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  Climbers ascend the last pitch of John Otto’s 1911 route to the summit of Independence Monument in Colorado National Monument.
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  Introduction




  Colorado—it’s a state of majestic landscapes, startling panoramas, and an amazing ecological and topographical diversity. It’s a land of uncompromising beauty, dominated by lofty, snow-capped peaks; creased by precipitous canyons and broad valleys; and rimmed by distant horizons, mesas, and buttes. Colorado offers a land of extreme contrasts—sere desert and verdant meadow; urban sprawl and rural solitude; granite cliff and aspen woodland; whitewater rivers and dissected arroyos. The timeless landscape out there, beyond the highway’s edge, is filled with hidden places and undiscovered wonders.




  Colorado, the eighth-largest state, stretches across North America’s midsection. This giant, rectangular 104,091-square-mile state bestrides the Continental Divide, the great twisting spine that separates the Atlantic and Pacific watersheds. It’s a land of immense topographical variety that ranges from a 3,350-foot low point on the Arkansas River near the Kansas border to the boulder-strewn summit of 14,439-foot Mount Elbert high in the Sawatch Range.




  In between lies a stunning geography dominated and tempered by its mountain ranges. Geographers divide Colorado into three main physiographic provinces: the Great Plains, the Rocky Mountains, and the Colorado Plateau. Each distinct province is defined by its geology or earth structure, which, coupled with different climates, dictates the state’s diverse ecology, the complex web of relationships between plants and animals and the changing land.




  Prairie, Peak, & Plateau




  The Great Plains, covering 40 percent of Colorado, sweep eastward from the abrupt mountain escarpment to the Kansas border. It’s a misnomer to call this region a plain. This lean land is characterized by undulating hills and interrupted by rock-rimmed mesas, buttes, and escarpments. The broad Arkansas and South Platte River valleys and angular canyons carved by the sparse Purgatoire, Apisapha, and Huerfano Rivers seam the short-grass prairie. Wide fields, watered by snowmelt-laden rivers and groundwater aquifers, are planted with wheat, corn, sorghum, sugar beets, and other crops, while cattle and antelope roam the drier ranges.




  The Rocky Mountains abruptly begin where the Great Plains end. The horizontal, 10,000-foot-thick sedimentary rock layers that floor the prairie sharply tilt into steep hogbacks like those seen at Garden of the Gods and Red Rocks along the eastern edge of the mountain uplift. Most Coloradans live in large cities scattered along this transition zone. The Continental Divide, separating water from the Atlantic and Pacific watersheds, dominates Colorado’s Rocky Mountains, part of the world’s longest mountain chain.




  The Rockies twist from Alaska to Mexico but reach their climax in Colorado, with more than 50 separate mountain ranges that include 53 of America’s 67 14,000-foot peaks with 300 feet of prominence in the lower 48 states and another 1,728 ranked summits that top 11,000 feet. The mountains, raised over the last 70 million years, were shaped by volcanism, faulting, and earthquakes and sculpted by huge glaciers and swift rivers and streams.




  Colorado is the mother of rivers, with the Animas, Arkansas, Blue, Cache la Poudre, Colorado, Conejos, Cucharas, Dolores, Eagle, Fryingpan, Gunnison, Mancos, South and North Platte, Purgatoire, Rio Grande, San Juan, San Miguel, Uncompahgre, White River, and Yampa originating in snowy alpine cirques. Rich mineral deposits, including gold, silver, zinc, lead, copper, and molybdenum, lurk in the Rockies and lured 19th-century prospectors who left a historic legacy of roads, trails, mines, towns, and place-names on the mountains.




  The Plateau region, part of the 150,000-square-mile Colorado Plateau which is also in Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico, includes the western quarter of Colorado. It is a brilliantly colored land of horizontal sedimentary layers, including Wingate and Navajo sandstones, dissected by erosion into deep canyons, mesas, and cuestas. Deep canyons carved by the Yampa, Green, Colorado, and Dolores Rivers slice through the layer-cake rocks. Folding and faulting created huge basins, rolling uplands, and rocky hogbacks in this arid area.




  Colorado’s Natural History




  Colorado is an ecological melting pot, a place of unbelievable natural diversity, a place that thrills and startles the naturalist. Famed nature writer Edwin Way Teale wrote in his classic book Journey into Summer, “Before us now extended all of Colorado, a state that, like Florida and California, holds endless interest for the naturalist.”




  The Rocky Mountains mold and temper the state’s plants and animals, dictating their responses with variable temperatures, precipitation patterns, and elevations. Short-grass prairie, interrupted by a mosaic of farms, blankets the eastern plains. Verdant ribbons of cottonwoods, willows, and underbrush line sinuous rivers and creeks. Pygmy woodlands of piñon pine and juniper trees scatter over dry mesas and desert canyons. Dense evergreen forests of ponderosa pine, Engelmann spruce, lodgepole pine, and Douglas fir trees coat mountain slopes, while ancient bristlecone pines, dwarfed by wind and weather, huddle at timberline on snow-shrouded peaks. Immense golden groves of quaking aspen shimmer across the mountains under autumn’s bright sun. Alpine tundra, a fragile ecosystem of grass and flowers akin to those of northern Canada and Alaska, covers the harsh mountainsides above timberline, and above on the mountain summits stretches a chilly world of shattered rock, permafrost, and long winters.




  Natural Wonders & Historic Sites




  Colorado offers the traveler not only incomparable scenery, but also a host of natural wonders, historic sites, and outdoor recreation. The state boasts Rocky Mountain, Great Sand Dunes, Black Canyon of the Gunnison, and Mesa Verde National Parks, some of the nation’s most popular parklands, as well as Colorado, Dinosaur, Hovenweep, and Florissant Fossil Beds National Monuments; Curecanti and Arapaho National Recreation Areas; and Bent’s Old Fort National Historic Site.




  There are many other significant natural areas and historic places, like the 15 designated National Natural Landmarks, including the Garden of the Gods, Summit Lake, Slumgullion Earthflow, and the Spanish Peaks, and 25 designated National Historic Landmark sites such as Durango-Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad, Pikes Peak, Leadville Historic District, and Telluride Historic District.




  Forty-two state parks are managed for both water- and land-based recreation. Eleven national forests and two national grasslands spread across almost 14.5 million acres of public land, while the Bureau of Land Management offers an additional 8.3 million acres for recreation and multiple uses. There are 42 designated wilderness areas that protect and preserve much of Colorado’s scenic beauty and diverse habitats for future generations of both Coloradoans and the other animals that inhabit the peaks, plains, and plateaus.




  Colorado also offers more than 8,000 river-miles and 2,000 lakes for anglers and rafters to pursue their watery pleasure. Hikers can follow the 486-mile-long Colorado Trail as it threads through seven national forests and six wilderness areas between Denver and Durango. Numerous stony tracks invite mountain bikers and four-wheel-drive enthusiasts to sample the backcountry.




  Scenic Driving Colorado finds the best of Colorado’s splendid landscapes and recreational offerings. Its 30 drives traverse more than 2,300 miles of remote highways and off-the-beaten-track back roads that offer access to Colorado’s scenic landscapes, ecological diversity, colorful history, and outdoor activities. Travelers cross lofty mountain passes on Independence Pass and Trail Ridge Road, twist through deep rock-walled canyons along the Dolores and Cache la Poudre Rivers, follow the historic Santa Fe Trail, marvel at Mesa Verde’s long-deserted Ancestral Puebloan cities of stone, and climb to lofty mountain aeries atop Pikes Peak and Mount Evans on the highest roads in the United States. On these scenic drives, travelers leave urban sprawl behind and take to the open road.
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  The West Spanish Peak towers above a dike of volcanic rock along the Highway of Legends in southern Colorado.




