminuche Wilderness

		

		
			Colorado’s largest wilderness offers up a staggering average elevation of 10,000 feet. No doubt one of the highest wilderness areas in the nation, even its trailheads average a mind-boggling 9,000 feet—and that’s only the beginning. Hike or backpack from one of the trailheads, and you can find yourself walking a ridge at 12,000 feet or more, with 13,000- and 14,000-foot peaks surrounding you.

			Looking for a 13,000-foot peak to scale? High peaks are more than plentiful here. From almost any lofty point, you’ll see waves of them to the west, north, east, and south. Three of Colorado’s fifty-four “fourteeners,” as they are known, grace the wilderness: Mount Eolus (14,083 feet), Sunlight Peak (14,059 feet), and Windom Peak (14,082 feet). All three peaks are popular climbs. In fact, there are so many high-elevation peaks in the Weminuche that many of them are yet unnamed.

			In addition to peaks the wilderness contains eighty-one high mountain lakes, numerous streams and creeks, and the headwaters of five rivers: the Animas, Los Pinos (the Pines), the Piedra, the Rio Grande, and the San Juan. The region is jointly managed by the San Juan and Rio Grande National Forests. Thirty-one trailheads provide access to the many trails that dissect the wilderness. There are 490 miles of managed trails, countless miles of nonmanaged trails, and abundant opportunities to bushwhack wherever your heart and feet lead you. In addition to driving to the trailhead of your choice, you can also access the Chicago Basin and Elk Park region via a narrow-gauge train, which runs from Durango to Silverton and back again.

			If you have time and you like high-elevation trails, you’ll want to hike the Continental Divide Trail. This long-distance trail stretches more than 3,000 miles, from Antelope Wells, New Mexico, to Waterton, Alberta. The trail crosses the Continental Divide 475 times along its route. More than 80 miles of the trail pass through the Weminuche. The 468-mile Colorado Trail, which stretches from Durango to Denver, also passes through the northwest corner of the wilderness.

		

	
		
			1 Highland Mary Lakes Loop

			Abundant wildflowers, wonderful views, and high alpine tundra are yours for the asking on this loop in the northwest corner of the Weminuche. A very long day hike (it’ll seem even longer at high altitudes), it can also be done as an overnight backpack. Travel with horses is not recommended.

		

		
			Start: Highland Mary Lakes/Cunningham Gulch trailheads.

			Distance: 9.1-mile loop.

			Approximate hiking time: 5 to 8 hours or overnight backpack.

			Difficulty: Strenuous due to length and some steep sections.

			Nearest town: Silverton.

			Maps: USGS Howardsville and Storm King Peak; Trails Illustrated Weminuche Wilderness; DeLorme 3D TopoQuad CD-ROM; and Maptech Terrain Navigator CD-ROM.

			Trail contacts: San Juan National Forest, Columbine Ranger District, Durango; (970) 884–2512; www.fs.fed.us/r2/sanjuan.

		

		
			Finding the trailhead: From the junction of U.S. Highway 550 and Colorado Highway 110 at the southwest end of Silverton, drive northeast on Highway 110 (Greene Street) through Silverton. After 1 mile go right (east), staying on Highway 110. The road is paved for the first 2 miles, then it turns to maintained gravel. After another 2.1 miles turn right (south) onto San Juan County Road 4 toward Stony Pass. After an additional 1.7 miles the road forks again; keep right (south) on San Juan CR 4, which parallels Cunningham Creek. Drive 1.7 miles to another fork; park here. The road to the left (south) ends at an old mine in 100 yards. DeLorme: Colorado Atlas & Gazetteer: Page 77 B5.

			The Hike

			From the trailhead climb the very steep, rocky road to the south. After 0.3 mile look for a trail heading off to the left (southeast) across the creek. Ford Cunningham Creek, and hike parallel to it, along its east side. At 0.4 mile you will come to a fork. The Cunningham Gulch Trail goes left (east) here and leads to the Continental Divide Trail (CDT). It makes a wonderful return trail. You will pass a trail register here as you take the right-hand fork to Highland Mary Lakes.

			The Highland Mary Lakes Trail 606 register appears after another 0.1 mile. Sign in here.

			From the register the trail climbs steeply again as you wind through the trees, gaining nice views of the creek along the way. As you hike along, cross a stream, and then at about the 1-mile mark, enter the wilderness. Just beyond the wilderness boundary, the main trail looks as if it continues south, but it doesn’t. The wide trail just peters out. When you reach the point where Cunningham Creek meets another, unnamed creek, cross this second creek to the west and follow the maintained trail. Tree blazes mark the way.

		

		
			
				[image: 1_1_HKCON.tif]
			

			
				The Highland Mary Lakes.

			

		

			
			Soon you’ll be hiking out in the open. After approximately 2 miles the trail descends slightly and crosses a creek. It then climbs, sometimes at a steep grade, and heads south. At 2.4 miles the route once again looks as if it will head west. It doesn’t. Instead it follows some rock cairns south and up the creek. At 2.5 miles cross to the east side of the creek and the first of seven Highland Mary Lakes, elevation 12,100 feet.
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