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  HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilitiesxx come under new management, and so on.




  We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  FalconGuides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane, Suite 200




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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  Paintbrush and Shrine Ridge Trail (hike 19)




  Because I typically hike the trails by myself, thanks to my best friend, Keith Brown, who anxiously awaited my phone calls that I was safe and not lost in the woods. May he rest in peace.




  Special gratitude to my mom and my dad for encouraging me to do what I want to do and strive for peace and happiness.




  Last but not least, thanks to you—readers and fellow hikers—for buying Best Hikes Breckenridge and Vail. I hope you find it useful and interesting, and may you enjoy many hours hiking the trails described between these covers.




 




  

     

 
[image: South Willow Creek Falls (hike 8)]



  

  South Willow Creek Falls (hike 8)


  

  
Introduction





  Rugged peaks reflected in high mountain lakes, sparkling streams tumbling through flower-filled meadows, high ridges where the view is forever, and a rich mining history make the country around Breckenridge and Vail a hiking gem. Today’s hiking trails may have started when Native Americans followed game trails for their summer hunts. Miners scoured the area hoping to strike it rich after gold was found in the region’s creeks. Railroads followed to move ore and bring supplies. Settlers arrived and worked the land, living here year-round through beautiful summers and snowy, cold winters.




  I love hiking through the various ecosystems of this area in which I live, from Gambel oak–filled canyons near Glenwood Springs to colorful meadows, to clear lakes reflecting pointy peaks, and to the high alpine tundra with views of mountains as far as the eye can see. Hiking to a lake then relaxing along its shores while listening to a chorus of birds is a great way to spend a day or weekend. Along the way you may see pine squirrels busily caching cones for the sure-to-be-long winter, deer browsing in meadows, or elk sunning themselves while chewing their cud in a high valley. Ospreys and eagles soar in the clear blue Colorado sky. Along the trails a colorful carpet of wildflowers graces every nook and cranny, attracting bees and other pollinators during the short summer. Although seldom seen, black bears and mountain lions patrol the area, while moose munch on willows in wetlands. Little cascading rivulets born in high snowfields join together to create creeks that wind and tumble to the river in the valley below.




  Some trails take me back to the mining boom days of the late 1800s. Only a few logs remain of cabins that once shared the happy times and sad tribulations of their owners. A mound of dirt and rocks by a hole in the ground is all that remains of a miner’s dream.




  Today the mining boom has gone bust, but Summit County (Breckenridge), Eagle County (Vail), and Garfield County (Glenwood Springs) are booming with recreation highlighted by seven ski areas, seven Nordic centers, several reservoirs, gold-medal trout streams, and hundreds of miles of trails in the White River National Forest and Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands. For a more remote and primitive hiking experience, hikers can spend many hours exploring three congressionally designated wilderness areas: Eagles Nest, Ptarmigan Peak, and Holy Cross. The towns of Dillon, Breckenridge, and Vail own open-space parcels with hiking trails that lead to beautiful overlooks, back into mining history, or around special natural areas.




  The forty hikes in this guidebook are within an hour’s drive of either Breckenridge or Vail. Most lie within 30 miles of I-70. I chose these trails to take you on a hiking tour of the areas around Breckenridge, Vail, and down through Glenwood Springs. Several easier trails are listed in the Honorable Mentions.
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  Upper Piney River Falls (hike 23)




  The first edition of this book included one trail that memorialized firefighters who died battling a wildfire in the area. The second edition of this book updates four trails that have been affected by wildfire since 2018. The first part of the trail up Buffalo Mountain burned in 2018, caused by humans. The Grizzly Creek fire in August 2020 (human caused) affected the Grizzly Creek Trail and to a lesser extent the Hanging Lake Trail and the Jess Weaver (No Name) Trail. Hanging Lake itself was unaffected by fire but may be affected in time by runoff from nearby burned areas. Hiking through burned areas, when safe to do so, provides a fascinating insight into how nature can recover from what appears to be devastation. Many forests, like lodgepole pine, need fire to stay healthy.




  Leave No Trace skills have become very important to the preservation of Colorado’s wildlands and parks as the population grows and increasing numbers of visitors discover our magnificent state. We need to think about thousands of feet instead of just our own.




  The trails described in this book are located at high elevation. The lowest trailhead is at 5,680 feet, and most hikes start at over 8,000 feet. The high point is the shelter at 13,077 feet on Notch Mountain. Hikes range from easy to strenuous, from a 2.4-mile loop around Lower Cataract Lake to overnight backpacks.




  High elevation and winter snowpack mean trails can be covered by snow into July. Hikers should check with the listed land management agency for current trail conditions.
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  Flower field and Mount of the Holy Cross (hike 19)




  Here are some guidelines as to approximate times when trails dry out (from the USDA Forest Service Dillon Ranger District).




  Below 9,500 feet—mid-May




  Between 9,500 and 10,000 feet—end of May




  Between 10,000 and 10,500 feet—mid-June




  Between 10,500 and 11,500 feet—July 1




  11,500 feet and above—mid-July




  Speaking of winter, when the snow flies, you can still continue to enjoy the backcountry on foot, snowshoes, or cross-country skis. Several trails are popular year-round and are often packed by many feet, so snowshoes are not necessary except after a large snowfall. I use Yaktrax on my boots for extra traction (yaktrax.implus.com). These easy-to-slip-on coils provide great traction on firm snow, while spikes for boots like Stabilicers work best on icy patches (stabil.implus.com).