  Colorado Driving Adventures




  These drives are only the start of a grand Colorado adventure. Most of them are paved highways, but some are genuine back roads. Beyond the blacktop and the book hide more scenic drives. After exploring the prime roads detailed here, the intrepid traveler can seek out new tracks. Some of the best include Owl Creek Pass, Ophir Pass, Engineer Pass, the Divide Road on the crest of the Uncompahgre Plateau, Hagerman Pass, Boreas Pass, the twisting road between Buford and New Castle, the Deep Creek Road above Dotsero, and some of those lonely prairie roads like CO 71 and the Elbert Highway.




  All of the drives in Scenic Driving Colorado are the author’s choice as the state’s best scenic, recreational, steering-wheel adventures. Many of the drives or parts of the drives are designated as official Scenic Byways and Back Country Byways by the US Department of Agriculture Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). Others are part of the state of Colorado’s Scenic and Historic Byways program, established in 1989 to provide recreational, economic, and educational benefits to Coloradoans and visitors. These highways, nominated by local partnership groups, are designated by the Colorado Scenic and Historic Byways Commission for their scenic, historic, cultural, recreational, and natural features.




  Two highways—the San Juan Skyway and Trail Ridge Road—are designated as All-American Byways and are among the most scenic drives in America, with only 29 other highways nationwide receiving this honor. Another six Colorado roads are listed as National Scenic Byways.




  Being Prepared




  Be prepared when driving Colorado’s scenic highways, routes, and byways. Make sure your vehicle is in good working condition and the spare tire is properly inflated. Follow the speed limit, particularly on winding mountain roads, stay in your lane, and watch for blind corners. Maintain a safe speed and pull off to allow faster cars to pass.
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  Blanca Peak and Little Bear Peak, both “Fourteeners,” lift snowy crowns above Los Caminos Antiguos Scenic Byway in the San Luis Valley.




  Fickle weather creates changeable driving conditions. Violent summer thunderstorms can impair vision and create hydroplaning situations. Snow and ice quickly slicken mountain highways. Carry tire chains, a snow shovel, and extra clothes when traveling in winter. Many high passes require tire chains in winter. Hot summer temperatures and steep mountain slopes can overheat your car. It’s best to pull off the road and allow the engine to cool down. Carry extra water in case of breakdown. It’s best to top off your gas tank before embarking on remote roads. Know your vehicle and its limits. And above all—use common sense.




  The scenic drives cross a mosaic of public and private lands. Respect private property rights by not trespassing. Forest Service and BLM maps designate public lands. Federal laws protect paleontological, archaeological, and historic sites, including fossils and bones, Native American sites and artifacts, and historic buildings and structures. It’s best to utilize existing campgrounds and campsites to mitigate human impact. Remember to douse all campfires and tote your trash out.




  Take a Colorado Drive




  Colorado—it’s a word that resounds with images as clear as a mountain stream. Snow-capped peaks rise sharply against an azure sky at sunrise. A muddy river runs between dusky red sandstone cliffs, its glassy surface reflecting sun and shadow. Dark whiskery forests of spruce and fir clot a shaded ravine. An abandoned prairie homestead lies open to the blazing sun and dissecting spring winds.




  Colorado is out there, along the highway shoulder, beyond the white lines. Follow the scenic roads and drive without destinations. Stop, look, and linger. Every highway bend, every scenic overlook, every canyon crook, and every alpine pass yields a glimpse into the beauty, wonder, and awe of Colorado’s natural soul.




  Colorado Overview
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  Map Legend
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  Santa Fe Trail Scenic & Historic Byway




  La Junta to Trinidad




  General description: This 80-mile-long scenic drive, following the old Santa Fe Trail, crosses the high plains between La Junta and Trinidad.




  Special attractions: Santa Fe Trail, Bent’s Old Fort National Historic Site, Comanche National Grassland, El Corazon de Trinidad National Historic District, Baca House–Bloom Mansion–Santa Fe Trail Museum (Trinidad), scenic views, hiking.




  Location: Southeastern Colorado. The drive runs from La Junta and US 50 to Trinidad and I-25.




  Route name and number: Santa Fe Trail Scenic and Historic Byway, US 350.




  Travel season: Year-round.




  Camping: No campgrounds along the drive. Primitive camping is permitted on the Comanche National Grassland. Nearby campgrounds are at Trinidad State Park and in San Isabel National Forest.




  Services: All services are in La Junta and Trinidad. No services along the drive.




  Nearby attractions: Highway of Legends Scenic Byway (Scenic Drive 4), Raton Pass, Trinidad State Park, Stonewall Gap, Cokedale National Historic District, Spanish Peaks Wilderness Area, San Isabel National Forest, Ludlow Monument, Comanche Grasslands (see Scenic Drive 3), Purgatoire Canyon.




  The Route




  The limitless prairie stretches out beneath the blazing sun to a distant line of mountains perched on the horizon. Dusty arroyos, chiseled by quick runoff from occasional summer thunderstorms, seam broad valleys flanked by rock-rimmed cuestas and undulating hills covered with tawny short-grass prairie. A few intermittent creek beds twist north to the Arkansas River, their water dwindling into sand and reappearing as occasional bitter pools nestled in sandstone canyons. Southeastern Colorado is a land of little rain, fierce temperature ranges, and a leaping vault of azure sky. It’s a supple, muscular land, an arena of light and space that reminds us that untamed corners still exist.




  These rolling plains are Colorado’s underdog landscape, a lost place forgotten and almost unseen by those intent on greener mountain pastures. But this brown land south of the Arkansas River is blanketed by a sea of short-grass prairie, a delicate and complex ecosystem, and a history older than the US. Folsom hunters trod the land 10,000 years ago in pursuit of big game; Comanches and Pawnees battled over its buffalo and water holes; Spanish battalions crossed its bleak wastes in search of golden Cibola, and in the 1840s the caravan wheels of traders bent for Santa Fe creaked across this land.




  Santa Fe Trail Scenic & Historic Byway
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  The Santa Fe Trail Scenic and Historic Byway, traversing 80 miles of US 350 between La Junta on the Arkansas River and Trinidad at the foot of the Rockies, explores this diverse and hidden Colorado corner. The byway route follows the old trail that once connected Missouri with the distant Mexican colony of Santa Fe in northern New Mexico. This description is only part of the entire Santa Fe Trail Scenic and Historic Byway, a 187-mile designated Colorado historic byway that runs from the Kansas border to La Junta then southwest on the byway section described here.




  Southeastern Colorado is a land of little rain, and what rain does fall usually drops from violent summer thunderstorms that brew over distant mountains. Annual precipitation ranges between 12 and 15 inches. Summer brings hot weather, with daily highs climbing into the 90s and above. Carry water and wear a hat if you walk anywhere. Watch for the ubiquitous rattlesnakes; they teem among the area’s boulders and bluffs. Late September begins the cool down, although hot weather can persist into late October. Expect temperatures in the 70s and 80s. Winter is mild, with light snowfall, warm days, cold nights, and clear skies, although storms can lock in the land in a blizzard of white. Spring is unpredictable. A persistent wind gnaws at the high rangeland, sweeping clouds of dust across Timpas Creek and rattling dry grass on hummocky hills. Light showers dampen the ground, and by May, green grass sprinkled with wildflowers carpets the land. This exquisite bloom lasts but a few weeks before the blast of summer sun arrives to desiccate the prairie.




  La Junta & Bent’s Old Fort




  La Junta, a small town straddling the Arkansas River 64 miles east of Pueblo, is at the junction of US 50 and US 350. La Junta, Spanish for “the junction,” was founded in 1875 at the convergence of the Kansas Pacific and Santa Fe railway lines. But its history as a trading center goes back to Bent’s Fort, a trading post established in 1834 just east of today’s La Junta by brothers Charles and William Bent and Ceran St. Vrain.




  Trade with Santa Fe and its remote Mexican colony began in 1821 with Mexico’s secession from Spain and the fall of trade barriers. Missouri trader William Becknell crossed the prairie in 1821 to that lonely northern outpost of a newly independent nation and found an eager market for his trade goods. On his journey to Santa Fe, Becknell had followed the Arkansas River into Colorado and coaxed his mules over rocky Raton Pass, finding the route impractical for wagons. On his second trip, Becknell left the Arkansas and cut across waterless plains to the Cimarron River to establish the Cimarron Cutoff.




  A Missouri resident later recalled Becknell’s triumphant return: “When the rawhide thongs of the saddlebags were cut, the Spanish dollars rolled into the gutters, causing great excitement.” Speculative traders soon found it was cheaper to ship goods to Santa Fe from Missouri than from Mexico City, and by 1827 the New Mexico trade had firmly established the 900-mile-long Santa Fe Trail, western America’s great road of commerce.




  The Bent brothers and St. Vrain cashed in on the lucrative Native American trade in eastern Colorado with their adobe castle perched on the cottonwood-lined banks of the Arkansas River. William Bent concentrated on Native American goods, while Charles Bent and St. Vrain specialized in the lucrative Santa Fe and Taos trade. The Cimarron Cutoff route on the Santa Fe Trail was fast and popular, but mounting Native American attacks and the lack of a reliable water supply forced an increasing number of merchants to follow the longer, but safer, Mountain Branch up the Arkansas River to Bent’s Fort. Here they could rest and purchase supplies before heading southwest up arid Timpas Creek to the rough track over Raton Pass.


  

  The Bent, St. Vrain & Company mercantile firm thrived until the late 1840s, when the enterprise began to unravel. Charles Bent, then the first American governor of the New Mexico Territory, was killed in the 1847 Taos Revolt by rioting Pueblo Indians, and shortly afterward a cholera epidemic swept along the river, decimating both Anglos and Native Americans. The US Army, fighting a war with Mexico from 1846 to 1848, also requisitioned part of Bent’s Fort, overgrazed surrounding pastures, and used up what little firewood remained around the fort. In frustration, William Bent abandoned and torched the fort in 1849 and moved downstream to build Bent’s New Fort at Big Timber.




  The old fort site lay open to the sun and sky until the mid-1970s, when the National Park Service, using original plans and scale drawings made in 1846 by army topographical engineer Lieutenant James W. Abert, rebuilt the massive adobe fort. Now Bent’s Old Fort National Historic Site offers a glimpse of frontier life in the 1840s. At the adobe-walled fort, interpreters clad in period clothes, including a trader, blacksmith, Mexican laborer, and mountain man, keep the legacy of Bent’s Fort and the Santa Fe Trail alive today. The fort lies a few miles northeast of La Junta on CO 194.
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  Bent’s Old Fort recreates 1840s frontier life along the Santa Fe Trail.




  Along the Santa Fe Trail




  The drive begins in western La Junta at the intersection of US 50 and US 350. Head south on quiet residential streets on US 350. The road bends southwest and leaves the town behind after a mile. US 350, nicknamed the National Old Trails Highway, was a major transcontinental highway between New York and Los Angeles in the days before the interstate highway system was built in the 1950s.




  The trace of the Santa Fe Trail itself, from Franklin, Missouri, to Santa Fe, New Mexico, is now preserved as a national historic trail. The 80-mile section between La Junta and Trinidad follows the Mountain Branch of the Santa Fe Trail. Here the old trail offered passage to trade caravans and later stage, freight, and mail lines, before the completion of the railroad in the 1870s. Travel along this segment generally took about four days. The entire trail stretched 1,200 miles from its beginning at Franklin, Missouri, to the Plaza in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The Santa Fe National Historic Trail, designated in 1987, remembers the historic trading route, its colorful characters, and the diverse cultures, including Native American, Mexican, and Spanish, that inhabited the trail corridor. Visitors today can follow highways and roads along the old trail, visiting historic sites that allow glimpses back to events, waterholes, settlements, commerce, landmarks, and military forts.




  The highway gradually ascends a tilted plain. Short grass coats the flat ground and only occasional windmills mark the desolate plain. At about 5 miles an unassuming granite marker sits along the fence on the road’s west side. This marker, one of many placed along the trail by the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), indicates where the trail crossed today’s highway. Sharp eyes can discern wagon wheel ruts etched into the ground west of the marker.




  Trail ruts, found along much of the drive, appear as long, furrowed depressions and are usually heavily vegetated. When traveling flat country like this, wagon caravans spread out three and four abreast, creating wide rutted areas. In 1844 teamster Josiah Gregg wrote, “The wagons marched slowly in four parallel columns, in broken lines, often at intervals of many rods between. The unceasing crack, crack, of the wagoners’ whips, resembling the frequent reports of distant guns, almost made one believe that a skirmish was actually taking place between two hostile parties.” Wagons traveled single file on steep ascents, gouging deep swales into hillsides that have eroded into sharp arroyos.




  Unlike other Santa Fe Trail sections in Colorado and Kansas, the trail stretch followed by this drive remains much as it did when wagons inched across the wide expanse. Eighteen-year-old Susan Shelby Magoffin traveled the trail from Independence, Missouri, to Santa Fe with her trader-husband Samuel Magoffin in 1846, a boom year when more than $1 million in goods was hauled over the trail. Magoffin kept a journal recounting her daily experiences that has become a classic tale of the Santa Fe Trail. On Saturday, August 8, she wrote about the trail section southwest of the fort: “The dust is very great, and the vegetation so perfectly parched by the sun that not a blade of green grass is to be seen.”




  After 13 miles the highway drops over a tawny bluff above Timpas Creek, its dry meanders dotted with cottonwoods. Both the highway and Santa Fe Trail follow the Timpas Creek drainage to its headwaters, some 40 miles to the southwest. Distant views unfold west from the bluff top. The Wet Mountains and Spanish Peaks, over 70 miles away, float on the shimmering horizon like far-off blue clouds. The twin Spanish Peaks, called Wahatoya (Breasts of the World) by the Ute Indians, were long a crucial landmark for the Native Americans, Spanish, and Santa Fe Trail travelers.




  The Three Buttes, another trail landmark, lift pointed summits above the cluster of trees marking the abandoned townsite of Timpas. Susan Magoffin traveled here on Sunday, August 9, noting, “Mountains are coming in sight this morning—we are winding about among large stone hills which finally run into mountains, two of which appear in the distance. . . .” You can find this view by turning north on CO 71 and driving 0.5 mile to a parking area for Sierra Vista Overlook. A short walk leads to the overlook atop a bluff and a commanding view of the country along the Santa Fe Trail as it runs southwest. From here you can hike a 3-mile section of the Santa Fe National Historic Trail marked with stone posts to Timpas Picnic Area.




  Timpas & Comanche National Grassland




  The road begins a gradual descent into the broad Timpas Creek valley and enters the Timpas Unit of Comanche National Grassland, with over 440,000 acres. The area, a patchwork of public and private lands, encompasses a diversity of habitats within the grassland ecosystem. The grassland is managed by the USDA Forest Service and spreads across southeastern Colorado. Originally Comanche Indian territory, the area was overgrazed by early cattle barons and later divided by homesteaders into 40-acre tracts. But dry soil and bad farming and conservation practices created the Dust Bowl here and in surrounding states in the 1930s. In 1938 the federal government began reacquiring the homesteads and retiring them from cultivation.