  Hiking is a great way to explore your surroundings and use all five senses to enjoy your journey. While walking around our public lands, you may learn a lot about yourself. Away from the motorized, mechanized, and electronic world, you may discover more about what your body needs, how strong you are both mentally and physically, or how little you know about the world around you. Hiking provides each of us many opportunities to grow and become more alive.




  If you enjoy hiking, consider volunteering for trail work at least one day each year. None of the land management agencies have huge budgets, so more and more they are relying on volunteers to help with basic trail work. A sampling of volunteer trail groups is listed in the back of the book. You’ll meet some really great folks and gain the satisfaction of a job well done at the end of the day. One friend commented how much fun she had showing people the bridge she helped build.
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  Tenmile Range from the Ridge Trail (hike 6)




  A word about the details in this book: Trail mileage is as much an art as a science, even for land managers. I used a Global Positioning System (GPS) to obtain the mileage. In some areas poor satellite reception may have provided less than accurate information. Please realize that trail locations and conditions, roads, and signage are subject to change over time. Even trailheads can move, and some trails are rerouted to prevent environmental damage. Finding accurate historical information also was sometimes interesting when different books contained conflicting information. I tried to find appropriate websites, only to discover URLs change rapidly.




  Henry David Thoreau said, “In wildness is the preservation of the world.” Aldo Leopold added years later: “When we see land as a community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.” My wish for you is to enjoy hiking and learn about yourself and the world around you, in which we all belong. Remember, only we can preserve wildlands for ourselves and for future generations.




  As you hike around this beautiful region, capture part of nature’s spirit and hold it close to your own so that no matter where you travel or live, the peace and beauty of this wild country will remain with you forever.




  
Colorado Weather


  


  Difficult to forecast and prone to change quickly, high-country weather is a wonder in itself. Mountains often create their own weather. On the west slope of the Continental Divide, where these hikes are located, weather may be entirely different than in the Denver metro area on the east side.




  Hiking around Breckenridge and Vail is best from early June through early October. The trails near Glenwood Springs are great spring and fall hikes. I have noted trails that are hikeable year-round or are popular for snowshoeing and cross-country skiing. Some trails disappear under winter’s white mantle.




  High-country residents head to warmer climes during April and May for good reason—hiking is not very good! Snow still covers the trails, and you can sink in over your knees in the rotting snow even with snowshoes. When trails start to melt out, they can be quite muddy. If you do hike during “mud season,” remember to get muddy—walk through the mud! Walking around muddy areas enlarges the size of the mess.




  Summer attempts to begin in June, but winter’s last gasp may still drop some snow. June is also the start of thunderstorm season. By July wildflowers bloom profusely in higher areas. Be aware: Snowstorms do occur on the Fourth of July above 8,500 feet! Colorado experiences a monsoon season starting about mid-July and ending in early September. Afternoon thunderstorms are common. Two problems result from thunderstorm development. One is lightning, a killer from above; the second, more subtle, is rain. In Colorado rain tends to be cold, and unprepared hikers can become hypothermic very quickly, even in midsummer. Monsoonal rains can last for several days in a row.
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  Trail through the boulder field and view of the Tenmile Range (hike 12)




  Fall can be the best time to hike, with “fall” meaning mid-August to mid-September above the trees and from September to about mid-October below tree line. Thunderstorms are less frequent, and the air is crisp and cool with dazzling blue skies. Aspen turn gold and red about the third to fourth week in September. By mid-October, snow tends to bring an end to most hiking in the high country.




  Winter travel typically requires snowshoes or skis. If you travel on backcountry trails during winter, at a minimum take an avalanche awareness course. Colorado often leads the nation in avalanche deaths, with many occurring in Summit County! In spring and early summer, avalanches can still pose danger to hikers and climbers.




  No matter the season, always bring layers of clothes and rain (or snow) gear. Check the local weather forecast before heading out. Weather changes quickly, and a temperature drop of 10ºF to 20ºF in one hour is not unheard of. Be prepared!




  Flora and Fauna


  


  The Breckenridge and Vail region contains the foothills (6,000 to 8,000 feet), montane (8,000 to 9,500 feet), subalpine (9,500 to 11,400 feet), and alpine (above 11,400 feet) life zones. Ecosystems, encompassing the physical environment and the organisms living within a given area, can vary within these zones. Ecosystems include mountain shrublands, piñon-juniper woodlands, ponderosa pine and Douglas fir forests, mountain grasslands and meadows, mountain wetlands, lodgepole pine, aspen, Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir, limber and bristlecone pine, and alpine tundra. While hiking through these different environments, notice what plants and animals live where. For example, aspen grow in moist, protected areas. Bushes such as chokecherry, goose-berry, serviceberry, and snowberry provide browse for mule deer. Grasses and other plants offer good eats for elk, who also scrape the bark off aspen in winter. Black bears leave claw marks climbing their favorite aspen tree. Keep an ear open for the song of the mountain or black-capped chickadee.