  Today the Forest Service has reclaimed much of the grassland. Plentiful animals inhabit the high plains, including both mule and white-tailed deer, prong-horn, black bear, opossum, mountain lion, black-tailed prairie dog, jackrabbit, snapping turtle, Texas short-horned lizard, and prairie, massasauga, and pygmy rattlesnakes. The area offers excellent bird habitats, with more than 235 bird species recorded. Common birds seen on the drive include turkey vulture, red-tailed hawk, American kestrel, western meadowlark, and raven.




  The highway passes the ghost town of Timpas, an old stage station and railroad stop established in 1868. Clusters of elms and cottonwoods surround its abandoned school, houses, and weather-beaten stockyard. The site was a stage-coach station between 1869 and 1871 on the Metcalf Ranch.




  You can explore the area at Timpas Picnic Area by turning right or northwest on CR 16.5. After crossing the railroad tracks, turn right into the parking area. Several covered picnic tables with grills (charcoal only) make a good lunch stop. Timpas Creek was the first water source encountered on this trail section after leaving the Arkansas River. An 0.5-mile nature trail loops out to the creek, passing stone markers that indicate the trace of the Santa Fe Trail. The trail is ideal for watching prairie wildlife. You can also hike 3 miles northeast, passing stone markers that mark the old trail, up to Sierra Vista Overlook.




  The drive runs up the valley flank, cresting a low hill north of Three Buttes. Soft, rolling hills broken by arroyos and shallow canyons surround a roadside overlook. A sandstone rim fringes distant bluffs, and junipers scatter across their talus slopes. The Southern Overland Mail Company stagecoach route threaded through the Three Buttes, leaving eroded ruts below the gap. Another DAR trail marker sits a couple miles down the road near milepost 51.




  Following the valley floor, the highway dips across Lone Tree Arroyo, Hoe Ranch Arroyo, and Sheep Canyon Arroyo. Eleven miles from Timpas, the drive intersects Iron Springs Road (CR 9). The Santa Fe Trail crosses this gravel side road a half mile south.




  Iron Springs Stage Station Historic Site sits a little farther south of the trail by two stock tanks. Iron Springs, capped by a concrete box, supplies water to the tanks. Nearby lies the foundation of the station barn, a low mound marking the adobe remains of the station itself, and the stubby outline of the stage corral. The station, built in 1862 by Henry C. Withers, was burned by Cheyenne Indians in 1864. The stage station allowed for a change of horses and a chance for passengers to stretch their legs and get a meal. One early traveler, Episcopal bishop Joseph Talbot, arrived here at four in the morning after a 10-hour night ride from Bent’s Fort. He noted, after dining on a “greasy breakfast of antelope,” that the station was a “miserable, dirty place.” Trail ruts are still visible north and west of the parking area.




  In 1872 the Atchinson, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad came through, replacing the old stage route. The Iron Springs Station closed and Bloom, a new railroad stop, arose west along today’s highway and railroad.




  Past the site of Bloom, the highway bends south, crosses Taylor Arroyo, and leaves Comanche National Grassland. The road climbs away from Timpas Creek to the deserted railroad town of Delhi and its single house. Cresting the hill, the road again enters the broad Timpas valley. High cuestas edged with sandstone and darkly dotted with junipers flank the highway. The Spanish Peaks and the snow-capped Culebra Range loom straight ahead.
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  Thatcher, the next ruined town encountered, began as a stage station called Hole-in-the-Rock and became a bustling railroad town after the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad pushed through in 1872. The town flourished as a cow-shipping center and was named for M. D. Thatcher, a well-known southern Colorado rancher and banker. The town’s fortunes soared in the early 20th century after a helium plant was built near local helium wells. Over 400 people lived here during World War II. The gas, used to inflate dirigibles, took orders from around the world until airplanes made them obsolete. After that, the town slowly declined. The lavish train depot closed in 1965, and shortly afterward the post office shut its doors. Now the town basks under the hot sun, empty but for a few remaining residents. Wind sifts across stone foundations and adobe walls crumble, unprotected from years of rain. A rusted car door and sagging fences are scattered across weed-filled front yards. The town high school, once full of promise, has largely vanished beneath prairie dust and cholla cacti. As late as 1990, however, much of the ghost town remained among leafy elms.




  A short side trip turns west at the only intersection in Thatcher. Head down the gravel road past the school to a narrow wooden bridge spanning Timpas Creek. Look north up the shallow rocky canyon. Hidden there is one of the prominent Santa Fe Trail landmarks on the highway—Hole-in-the-Rock. This deep tinaja, carved by flash floods into solid sandstone bedrock, kept water through even the driest times and was a welcome sight in trail days. Susan Magoffin wrote, “This road is very badly supplied with water.” Her party camped here for a couple of days after their cattle ran off. She described the well as “a large ‘hole in a rock’ filled with clear, cold water, and to which a bottom has never as yet been found.” The hole, on private property, is now dry and usually filled with wind-blown sand. The well was later used for railroad engines, which led to it drying up at the beginning of the Dust Bowl in 1929. A ruined stone barn at the ranch just east of the bridge is the remains of the Hole-in-the-Rock Overland Stage Station’s barn.




  Thatcher to Trinidad




  The highway runs southwest from Thatcher up a broadening valley among undulating hills. Fisher Mesa, a flat-topped landmark north of the New Mexico border, rises beyond the road. The drive reaches a wide-rounded ridge above the Timpas Creek headwaters and heads down a gently tilted plain covered with short-grass prairie. The highway sweeps through a couple more mostly abandoned towns—Tyrone and Model—before dropping down into the Purgatoire River valley. The 234,896-acre Piñon Canyon Maneuver Site, lying east of Tyrone and Thatcher, is used by the US Army for tank and military training.




  The drive’s last 15 miles border the Purgatoire River, passing pastures and fields of pinto beans, alfalfa, and sugar beets. The Purgatoire River, running 150 miles from the Culebra Range to the Arkansas River, is a river of history and character. The river’s original name, El Rio de las Animas Perdidas en Purgatorio (the River of the Lost Souls in Purgatory), was shortened by Anglos to Purgatoire River and given a French spelling. Cowboys mangled it to “Picketwire.” The river, after passing Trinidad, hastens through lonely red rock Purgatoire Canyon east of the drive.




  Above the river, US 350 intersects US 160, and 5 miles later enters 6,025-foot-high Trinidad. The road bends through the town’s old downtown before ending at I-25. The summit of Raton Pass and the New Mexico state line lie 13 miles to the south, while Walsenburg sits 37 miles to the north. The Highway of Legends Scenic Byway (see Scenic Route 4) begins on Trinidad’s west side.




  Trinidad, lying at the foot of Fisher’s Peak, was an important Santa Fe Trail town. Founded in 1859 at the base of rough Raton Pass, the community was named Santisima Trinidad, or “Most Holy Trinity.” Sheepherder Gabriel Gutierrez first settled here on the river’s south bank, and soon other settlers drifted in. Trinidad, a favorite haunt of mountain men and desperadoes, acquired a rowdy reputation that was reinforced after the Battle of Trinidad on Christmas Day 1867. Racial friction between Anglo and Hispanic settlers escalated from a wrestling match to an all-out riot. Soldiers, called in from Fort Lyon, quelled the violence and imposed martial law. Later the town flourished when the vast coal reserves along the river to the west were mined for Pueblo’s steel plant.




  Much of downtown Trinidad, with its narrow, bricked streets, is preserved as El Corazon de Trinidad National Historic District. The Trinidad History Museum, a Colorado Historical Society complex that includes the Baca House, Bloom Mansion, Santa Fe Trail Museum, and the Historic Gardens on a city block, depicts life in pioneer Trinidad, local historical characters, and the Santa Fe Trail, including a display of covered wagons used on the trail. The Louden-Henritze Archeology Museum at Trinidad State Junior College illustrates the area’s diverse archaeological resources and exhibits Native American artifacts. A replica of the Trinchera Shelter, a prehistoric rock shelter in eastern Las Animas County, depicts ancient life, including artifacts like yucca sandals, braided rope, grass mats, projectile points, potsherds, and bones preserved in the cave’s dry sand.




  2




  Pawnee Pioneer Trails Scenic Drive




  Ault to Sterling




  General description: This 125-mile-long drive traverses the Pawnee National Grassland, passing ranch lands, abandoned homesteads, and undulating high plains.




  Special attractions: Pawnee National Grassland, Pawnee Buttes, Crow Valley Recreation Area, Sterling Overland Trail Museum, wide views, photography, bird watching, hiking, mountain biking, camping.




  Location: Northeastern Colorado. The drive begins in Ault, 14 miles east of Fort Collins and I-25, and ends at Sterling and I-76.




  Route name and numbers: Pawnee Pioneer Trails Scenic Byway; CO 14; Weld CR 77, 120, 390, 112, 111, 107, 110, 113, 110 1/2, 115, 127, and 129; Grasslands Road 685.




  Camping: Crow Valley Recreation Area, 24 miles east of Ault at Briggsdale, is the only developed campground along the drive. Primitive camping is permitted elsewhere on the grassland. Watch for high winds and flash flood areas.




  Services: All services in Fort Collins, Ault, and Sterling. Limited services in Raymer.




  Nearby attractions: Fort Collins, Cache la Poudre National Wild and Scenic River, Lory State Park, Roosevelt National Forest, Rocky Mountain National Park, Estes Park, Trail Ridge Road (Scenic Drive 17), Cheyenne (Wyoming), Fort Morgan Museum, Fort Vasquez State Historic Site, Centennial Village (Greeley).




  The Route




  Northeastern Colorado is a spare, austere landscape, a sparsely populated province of undulating hills that break into badlands, short-grass prairie that recedes to a flat eastern horizon, and trickling streams that dwindle into sand, only to reappear later in occasional muddy pools surrounded by cottonwoods. Native Americans once roamed its vastness, camping along the meager creeks and hunting vast buffalo herds. Later homesteaders tilled the dry soil but grew only loneliness and frustration.




  Still, the prairie remains a refuge from today’s urban sprawl and a place of exquisite beauty. Its buttes and mesa rims gleam white in summer’s noonday sun; dancing heat waves shimmer across the plain, revealing rumpled sky mirages. Evening brings smoky shadows and immense, billowing thunderheads tinged pink and rose with sunset. Out here the prairie traveler develops a new appreciation for simple forms and a devoted adoration of this elemental earth of clay, sky, and wind song.




  Pawnee Pioneer Trails Scenic Drive




  [image: chpt_fig_004]




  Fickle, unpredictable weather dominates along the drive. Summer days are hot, with highs ranging into the 90s and above. Heavy thunderstorms, coupled with hail, regularly occur on summer afternoons. Rain makes the drive’s dirt back roads temporarily impassable, muddy, and slippery. Watch for lightning on the exposed, higher elevations such as the Pawnee Buttes Overlook and trail parking area. Autumn days, from mid-September to early November, are pleasant and warm. Winter brings snow. Severe blizzards cause deep drifts along the back roads, and melting snow closes dirt roads. Check with the grassland office for road conditions and closures. Long warm periods in midwinter melt the snow, dry the roads, and make for excellent traveling conditions. Spring, beginning by late March, is characterized by rainstorms, heavy spring snows, high winds, and warming temperatures. Much of the prairie’s 12 to 15 inches of annual precipitation falls between April and June. May, with greening grass and carpets of wild-flowers, makes an excellent travel time across the grassland.




  Ault to Pawnee National Grassland




  The Pawnee Pioneer Trails Scenic Byway, a designated Colorado Scenic Byway, begins in Ault, 14 miles east of Fort Collins and I-25 on CO 14. Take I-25 exit 269A for CO 14 east. Ault, established in 1888 and named for Fort Collins miller Alexander Ault, has long been an agricultural town. It is a friendly, unassuming place with neat frame homes along tree-lined side streets and tall grain silos that line the railroad tracks on the east side of town.




  Ault, elevation 4,950 feet, sits at the junction of US 85 and CO 14. Scenic drivers head east on CO 14 from the intersection. The drive’s first leg runs east for 24 miles to Briggsdale. The first 5 miles run across gentle farmland seamed by the sleepy meanders of Spring, Lone Tree, and Owl Creeks. Corn and wheat fields, interrupted by white farmhouses and windbreaks of cottonwoods, elms, and Russian olives, form a pastoral roadside border. After 5 miles the highway tilts up a long hillside and leaves the farmland behind. Ahead stretch tawny, rolling hills blanketed by short grass and subdivided by long fence lines. The highway bends northeast for 6 miles and then straightens eastward. At just over 13 miles, the blacktop enters Pawnee National Grassland.




  Pawnee National Grassland




  Pawnee National Grassland is an immense (193,060-acre) swath of prairie managed by the USDA Forest Service. This remote land was first inhabited by prehistoric big-game hunters some 11,000 years ago. Later nomadic plains tribes—the Pawnee, Apache, Arapaho, and Cheyenne Indians—traversed the plains while hunting bison. The first known European to visit the area, Don Pedro de Villasur, arrived in 1720, and French fur trappers regularly crossed it while trading with local Native Americans.




  Anglo homesteaders arrived here in the late 1800s after the 1862 Homestead Act opened western lands to any able-bodied American willing to work 160-acre tracts. Early settlers plowed lands along the few perennial rivers and streams, while latecomers homesteaded the marginal dry land. The dryland farmers, initially successful, suffered after 1920 because of low wheat prices, drought, and bad farming practices. The Dust Bowl and Great Depression of the 1930s forced the mass migration of homesteaders from their 160-acre dream parcels. The federal government began buying back the damaged lands and restoring them with a semblance of their original grass cover. The recovered lands were returned to cultivation and grazing or administered as multiple-use national grasslands by the Forest Service.




  The Pawnee National Grassland, divided into two large units, is a patchwork of both public and private land. A Forest Service map, detailing the different lands, is a necessity for exploring beyond the area’s gridwork of county roads. Be sure you are on public land; otherwise, obtain permission from the landowner. Most of the grassland is managed for livestock grazing as well as wildlife habitat. Oil and gas deposits, tapped by producing wells, underlie the grassland, particularly at the Keota Oil Field south of Grover and north of Raymer. The US Department of Agriculture also operates the 15,600-acre Central Plains Experimental Range for research on grassland ecology, range cattle nutrition, and the use of fertilizers and herbicides.




  After entering the grassland, CO 14 rolls east, dipping through dry arroyos walled with clay. Wind-driven tumbleweeds stack against barbed-wire fences, lonely windmills rise against the sky, and elms shade the occasional ranch house. The road drops into broad Crow Valley and reaches Briggsdale, an almost deserted town of a half dozen streets south of the highway. Frank Briggs, a local real estate man and farmer, platted the townsite in 1909. The Briggsdale Museum, housed in the old schoolhouse, depicts the area’s homestead history.




  Briggsdale’s claim to fame is the Briggsdale Meteorite, a 5-pound hunk of outer space junk that originated in the Asteroid Belt between Mars and Jupiter about 4.6 billion years ago. The meteorite was found by a farmer in the 1940s near Briggsdale and then donated to the Denver Museum of Nature and Science by Robert Heath from Fort Collins in 1948. The rock was later sliced like a bread loaf and sections doled out to various museums, including the British Museum of Natural History. Most of the 87 meteorites discovered in Colorado were found by farmers plowing fields on the eastern plains.