  As you gain elevation, you can observe how animals and plants have adapted to shorter summers, less oxygen, wind, and colder temperatures. Above tree line you can’t miss the little pikas scurrying around with mouthfuls of grasses and flowers or the lazy marmots sunning themselves on rocks. Chipmunks, ground squirrels, and marmots will almost attack you expecting a handout. Please don’t feed them, as they may not forage for themselves. Crows, magpies, blue Steller’s jays with their black crowns, pesky Clark’s nutcrackers, and gray jays (nicknamed “camp robbers”) are easily spotted birds. Occasionally you might catch a glimpse of an eagle, osprey, or red-tailed hawk soaring above.




  If normal or greater precipitation has occurred during summer, mushrooms pop out in August and early September. Many mushrooms are poisonous, while others are incredibly delicious and edible. Don’t eat any unless you know what you’re doing!




  Between the alpine tundra and spruce-fir or limber pine ecosystems, krummholz grow. These stunted trees, usually spruce, fir, or limber pine, form tree islands with a few flag trees sticking up. The deadwood on the windward side protects the rest of the tree organism, so please don’t use it for firewood.




  The most incredible plants grow above tree line: alpine forget-me-not, sky pilot, moss campion, old-man-of-the-mountain, alpine avens, and Parry’s clover, to name a few. Each flower has its own particular niche, whether on windblown slopes or next to sheltering rocks. If you have a chance, learn about this incredible land above the trees and how you can protect it while hiking.




  Black bears, mountain lions, and moose live in the area, and if surprised, they can get downright nasty. Even deer, elk, bighorn sheep, and mountain goats can pose problems, especially if they think their young are threatened. Remember, they’ve been here for many years, and we’re treading on their territory.




  Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations


  


  Hikes featured in this book include trails in three wilderness areas: Eagles Nest, Ptarmigan Peak, and Holy Cross. If you plan to hike or backpack in one of these wildernesses, please contact the responsible USDA Forest Service office or www.fs.usda.gov/whiteriver (click on “Special Places”) for up-to-date information and regulations. Each chapter containing a wilderness hike lists some of the regulations for quick reference. For all three wildernesses, group size is limited to no more than fifteen people per group or a combination of twenty-five people and pack or saddle animals in any one group. All dogs must be on leash in the Eagles Nest and Ptarmigan Peak Wildernesses, while the Holy Cross Wilderness requires that all dogs be under control (i.e., uncontrollable dogs must be on leash). When backpacking in the Eagles Nest and Holy Cross Wildernesses, one person in each party camping overnight is required to carry a free self-issued overnight wilderness use registration form. Make sure to read regulations regarding campfires and camping, as each area has different rules and campfires are prohibited in some places. Many lakes in both wildernesses are “stove only zones” because campfires are not permitted within either 100 feet or 0.25 mile of lakes. These areas are “campfire free” zones.




  Fire Bans and Restrictions


 


  With average temperatures steadily climbing in Colorado, drought is more the norm than the exception. As forests and meadows dry out, fire danger increases. Many people have built homes in the wildland-urban interface in the Summit County, Vail, and Glenwood Springs areas. A wildfire would devastate people’s lives and the economy, not to mention the ecosystems. Counties, the USDA Forest Service, and Bureau of Land Management (BLM) often implement fire bans and restrictions. Here are summary explanations of the various stages of fire restrictions that pertain to backcountry hiking and camping. Please check with the local Forest Service office or county for details.




  Stage 1:






	No campfires/fires including charcoal grills allowed except in designated campgrounds. Stoves with shut-off valves are OK.




	No smoking except in enclosed vehicle or developed recreation site.







  Stage 2:






	No campfires/fires allowed anywhere, including developed campgrounds. Stoves with shut-off valves are OK if used farther than 3 feet from flammable material (grass/pine needles).




	No smoking except in an enclosed vehicle, trailer, or building.







  Stage 3:






	The area is closed except for residents and certain permitted persons and agency personnel (like firefighters).







  Leave No Trace Principles


  


  The member-driven Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics (LNT.org) teaches people how to enjoy the outdoors responsibly. This copyrighted information has been reprinted with the organization’s permission.




  Please understand and practice these principles on every hike and backpack.






	Plan Ahead and Prepare




	Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces




	Dispose of Waste Properly




	Leave What You Find




	Minimize Campfire Impacts




	Respect Wildlife




	Be Considerate of Other Visitors







  Leave No Weeds


  


  Noxious weeds tend to outcompete (overtake) our native flora, which in turn affects animals and birds that depend on them for food. Noxious weeds can be harmful to wildlife. Just like birds and furry critters, humans can carry weed seed from one place to another. Here are a couple of things hikers can do to minimize the spread of noxious weeds: First, learn to identify noxious weeds and exotic species. The Colorado Weed Management Association (www.cwma.org) is a good source of information. Second, regularly clean your boots, tents, packs, hiking poles, and vehicles of mud and seeds. Brush your dog, horse, goat, or llama to remove any weed seed. Avoid camping and traveling in weed-infested areas.
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  Storm King Mountain (hike 40)




  Getting Around


  


  Cell Phones and GPS Units




  A word of caution: Cell phone coverage is lacking on many trails and even state highways in this book. On a few hikes, drainages are narrow and GPS units have trouble connecting with enough satellites for good readings.




  Area Codes




  Breckenridge, Vail, Glenwood Springs, and nearby towns use area code 970.