  Crow Valley to Grover




  The drive turns north at Briggsdale on paved CR 77. Crow Valley Recreation Area, the only developed camp and picnic ground along the drive, sits 0.2 mile up CR 77. Shady campsites are scattered among cottonwoods and elms. The area also offers restrooms, water, a ball field, and a group picnic area. The campground makes an excellent base to explore the surrounding grasslands on foot and mountain bike. An auto birding tour route threads along Crow Creek in the shallow valley. The Lee and Dorothy Rhodes Farm Implement Museum is a fenced display of antique farm machinery, including various plows and a windmill, on the grounds of the recreation area.




  Pawnee National Grassland, sitting on the edge of the Central Flyway, offers excellent birding opportunities, particularly in May and June when numerous migrant species nest in the varied habitats. Noted ornithologist Roger Tory Peterson called the grassland his favorite Colorado birding area. More than 225 species, including golden eagle, horned lark, black-billed magpie, western meadowlark, American goldfinch, burrowing owl, and the lark bunting, Colorado’s state bird, live on the area’s grassy plains, sandstone cliffs, moist creek bottoms, and wooded draws. Grassland mammals also thrive here. Common species are pronghorn and mule deer, coyote, badger, prairie dog, and jackrabbit. Hikers should watch for rattlesnakes. They commonly inhabit dry, rocky slopes on buttes and mesas, often sunning on ledges and boulders.




  The narrow road runs due north up the edge of shallow Crow Valley. Ancient cottonwoods line the creek bed, and ranches and farms scatter across the rolling hills. The snow-capped Front Range rims the western horizon with sculpted peaks. Flat-topped Longs Peak, the 14,259-foot high point of Rocky Mountain National Park, looms in the southwest sky. After 10 miles a low-browed escarpment of sandy cliffs fringed by green forest etches the eastern valley rim. The road passes an abandoned farm, its weather-beaten house and barn now the haunt of owls and lizards. An upturned, rusted refrigerator lies on the ground amid elms and tall grass.




  The drive turns east on paved CR 120 15 miles north of Briggsdale and passes an empty two-story house surrounded by junked cars and a plowed field. CR 120 bends north and east past farmland in broad Crow Valley, and 7 miles later rolls into Grover, “Home of the Pawnee Jackrabbit.”




  Grover to the Pawnee Buttes




  Shady gravel streets fill Grover, an off-the-beaten-track village. The small Grover Depot Museum in the old railroad station houses displays of local artifacts and grassland ecology. Grover, platted in 1888, was a stop along the Burlington Railroad from 1887 to 1973. Women took over the mayor’s office and town council in 1929 to control gambling and bootlegging. Since 1923, Grover has hosted an annual rodeo, now called the Earl Anderson Memorial Rodeo, on Father’s Day weekend. The event, dubbed the “Biggest Little Rodeo in the West,” is one of the smallest rodeos sanctioned by the Professional Rodeo Cowboy Association and attracts top cowboy competitors. The weekend includes a parade on Main Street, Rodeo Dance in the Community Building, and a pancake breakfast at the Fire Hall.




  On the far eastern edge of Grover, CR 120 dead-ends into CR 390. Turn right, or southeast, on this gravel road. The drive assumes a new character for the next 40 miles to Raymer, threading eccentrically along numerous dirt roads that crisscross the prairie. Keep a careful eye on the road signs and you’ll stay on the drive route. If you blunder off, however, it’s hard to get lost. Almost all the roads run north and south or east and west, eventually intersecting some major road.




  CR 390 runs southeast alongside the abandoned Chicago, Burlington & Quincy Railroad right-of-way. The railway, originally a branch line between Cheyenne, Wyoming, and Sterling, came through in the late 1880s. During the halcyon days before World War I and the Dust Bowl, the towns and homesteaders along the track flourished with the railroad. Grover and neighboring Keota to the south offered daily passenger service, and the railroad shipped area grain to market. Locals even planned to chisel a new county called Pawnee out of eastern Weld County in 1912, but Grover and Keota argued so bitterly over which would be the county seat that the entire proposal was scrapped. Oil wells, part of the Keota Oil Field, dot grass fields along the road. A wall of tumbled bluffs, the edge of an eroded upland called the High Plains Escarpment, looms to the east.




  Just past a low hill 6 miles southeast of Grover, the road intersects CR 112. Turn east on CR 112. The road, passing a ranch, twists through dry hills. After 2 miles it climbs onto a broad ridge studded with prickly pear cacti and yucca. Sligo Cemetery sits atop the rounded shoulder. Numerous pioneer graves dating from the early 1900s spread over this lovely hillock. Mostly young children and toddlers make up the cemetery’s residents. Nameless plastic markers from Adamson Mortuary designate their remote graves. A purple cloth rose, torn and tattered by the ceaseless wind, lies half-buried in dust beside one faded plaque.




  The road dips east from the cemetery ridge and enters the southern edge of a broad valley. Cliffs and deep ravines fringed with juniper stretch along its flat-topped rim. The valley narrows as the road runs east. Five miles from the graveyard, CR 112 intersects CR 107. Jog south and east on CR 107 over steep hills. After almost 2 miles the road intersects Grasslands Road 685. This marked route heads north onto a wide, rolling ridge for 1.5 miles to the Pawnee Buttes Trailhead. An excellent picnic area with restrooms and shaded tables is at the trailhead. An overlook, another 0.5 mile farther north, yields one of eastern Colorado’s most dramatic views.




  [image: An abandoned grain elevator recalls Grovers heyday as an agricultural hub in the early 20th century.]




  The Pawnee Buttes to Raymer




  The twin monolithic Pawnee Buttes, forming distinctive landmarks, rise out of North Pawnee Creek’s broad, grass-filled valley. James Michener renamed them the Rattlesnake Buttes in his Colorado-based novel Centennial and called them the “two sentinels of the plains.” Sandstone deposited on an ancient seafloor some 125 million years ago forms the horizontal layers on the 300-foot-high twin buttes. Over the last 10 million years, wind and water erosion attacked soft sediments between the overlook’s rimrock pedestal and the buttes a mile to the east, chiseling these towering monuments from the soft rock. The Arikaree Formation, a layer of sandstone and conglomerate, makes an erosion-resistant cap atop the softer clay-like Brule Formation beneath.




  The area surrounding the buttes and overlook is a well-known fossil locale. As early as 1871 paleontologists came to dig fossilized mammal skeletons dating from Miocene and Oligocene times, some 30 million years ago, in the area’s deep arroyos and steep mesa slopes. The fossils here, similar to those in South Dakota’s Badlands, include small hooved animals, giant megafaunas such as the rhinoceros-like Titanothere and the clawed horselike mammal Chalicothere, other ancestral horses, and turtles. The Denver Museum of Nature and Science displays several mammal skeletons found here.




  The Pawnee Buttes Trail, winding 1.5 miles down from the trailhead to the base of the 5,325-foot West Pawnee Butte, offers an excellent introduction to the grassland ecology. While most of the short-grass prairie was altered by decades of overgrazing, much has returned and resembles the historic grassland that was once the hunting ground of the Pawnee tribe. Blue grama and buffalo grasses dominate the dry prairie, while taller grasses still flourish in moist ravines unreached by grazing cattle. Prickly pear cacti scatter in clumps along the trail, and junipers cloak rocky hillsides. A stand of limber pines, probably a relic from wetter, glacial times, grows in Dave’s Draw west of the buttes. The trail makes a good mountain bike excursion, although it’s all uphill coming back.




  The trail continues past the west butte to 5,375-foot East Pawnee Butte, which is climbed by a short scrambling route up rotten rock slopes on its east side. West Pawnee Butte is surprisingly one of Colorado’s more difficult technical peaks to climb, with its only route ascending a vertical mud wall on its north side with aid-climbing techniques.