  Roads




  For current information on road conditions, construction, travel alerts, and current weather, contact the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) at their toll-free hot line (877) 315-7623, or 511 on your cell phone (Colorado only). The same information can also be found by visiting CDOT’s website at www.cotrip.org. You can download CDOT’s mobile app.




  Local Public Transportation




  Generally speaking, you will need a vehicle to reach the trailheads. If bus service is available, it is noted in the “Finding the trailhead” section.




  Summit County has a free bus system, the Summit Stage, Frisco; (970) 668-0999; www.summitstage.com.
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 Rosy paintbrush (hike 19)


    

  The town of Breckenridge has a free bus system, Town of Breckenridge Free Ride Transit System, 1105 Airport Rd., Breckenridge; (970) 547-3140; www.breckfreeride.com.




  The town of Vail has a free bus system, Vail Transportation Center, 241 E. Meadow Dr., Vail; (970) 479-2178; www.vailgov.com.




  Eagle County Regional Transportation (ECO Transit) provides bus service around Eagle County, 3289 Cooley Mesa Rd., Gypsum; (970) 328-3520; www.eaglecounty.us/Transit/.




  By Air




  Denver International Airport (DIA) is 23 miles northeast of downtown Denver. For more information, visit its website at www.flydenver.com or call (303) 342-2000 or (800) 247-2336.




  Eagle County Regional Airport (EGE) lies between Vail and Glenwood Springs. Contact them at (970) 328-2680 or visit www.eaglecounty.us/airport/.




  Aspen Airport is located just north of the town of Aspen, south of Glenwood Springs. For information, call (970) 920-5380 or check out its website at www.aspenairport.com.




  By Rail




  Amtrak’s California Zephyr stops in Glenwood Springs. For more details, call (800) 872-7245 or visit www.amtrak.com.




  By Bus




  Greyhound stops in Frisco, Vail, and Glenwood Springs. Call Greyhound at (800) 231-2222 or visit www.greyhound.com for more information.




  Bustang (Colorado Division of Transportation bus system) stops in Frisco, Vail, Eagle, and Glenwood Springs for the purposes of this book. Call Ace Express Coaches at (800) 900-3011 or visit ridebustang.com/routes-maps/?route=west-line.







  



  
How to Use This Guide





  Take a close enough look, and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, and enjoy a hike near Breckenridge and Vail. Stuffed with useful area information, Best Hikes Breckenridge and Vail features forty mapped and cued hikes. Here’s an outline of the book’s major components.




  Each section begins with an introduction to the region, in which you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. Each hike then starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer.




  Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:




  Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one way for loop hikes, the round-trip on an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point to point for a shuttle. Options are additional.




  Hiking time: The time range it will take to cover the route depending on whether you hike quickly or stop to smell the roses. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.




  Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness. The level includes reasons for the rating, including the elevation gain.




  Easy—4 miles or less total trip distance in one day; elevation gain less than 600 feet; paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail; less than a 6-percent grade average.




  Moderate—Up to 8 miles total trip distance in one day; elevation gain of 600 to 1,200 feet; a 6- to 8-percent grade average.




  Difficult—Up to 12 miles total trip distance in one day; elevation gain of 1,200 to 2,500 feet; an 8- to 10-percent grade average.




  Most Difficult—Up to 16 miles total trip distance in one day; elevation gain of 2,500 to 3,500 feet; trail not well defined in places; a 10- to 15-percent grade average.




  Strenuous—Mainly reserved for steep climbs; greater than 15-percent grade average.




  Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.


  	 

    Best season: General information on the best time of year to hike.


 	

    Other trail users: Such as equestrians, mountain bikers, etc.


 

    Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are not allowed on some trails in this book.




  Land status: National forest, county open space, national park, wilderness, etc.
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 Destination kettle pond reflecting Gore Range (hike 9)




      Fees and permits: Whether you need to carry any money with you for entrance fees and permits. Some hikes require a free self-issued overnight wilderness use registration form if you are backpacking and camping overnight.


 

    Maps: A list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but not necessarily the current trail alignment—if the trail is even shown on the map. Other commercially available maps that show topographical information are also listed. The trail locations on these maps are often more accurate than on USGS maps. Use both. Hiking apps for mobile devices are available, some better than others at showing current trail alignments.




  Trail contact(s): This is the location, phone number, and website URL for the local land management agency(ies) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Get trail access information before you head out, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.




  Other: Other information that will enhance your hike.




  Special considerations: This section calls your attention to specific trail hazards, like a lack of water or hunting seasons.




  The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions from the closest exit on I-70 to where you’ll want to park. If bus service is available to a trailhead, information about routes and bus stops is included.




  The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also includes area history, both natural and human.




  Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. On many hikes, options are also given to make your journey shorter or longer depending on the amount of time you have.
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 Golden-mantled ground squirrel




  Please note that the GPS coordinates are WGS84 datum, which work well on electronic maps such as Google and hiking apps, but do not work with paper USGS or other topo maps, which are based on NAD27 CONUS. A quick and reasonably accurate trick to convert between units is to subtract 0.03 from the decimal part of the WGS84 west (W) coordinate. For example, if you have W106 13.09' in WGS84, the NAD27 coordinate would be approximately W106 13.06'. This conversion will get you very close!




   The Hike Information section provides information on local events and attractions, hiking tours, and hiking organizations.




  Two of the regional sections end with Honorable Mentions, detailing some shorter and easier hikes that weren’t included in the forty hikes. Be sure to hike these trails for fun. One hike is accessible via the gondola at Vail and another from a chairlift at Copper Mountain.




  Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous, and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself. For your own purposes, you may wish to copy the route directions onto a small sheet of paper to help you while hiking, or photocopy the map and cue sheet to take with you. Otherwise, just slip the whole book in your pack and take it all with you. Enjoy your time in the outdoors, and remember to pack out what you pack in.




  How to Use the Maps


  


  Overview map: This map (see page vi) shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.




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







  



  
Trail Finder
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Trail Ratings





  Easy




  6 Dillon Nature Preserve




  11 Lower Cataract Lake




  Moderate




  3 Minnie Mine Loop




  4 Iowa Hill




  8 South Willow Creek Falls




  9 Kettle Ponds




  13 Lily Pad Lake




  15 Masontown only




  17 Guller Creek Trail




  18 Wilder Gulch Trail




  19 Shrine Ridge Trail




  20 Bowman’s Shortcut Trail




  23 Upper Piney River Falls




  24 North Trail




  29 Cross Creek Trail




  31 Lake Constantine




  34 East Lake Creek Trail




  Difficult




  1 McCullough Gulch Trail




  2 Mohawk Lakes




  5 Lenawee Trail




  10 Eaglesmere Lakes




  14 Meadow Creek Trail




  16 Wheeler Lakes




  25 Meadow Mountain




  27 West Grouse Creek Trail




  28 Two Elk National Recreation Trail




  32 Missouri Lakes




  33 Beaver Lake




  35 Lake Charles




  36 Mount Thomas




  38 Grizzly Creek Trail




  39 Jess Weaver (No Name) Trail




  40 Storm King Memorial Trail




  Most Difficult




  7 Ptarmigan Peak




  15 Mount Royal




  21 Gore Lake




  22 Booth Lake




  26 Grouse Lake




  30 Notch Mountain




  Strenuous




  12 Buffalo Mountain




  37 Hanging Lake
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White Falls along the McCullough Gulch Trail (hike 1)









  
Breckenridge and Summit County
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  Second Eaglesmere Lake and Eagles Nest (hike 10)




  Summit County is a high valley ringed with mountain ranges. Breckenridge lies at 9,600 feet near the southern end of the boomerang-shaped county. Native Americans hunted and fished in this area for over 7,000 years, as evidenced by remains found at the top of Vail Pass. The Utes called the area Nah-oon-kara, meaning “where the river of the blue rises.” Fur trappers rendezvoused in La Bonte’s Hole, where Dillon Reservoir now stores water for thirsty Denver. Miners came in search of their fortunes, and many stayed to ranch in the high, harsh area.




  The eighteen hikes in this section take you on a tour of Summit County. The area around Breckenridge and Keystone experienced a lot of mining from 1859 into the 1960s. High lakes nestled beneath the ridge of the Tenmile Range beckon hikers with their beauty. Waterfalls and wildflowers often reward your hike. Two hikes tour old mining areas and their wealth of history of intrepid and persistent humans.




  Being on the eastern slope of the Gore Range, the forests, while still inundated with snow in the winter, are drier than on the western slope around Vail. The lodge-pole pine forest, ravaged by pine beetles in the early 2000s, contains a lot of dead, gray tree trunks. Be careful when the wind blows, because the trees can be easily uprooted. Underneath what appears to be devastation, small to medium lodgepole pine trees and many plants, bushes, and grasses are growing and replacing the dead vegetation.




  The northern end of the county escaped the mining frenzy because gold and silver didn’t surface and attract the miners. Instead people built ranches to feed the hungry prospectors. The Eagles Nest Wilderness lies in this part of the county. The rugged peaks and high alpine lakes of the Gore Range provide a treat for any hiker.




  Summit County offers an online interactive map of trails within Summit County at www.summitcountyco.gov/1131/Maps.




  Eagle County offers access to trail maps at www.eaglecounty.us/Trails/Maps/.




  Download the COTREX app (Colorado Trail Explorer) for iOS or Android. This app is a project of Colorado Department of Natural Resources and Colorado Parks and Wildlife. You can also view it online at trails.colorado.gov.


  

 




  

    
1 McCullough Gulch Trail





    




    This hike offers a little bit of almost everything to a high-altitude hiker. Mining remains, colorful wildflowers, a crystal clear creek, the cascades of White Falls, patterned rock slabs, and a high alpine lake tucked beneath the crags of 14,265-foot Quandary Peak make this short, but sometimes steep, hike a worthwhile adventure. Snow patches can linger into August up here. Enjoy your lunch along the lakeshore, but be sure to bring some warm clothes with you! This trail is very popular, and parking can be difficult. Please be respectful of others.




    




         Start: At the junction of FR 851 and FR 852 at the McCullough Gulch Trailhead sign


	 

    Distance: 4.0 miles out and back


    

    Hiking time: 2 to 3.5 hours


	 

    Difficulty: Difficult due to an 840-foot elevation gain in 1.4 miles


	 

    Trail surface: Dirt, rocky, and rooty trail with some rock slabs


	   	 

    Best season: July through Sept


	 

    Other trail users: Equestrians


	 

    Canine compatibility: Dogs must be under voice control.