  The drive returns west from the picnic area and trailhead to CR 112, which immediately bends south on CR 111. The byway jogs around for the next few miles, following a single road that changes numbers almost every mile. After a mile, turn east on CR 110 for another mile, north on CR 113, and then east on CR 110 1/2 for a mile. Turn south on CR 115 and after 0.5 mile east again on CR 110. The drive runs straight east, skirting rolling hills and dropping across dry swales. The Pawnee Buttes play hide-and-seek behind a broken bluff to the north for a few miles before the road breaks into the open on a broad valley edge.




  CR 110 dead-ends into CR 127 a few miles later. An abandoned homestead, surrounded by gangly elms, sits on the lonely corner. The drive turns south on CR 127. The dirt road sweeps over the undulating landscape, dipping through Igo Creek’s valley and climbing over sandstone rimrock. Scattered oil wells and windmills fringe the hillsides, and the buttes poke above the northwestern horizon. Thick grass and shallow pools of water fill South Pawnee Creek’s lush valley before the track ascends a rise and reaches Raymer and CO 14.




  Raymer to Sterling




  Raymer is another one of those old homestead supply towns that prospered at the turn of the 20th century. The town, platted by the Lincoln Land Company, was named for Burlington Railroad engineer George Raymer. The USPS post office and zip code directory call it New Raymer to avoid confusion with Ramah to the south, while the state highway map still calls it Raymer.




  The drive turns east on paved CO 14 and traverses open grasslands and fenced farm fields. Stoneham, an 1888 railroad town, lies 11 miles from Raymer. Grain elevators, two churches, and a few houses mark this roadside hamlet. The drive leaves the Pawnee National Grassland almost 5 miles east of Stoneham and climbs over a low broken mesa called the Pawnee Hills. The road descends sharply through littered sandstone blocks to the broad Pawnee Valley. The sandy creek bed, lined with cottonwoods, winds southeast to the South Platte River. After gently climbing out of the valley, the highway enters farm fields irrigated by Platte water. Fields of corn and bright sunflowers border the blacktop.




  The road tilts downward, crosses the North Sterling Canal, and enters the 3,935-foot-high town of Sterling. This pleasant town, on the fertile South Platte River floodplain, is an agricultural hub. The town started as a post office on rancher David Leavitt’s property in 1872. He named it for his Illinois hometown. Sterling grew quickly a few years later after the Union Pacific Railroad pushed through to Denver. The Overland Trail Museum, just east of town by I-76, is a worthwhile stop. The museum interprets the trail’s colorful history and displays artifacts such as branding irons, horse-drawn farm machinery, and a stone duplicate of old Fort Sedgewick, a U.S. military outpost from 1864 to 1871. The drive ends in Sterling. Continue east from the town over the river to exit 125 on I-76.




  3




  Comanche Grasslands Scenic Drive




  Trinidad to Springfield Loop




  General description: This 192-mile-long drive explores the Comanche National Grassland and the scenic prairie and mesa country between Trinidad and Springfield.




  Special attractions: Comanche National Grassland, Picture Canyon, Carrizo Canyon Picnic Area, Mesa de Maya, short-grass prairie ecosystems, Native American rock art sites, birding, wildlife observation, hiking, camping, mountain biking.




  Location: Southeastern Colorado. The drive begins just east of Trinidad and I-25 at the junction of US 350 and US 160, and heads east on US 160 to Springfield. It turns south on US 287/385 to Campo and heads west on a series of gravel county and grassland roads back to Kim and US 160.




  Route numbers: US 160 and US 287/385; Baca CR J, 13, M, 8, P, 3, and Q; and Las Animas CR 30.0, 211, 34.0, and 36.0.




  Travel season: Year-round. The drive’s gravel back roads between Campo and Kim can become impassable after heavy summer thunderstorms and when winter snow melts. Watch for thick mud and slippery roads. Inquire at the Springfield USDA Forest Service office for current road conditions.




  Camping: No designated campgrounds along the drive. Limited dispersed camping is permitted, however, at the parking areas at Withers Canyon Trailhead, Picketwire Corrals, and Carrizo Creek, Timpas, Vogel Canyon, and Picture Canyon picnic areas.




  Services: All services are in Trinidad and Springfield. Limited services are in Kim and Campo.




  Nearby attractions: El Corazon de Trinidad National Historic District, Trinidad State Park, San Isabel National Forest, Spanish Peaks, Santa Fe Trail, Purgatoire Canyon, El Capulin National Monument (New Mexico), Bent’s Old Fort National Historic Site.




  The Route




  The undulating plains stretch eastward across southeastern Colorado from the bold, snowy escarpment of the Culebra Range. The swelling land rolls with a lean musculature, lifting into rounded hills and low-browed mesas or breaking into sharp arroyos and sinuous hidden canyons. Out there on the tawny prairie lies the land of the flattened horizon, the land of the rising sun. It’s a minimalist landscape. Everything is spare and lean, stripped of its veneer and laid bare under the blazing sun. Brittle grasses huddle in windswept clumps, prickly pear cacti clench together like tightly closed fists, and cottonwoods rustle along intermittent creeks. Under the yawning sprawl of sky and space, the prairie is reduced to simple forms—straight-arrow horizons, roads bordered by three strands of barbed wire that recede into the distance, and flat-topped tablelands, their sloped edges fringed in juniper, that bump against the azure sky like worn pillows. The 192-mile-long Comanche Grassland scenic drive explores this remote quarter of Colorado, crossing sun-baked prairie, dipping through shallow canyons, and finding its secret places.




  Comanche Grasslands Scenic Drive




  [image: Comanche Grasslands Scenic Drive]


 

  Southeastern Colorado is an arid land, with chilly winters and hot summers. Annual precipitation is low, bordering on desert amounts in some areas. The Springfield area receives 15 inches of rain annually. Much of the precipitation comes in intense summer thunderstorms, with the swift runoff flooding down arroyos and canyons. Gravel back roads on the drive during or after thunderstorms can become muddy and impassable. Summers are hot. Expect daily highs in the 90s and above. Autumn and spring are more reasonable times to drive the roads. Temperatures range between 60 and 90 degrees. Wind often tempers spring days. Winters are cold and dry, with occasional heavy snowstorms that quickly melt. High temperatures range from 30 to 60 degrees with cold nights. Use caution when driving the gravel back roads in winter. Blizzard conditions arise during swift-moving storms, and melting snow and ice can turn gravel and dirt roads into impassable mud.




  The Purgatoire to Comanche National Grassland




  The drive begins 5 miles east of Trinidad at Beshoar Junction at the intersection of US 350 and US 160. Turn east on US 160. Springfield, the end of the drive’s first leg, lies 114 miles away. The vanished town of Beshoar, named for an early Trinidad resident, sat here along the Colorado & Southern Railroad at the end of the 19th century. The paved highway runs east through low hills. Occasional pastures, hay fields, and ranch houses border the blacktop. Fishers Peak and Raton Mesa, dark with evergreen forest, form a broad escarpment to the south. This long, high mesa, reaching a high point of 9,627 feet, is capped by 11 layers of erosion-resistant basalt, deposited as lava from ancient volcanoes.




  After 6 miles the highway swings southeast past the Mooney Hills, a low, rounded mesa etched with arroyos. Three miles later the road sweeps past the hills and across a broad basin seamed with Frijole Creek, an intermittent stream arising on the mesa flank to the south. Mesa de Maya huddles darkly on the eastern horizon.




  The road winds over Frijole Creek, a tamarisk-lined thread of muddy water in a brown clay arroyo, and parallels the Purgatoire River for a few miles. The 196-mile-long Purgatoire River, beginning at the confluence of its North and Middle forks near Weston, courses across southeastern Colorado from snowmelt-fed creeks high on the crest of the Culebra Range west of Trinidad. The river keeps the French spelling of its name, a reminder of the itinerant fur trappers that traversed this wild country in the 19th century. The river’s original name— El Rio de las Animas Perdidas en Purgatorio (The River of the Lost Souls in Purgatory)—was acquired after the members of a 16th-century Spanish expedition, murdered by Native Americans on the riverbank, died without the last rites of their Catholic faith. Cowboys later corrupted the Spanish to “Picketwire,” a name applied to part of the river’s 40-mile-long canyon that slices across the prairie north of the drive. The river empties into the Arkansas River near Las Animas to the northeast.