  Land status: National forest


	 

    Fees and permits: None required


	 

    Maps: USGS Breckenridge; Nat Geo Trails Illustrated 109: Breckenridge/Tennessee Pass; Latitude 40˚ Summit County Trails; Brecken-ridge & Summit County Hiking and Biking Trail Map; USFS White River National Forest map


	 

    Trail contact: USDA Forest Service, Dillon Ranger District, 680 Blue River Pkwy., Silverthorne; (970) 468-5400; www.fs.usda.gov/whiteriver; www.dillonrangerdistrict.com. Because the McCullough Gulch Road is so congested, a task force is working on solutions. Check with the Forest Service for the latest parking regulations and trailhead information. Please obey any signs along the road.




  Other: Please comply with any fire restrictions or bans. This popular trail means a lot of cars parked along the road. Please park responsibly and leave room on the road for a large Search and Rescue vehicle to drive through. Please don’t block the road. Please do not park along FR 852. Regulations about parking may change over time; please check with the Forest Service and obey any signs along the road.




  Special considerations: Make sure to start hiking early to avoid afternoon thunderstorms and lightning above tree line at the lake. The trail is neither marked nor maintained for winter use; however, the McCullough Gulch Road is nice for snowshoeing and cross-country skiing.




  Finding the trailhead: From I-70 exit 203 (Frisco/Breckenridge), head south on CO 9 for 18.6 miles through Breckenridge to Blue Lakes Road. (From Breckenridge at the corner of Main and South Park, Blue Lakes Road is 7.7 miles south on CO 9, just past mile marker 79.) Turn right onto Blue Lakes Road (FR 850), then turn right in 0.1 mile onto McCullough Gulch Road (FR 851). Many people park along the first part of this road to hike Quandary Peak. Be careful driving. You will have to park along the road to hike the McCullough Gulch Trail. Parking regulations may change over time; please obey any road signs. In 1.6 miles the road forks; there is no parking past this fork in either direction. Please park carefully on the south side of the road (left as you drive up). Trail mileage starts at the trailhead sign by the fork in the road. No facilities are available at the trailhead. GPS: N39 23.91' / W106 4.17'.


  




  
The Hike





  




  In the September 10, 1898, Summit County Journal, George W. Crow was reported as “taking out ore on his Alsatian lode at the head of the McCullough gulch which runs 150 ounces silver and nearly an ounce gold.” Four years later the Breckenridge Bulletin had an article about prospecting: “McCullough gulch will repay careful prospecting. The glacial erosion has been so great in parts of the gulch that the veins may be seen in the bedrock.” Two Swedes, S. and J. A. Anderson, worked the Charley Ross lode at the head of the gulch and sent their “good-grade” lead and gold ore by mule train to the gulch’s mouth or over the ridge to Kokomo (now under the settling ponds of the Climax Molybdenum Mine). Mines such as the Diamond Jack, Thunderbolt, and Bondy-Greco contained gold, copper, lead, and/or silver. Prospectors were still finding what they hoped would be profitable mines in 1917. But with a few exceptions, the mining era near Breckenridge ended by the early 1930s.




  About 0.9 mile up the trail, you’ll pass a cabin with “No Trespassing” signs and another sign indicating that the use of national forest land is authorized by USDA Forest Service permit. The cabin is part of the Last Dollar Mine, an unpatented mining claim, meaning someone has claimed the right of possession of a piece of federal land that contains a valuable mineral deposit. The person doesn’t own the land, but instead is leasing it from the federal government. He has to apply for and be approved for a permit for the right to extract minerals.


  

 [image: Quandary Peak spires and White Falls]




  Quandary Peak spires and White Falls




  The Tenmile Range is part of the Colorado Mineral Belt, a northeast–southwest trending band that’s 10 to 60 miles wide, starting in the La Plata Mountains west of Durango and ending in the Front Range foothills just north of Boulder. About 70 million years ago, in the Late Cretaceous period, the present-day Rockies started to rise during the Laramide orogeny. While the rocks broke and buckled, mineral-rich solutions from magma below moved into the fractures and joints. When the solutions cooled, gold, silver, lead, and zinc were embedded in the rock.
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  The lake at the end of the McCullough Gulch Trail


  

  Today’s gold is water and snow. At the gate at 0.3 mile is the North Portal of the Quandary Tunnel, and at 0.6 mile is the McCullough Creek diversion. Both are part of Colorado Springs’ Blue River Collection System. The city owns water rights in the Spruce, Crystal, and McCullough Gulch drainages and diverts approximately 9,300 acre-feet of water through the Hoosier Tunnel under the Continental Divide (Hoosier Pass) to Montgomery Reservoir. The water then flows through the Blue River Pipeline to Colorado Springs.




  One story goes that miners found an unknown mineral on the flanks of the peak to the south of McCullough Gulch. Since they were in a dilemma about and having difficulty figuring out their find (meanings for “quandary”), they named the mountain Quandary Peak.




  The first 0.6 mile of the hike is along the dirt road to the McCullough Creek diversion. From here the hike continues steeply on an old mining road. Willows line the trail along with little red elephant heads, a purplish flower that resembles an elephant’s head, trunk, and ears. A sturdy bridge provides passage over the rushing creek that tumbles and cascades down McCullough Gulch. At 1.1 miles you’ll turn left onto a singletrack trail that continues along the creek. Soon you’ll come to wooden-lined steps and a boulder field with a
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  Sulphur flowers along Ridge Trail




  sign to show the way. The trail wanders through thick spruce-fir forest, crossing some little creeks and rock slabs.




  At 1.6 miles a spur trail proceeds left to the base of White Falls, a series of white frothy cascades dropping down granitic rock slabs with interesting patterns. Please go back the way you came, down the rock slabs to the well-signed trail. Please do not follow or create any social trails. At 1.8 miles, a spur trail to the left leads to more white cascades and a field of marsh marigolds and globeflowers. The trail passes through fabulous rock gardens, climbing to a pretty lake nestled in a bowl below the crags on Quandary Peak’s north side. Glaciers carved the crags and left moraines and little lakes in this upper valley. Ribbons of water cascade down cliffs, while Fletcher Peak raises its head beyond. You’re in the ecotone between subalpine and alpine, where krummholz with flag trees and miniature willows fight to live. Take time for lunch and to explore a little. Enjoy this serene piece of Summit County.




  Miles and Directions




  


  0.0 Start at the McCullough Gulch Trailhead sign at the fork in the road. Elevation: 11,040 feet. Hike up the road to the left.




  0.3 Walk around the gate at the North Portal of the Quandary Tunnel.




  0.6 Arrive at the McCullough Gulch Trail sign and McCullough Creek diversion. The trail climbs steeply from here.




  0.9 Pass a cabin that is part of the Last Dollar Mine and is private property. No trespassing please!




  1.1 Arrive at the junction of the closed road and singletrack trail. Turn left onto the singletrack. GPS: N39 24.22' / W106 05.13'.




  1.6 Come to the junction of the spur trail to White Falls. Turn left and walk to a rock slab near the base of the falls. Elevation: 11,590 feet. Return the way you came to the well-marked main trail—please do not bushwack, create new trails, or follow social trails. Turn left to continue the hike. (Option: You can turn around here for a moderate 3.4-mile out-and-back hike.)




  1.7 The trail is tricky here. The left fork takes you to a rock band to scramble up. The right takes you to a shorter rock band to scramble up if you look carefully. Otherwise you’ll end up at the left fork rock band.




  1.8 The trail Ts. The left spur goes to long white cascades. The main trail is to the right.




  1.9 Come to a trail junction. Turn right and head up a little rock band. The left branch goes to the lake’s outlet.




  2.0 Arrive at the lake. GPS: N39 24.39' / W106 05.84'. Elevation: 11,930 feet. Return the way you came.




  4.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.




  Hike Information


  


  

  Local Information




  Breckenridge Welcome Center, 203 S. Main St., Breckenridge; (877) 864-0868; www.gobreck.com




  Local Events/Attractions




  Country Boy Mine, 0542 French Gulch Rd., Breckenridge; (970) 453-4405; www.countryboymine.com




  Breckenridge Heritage Alliance (various tours of mines and Breckenridge), 203 S. Main St., Breckenridge; (970) 453-9767; www.breckheritage.com




  Backstage Theatre, 121 S. Ridge St., Breckenridge; (970) 453-0199; www.backstagetheatre.org




  Breckenridge Music Festival, Riverwalk Center, CO 9 and W. Adams, Breckenridge; (970) 453-9142; www.breckmusic.org




  National Repertory Orchestra, 111 S. Main St., Breckenridge; (970) 453-5825; www.nromusic.com




  Organizations




  Friends of the Dillon Ranger District, PO Box 1648, Silverthorne 80498; (970) 262-3449; www.fdrd.org




  Colorado Mountain Club—Gore Range Group; www.cmc.org/Groups/GoreRange.aspx


  

  

    
2 Mohawk Lakes





    




    Crystal clear Lower Mohawk Lake sits on a bench with a backdrop of craggy peaks, waterfalls, and mining relics. To reach this gem, hike along the Spruce Creek Trail as it gently climbs through thick forest for 1.5 miles. After the trail’s junction with the Wheeler National Recreation Trail, various open areas provide glimpses of the silver ribbon of Continental Falls. After passing the remains of two old cabins, the trail switchbacks up a steep hill south of the falls through rock gardens of beautiful flowers with views to distant peaks. An optional hike takes you to tree line and Mohawk Lake. This trail is very popular, and the parking lot fills even midweek in summer.




    




         Start: At the Spruce Creek Trail trailhead


	 

    Distance: 6.0 miles out and back to Lower Mohawk Lake


    

    Hiking time: 2.5 to 5 hours


	 

    Difficulty: Difficult due to steep sections and a 1,430-foot elevation gain to Lower Mohawk Lake


	 

    Trail surface: Dirt trail and boulders


	 

    Best season: Late June to early Oct


	 

    Other trail users: Mountain bikers


	 

    Canine compatibility: Dogs must be under voice control.




  Land status: National forest


	 

    Fees and permits: None required


	 

    Maps: USGS Breckenridge; Nat Geo Trails Illustrated 109: Breckenridge/Tennessee Pass; Latitude 40˚ Summit County Trails; Brecken-ridge & Summit County Hiking and Biking Trail Map; USFS White River National Forest map


	 

    Trail contact: USDA Forest Service, Dillon Ranger District, 680 Blue River Pkwy., Silver-thorne; (970) 468-5400; www.fs.usda.gov/whiteriver; www.dillonrangerdistrict.com


	 

    Other: Please comply with any fire restrictions or bans.