  

  [image: The scenic drive, following US 160, runs east from Trinidad and the lofty Culebra Range.]




  The river twists through low hills, passing occasional cottonwoods on its banks, a half mile north of the highway. After a couple miles the river bends northeast and enters Purgatoire Canyon through abrupt portals of Dakota sandstone. A piñon pine and juniper woodland fills the canyon and spills onto the rim.




  The highway ascends a gradual rise onto a broad, barren plain. It dips across Salt Creek’s shallow valley at 19 miles, passing black sandstone boulders mirrored in pools of clear water. Trinchera Creek, draining north to the Purgatoire like the other creeks here, lies a couple of miles farther east; it’s a deep canyon sharp with cliffs and coated by sparsely spaced junipers. The road climbs northeast onto a high tableland, with expansive views back west to the long ridge of the Culebra Range and the twin Spanish Peaks to the northwest. After crossing Trementina Creek, another canyon filled with cliffs, water, and thick grass, the highway ascends through a juniper forest and reaches its junction with CO 389 at a place dubbed Walt’s Corner. A classic store, now a gallery surrounded by marvelous views and a few trees, sits at this lonely intersection on a rolling grass plain. The wooden front porch has a pay phone, bench, and soda machine that says: “Refreshing Ice Cold Drinks.” A right turn on route 389 leads due south to Branson by the New Mexico border.




  The dark bulk of Mesa de Maya dominates the highway view as it runs east. Cliffs of basalt deposited as lava flows cap the high flat-topped mesa, and a forest of juniper and piñon pine spills over its ragged flanks. No roads traverse this mostly wild upland, the home of mule deer, coyotes, and range cattle. Early Native Americans inhabited the mesa and the canyons along the drive beginning some 6,000 years ago. Traces of their passage include rock art panels pecked onto smooth rock slabs, projectile points and stone tools, broken pottery shards, and manos used for grinding seeds. Meadows of tall buffalo and grama grass blanketed the mesa top and its shallow valleys more than 100 years ago, attracting cattlemen to its lush pastures in this land of little rain in the 1870s.




  The highway runs over undulating plains before dropping into abrupt Chacuaco Canyon. Chacuaco Creek, rising from mesas on the New Mexico state line to the south, excavated this long cliff-lined gorge. Water trickles through the wild canyon almost all year, creating a haven for mammals and birds.




  The asphalt climbs out of the canyon onto another dry plain and arches northeast around Mesa de Maya. The road dips through several dry, rocky canyons that drain north from the mesa. A ghost village of abandoned stone houses sits on a canyon rim below the mesa, cattle poking through their empty rooms. Distant views unfold west from here. Rows of mountains—the Culebra Range, Spanish Peaks, Raton Mesa, Sierra Blanca, and the Wet Mountains—parade across the horizon, their snow-capped summits gleaming in the sun like whitewashed castles.




  Comanche National Grassland




  The highway enters the Comanche National Grassland, a sprawling spread of 443,081 acres managed by the USDA Forest Service and divided into the Timpas Unit south of La Junta (see Scenic Route 1) and the Carrizo Unit along this scenic drive. The story of the national grassland began in 1884 when Baca County’s first homestead patent was granted. Thousands of homestead patents in southeast Colorado were issued from 1884 to 1926, with the homesteaders required to plow 40 acres of each 160-acre homestead. The homesteader’s plow, along with farming marginal agricultural lands and severe overgrazing in this semiarid region, caused the Dust Bowl of the early 1930s here and in neighboring states, including Oklahoma and Texas. The federal government began buying back damaged farms and ranches, retiring the land from cultivation and allowing families to relocate in other areas. More than 11 million acres were acquired and rehabilitated, with 4 million acres designated as national grassland in 1960 and assigned to the Forest Service. Crumbling stone homesteads, abandoned windmills, and empty crossroads stores are all that remain of Colorado’s homestead era on today’s Comanche Grassland.




  The highway bends straight east after entering the grassland. The ruins of Tobe sit in the field to the north. The town, established in 1910 and named for resident Tobe Benavides, was more of a post office than a town. When the filling station/post office closed its doors in 1960, Tobe folded. The only remnants now are stone foundations scattered among grass and cacti.




  The long, low rim of Mesa de Maya looms south of the road as it runs due east across a featureless plain coated with short grasses. Six miles from Tobe the drive passes 6,296-foot-high Fallas Mesa, a barren escarpment riddled with ravines. Dalerose Mesa, broken by canyons and cliffs, lies farther south, while broad Tecolote Mesa sits to the southeast. The drive turns north at 65 miles and enters Kim a mile later.




  Kim to Springfield




  Kim, named for Rudyard Kipling’s orphan boy hero, was established in 1918 by Olin D. Simpson when he built a general store and post office on the corner of his homestead. The 5,690-foot-high town now serves as a ranching and agricultural center. Frame houses line neat side streets, cattle graze on the edge of town, and a cemetery makes a final resting place. The town offers an RV park, gas, groceries, and the Kim Outpost, the town’s only café. Try one of their cowboy burgers and fries and chat with local ranchers. Picnic tables sit in a roadside park.




  The drive continues north along US 160 and swings east after a couple of miles. CO 109 intersects the drive here and continues north to La Junta. US 160 travels 50 miles from here to Springfield, passing over a mixture of federal and private land. This is flat, dry country, broken by fences and occasional irrigated fields.




  Pritchett, the only real town along this section, sits 36 miles east of Kim. The town rises out of the plain like a mirage, its skyline of trees and housetops dominated by three towering grain elevators. Boarded-up shops line the main street, a reminder of more prosperous times. The town, established in 1920, marked the western end of an Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad branch. It was named for railway director Dr. Henry Pritchett. The highway goes east from Pritchett past farms and ranches and reaches US 287/385 14 miles later. A roadside picnic area and a truck stop sit at the junction.




  Springfield lies a mile to the north, looming as Pritchett, above the endless sweep of the prairie. Grain elevators form the highest point for miles around. Elms, maples, and cottonwoods shade the town streets. Springfield, the seat of Baca County, was established in 1887 by the Windsor Town Company and named for townsite owner Andrew Harrison’s hometown of Springfield, Missouri. The town has since flourished as an agricultural hub. A Forest Service office, lying just north of the highway intersection, dispenses information and directions to points of interest on the Comanche Grassland. Also, check out the Springfield Museum with a large collection of area newspapers dating to the late 1800s and artifacts and history of Baca County.




  Springfield to Campo




  The journey’s next leg runs south 20 miles from Springfield to Campo on US 287/385. The road crosses a high plain divided into farms and ranches. A clutch of houses huddles along the highway in Campo, an old farming community aptly named with the Spanish word for “field.” Campo lies 9 miles north of the Oklahoma border. The town flourished in the 1920s, with the First State Bank, gas station, rooming house, a café, a couple drilling rigs, and The Campo Enterprise, a weekly newspaper. Campo’s barber shop was run by Mr. Warlick, who walked 7 miles from his home west of town every other Saturday to give shaves for a dime and haircuts for 15 cents. Later the town had a roller skating rink, grocery store, and, in 1951, the Gem Theater, which burned down 3 years later.
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Sunrise brightens an armada of clouds above Picture Canyon at the Comanche

Grasslands in southeastern Colorado.
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An abandoned grain elevator recalls Grover’s heyday as an agricultural hub in the early
20th century.
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