  Special considerations: Parking along Summit County roads (i.e., Spruce Creek Road) is illegal. The lower part of the trail is nice for cross-country skiing in winter. Be aware of avalanche danger higher up. Hunters may use this area during hunting season.




  Finding the trailhead: From I-70 exit 203 (Frisco/Breckenridge), drive south through Frisco and Breckenridge on CO 9 for 13.3 miles to Spruce Creek Road (The Crown subdivision). Turn right (west) onto Spruce Creek Road. At the first junction, stay to the right. At the second junction, turn left (southwest). The road is well marked with “Spruce Creek Road” signs at different intersections. Drive on Spruce Creek Road for about 1.3 miles to the trailhead parking area. The trail starts on the south (left when driving up) side of the parking lot by the trailhead sign. Do not walk up the road. Mohawk Lakes is a very popular hike, and the parking lot can fill even midweek in summer. Note: Parking along Summit County roads is illegal. No facilities are available at the trailhead. GPS: N39 26.22' / W106 03.03'.







  GREEN TIP




  Never let your dog chase wildlife. It is illegal in Colorado for dogs to chase or harass wildlife, including chipmunks and squirrels.




  
The Hike





  




  Colorful wildflowers, ribbons of waterfalls, and spectacular peaks coupled with a close-up look at remains of the mining era make this trail a very popular hike. The first 1.5 miles of the trail are quite gentle and enjoyed by both hikers and mountain bikers. When you reach the Wheeler National Recreation Trail, take a quick walk to the right then left to a little viewpoint. Some logs provide seats to enjoy the view of Continental Falls and the peaks above Mohawk Lakes.




  The trail intersects and joins an old road at 2 miles. Follow the road to find the trail again on the right below the diversion dam. The trail climbs steeply from here then levels out with more views of Continental Falls. If you have time, take the side trip to little Mayflower Lake and the remains of the old town. Back on the trail to the lakes, pass several more cabin ruins. After another climb you arrive at two cabins, one in ruins. To the right and a little downhill are the remains of an old mill. The Mohawk Company built the mill in 1888.




  The trail passes between the two cabins and does not climb up along Continental Falls. However, a trail behind the cabin ruins takes you to a nice view of the lower part of the falls. After passing the cabins, the trail switchbacks up through some glorious fields of wildflowers. The rock gardens contain blue chiming bells, rosy and scarlet paintbrush, yellow sunflowers, and white bistort. Blue Colorado columbines bloom nearby. This hike is known as a “century” or “100 wildflower” trail because more than one hundred species of flowers can be found in the area.
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  Lower Mohawk Lake
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  The view of Lower Mohawk Lake from the trail to Mohawk Lake




  Little side trips take you to overlooks of the falls. Across the forest below are views east to Baldy and Red Peak and north to Mount Helen. The trail occasionally crosses slabs of granite. After one slab you’ll arrive at the remains of an old tram. The flywheel looks like those on today’s ski lifts. This tram probably carried ore from the mines above down to the mill. A little farther up is Lower Mohawk Lake, where a little trail to the right leads to a rock shelf to enjoy the fantastic view.




  Across the lake are the remains of an old building, and behind it along the cliff are mine tailings. Look to the north to see another old mine tunnel. The Mount Gilead and Glen-Mohawk Mining Companies dug tunnels above tree line at the base of Pacific Peak at the turn of the century (1900). The 13,950-foot peak culminates the ridge to the south of Mohawk Lake (the upper lake). The tunnels bored into the mountain as much as 900 feet into veins of gold and silver ore.




  Trout swim in the clear lake, fed from snowmelt and the waterfalls to the west. Watch for white-crowned sparrows flying overhead. These large sparrows can be identified by their black-and-white heads. They mate and nest in areas like Lower Mohawk Lake, at the boundary (ecotone) of the spruce-fir forest and the alpine tundra.




  Along the edge of the lake, riparian-area flowers like the pink queen’s crown or ruby king’s crown flourish. Other flowers along the trail include white globeflowers, yellow paintbrush, clover, daisies, pink Parry’s primrose, lavender Jacob’s ladder, and bright yellow alpine avens. Pink alpine lousewort hides under the plentiful willows.




  If you have time, hike up to Mohawk Lake on the willow-lined trail with views of the lower lake, Breckenridge area, and Grays and Torreys Peaks. Please stay on the trail, because sensitive plant species live close to it.
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Miles and Directions





  


  0.0 Start at the Spruce Creek Trail trailhead bulletin board at the left (south) parking lot. Elevation: 10,370 feet. The trail splits not far from the trailhead; go straight and uphill.




  1.5 Arrive at the junction with the Wheeler National Recreation Trail. Continue straight ahead on Spruce Creek Trail. GPS: N39 25.42' / W106 04.06'.




  2.0 Arrive at a dirt road. Walk left on the road to a huge boulder, and stay on the road around the boulder. Near the diversion dam, turn right (north) onto the trail by the trail sign. GPS: N39 25.29' / W106 04.51'.




  2.3 The trail splits. Turn left (west) to Mohawk Lakes. (Option: The trail on the right goes to the remains of Mayflower town and to Mayflower Lake—a 0.25-mile out-and-back.) After crossing a creek, you’ll pass cabin ruins then an area that is being restored. Please stay on the trail.
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