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INTRODUCTION



  




  Rising above the resort towns of Aspen, Leadville, and Crested Butte, the Sawatch and Elk Ranges comprise some of the most spectacular mountain landscapes in North America. Here, glacier-carved pinnacles rise above sparkling lakes and alpine meadows. Tumbled-down cabins and well-preserved ghost towns await discovery in lonely valleys and high alpine basins. Great herds of elk and solitary black bears wander far and wide across the alpine tundra, while pikas and marmots whistle their warnings from heaps of shattered boulders. Trout abound in the high lakes of this region, offering the possibility of superb fishing among the awe-inspiring peaks. These mountains are truly a wonder-land for wilderness recreation of all kinds.




  This guidebook is designed to present a comprehensive account of hiking opportunities in the Collegiate Peaks, Maroon Bells–Snowmass, Mount Massive, and Hunter-Fryingpan Wildernesses. Some visitors will be drawn to the high “fourteeners” of the Collegiate Peaks, others to the blossom-lit meadows and crimson summits of the Maroon Bells, still others to the blue-ribbon trout fishing to be found in remote high lakes throughout the area. Regardless of the trail you choose, walk softly and respect the original inhabitants of our western mountains: the wild animals that make their homes in this bastion of free country.




  EARLY HISTORY




  The valleys and peaks of the Arkansas River and Roaring Fork were originally the territory of the Mountain Ute tribe. Tribal people hunted buffalo along the Arkansas River and in Taylor Park, and blazed a number of trails over the high passes of the Continental Divide to link favorite hunting and gathering areas. The first visitors of European descent came in 1779, when explorer Juan Bautista de Anza led 200 Spaniards and several hundred Indians over Poncha Pass into the Arkansas River valley, claiming the region for Spain. In the years that followed, the region saw a few trappers who filtered through the mountains in search of beaver, but the cold winters and brief, dry summers discouraged permanent settlement.




  In the 1870s a rush of prospectors surged into the Colorado high country, establishing mining camps such as Leadville and Twin Lakes. At this time, the Roaring Fork valley belonged legally to the Mountain Utes as part of their reservation, and the tribe’s aggressive defense of its lands initially discouraged prospecting activity in the valley that now bears Aspen. But in 1879 prospectors made their way into the Mountain Ute reservation, and on July 4th of the same year, John Williams struck the Belden vein high in the headwaters of the Roaring Fork, and the rush was on.




  The town of Independence soon grew up around Williams’s claim, boasting forty businesses and its own stamp mill. Other mining towns were quick to follow: The first silver mines in the Gothic area were discovered in 1879, and the following year saw the establishment of boomtowns such as Ruby, Crystal, and Schofield. Gold was found in the hills above Castle Creek in 1881, and Ashcroft became the second boomtown in the Aspen mining district. Before long, enterprising builders were blasting toll roads across the high mountain passes. The Independence Pass Road was completed in 1882, and a daily stage ran from Aspen to the larger town of Leadville until 1887. The Pearl Pass road was completed the same year, providing a route for hauling ore to the stamp mills and railheads of Crested Butte. Nor were precious metals the only treasure the prospectors found among the lofty and remote peaks: William Wood and W. D. Perry discovered marble beds beside the Crystal River in 1882, and soon the town of Marble was established.




  In the years that followed, people flooded into the Colorado high country, swelling the newly established mining towns. Incursions onto Mountain Ute lands led to escalated tensions between the tribe and whites, leading to the Meeker Massacre, in which the Utes killed their government agent and his family. This incident led to the dissolution of the Mountain Ute reservation, and the tribe was exiled to a small and impoverished reservation in the desert of the Four Corners area. With the rightful owners of the land out of the way, the door was opened for full-scale development along the Arkansas and Roaring Fork.




  The town of Aspen was booming by 1885, and between 1887 and 1893 the mines of the Aspen district produced $40 million in silver. The Colorado Midland Railway arrived in Aspen in 1889, surmounting a steep climb over the Continental Divide to link the Roaring Fork with the nearby mining center of Leadville. The railroad marked the end of the mule train and freight wagon business, but ushered in a decade of intensive timbering activity at Norrie, on the Fryingpan River. The influx of miners to the high mountains had a far-reaching impact: In 1889, for example, human-caused forest fires burned vast acreages of timber in the Hunter Creek valley and in the mountains surrounding Crystal and Marble. The signing of the Sherman Silver Act in 1890 established a silver standard for the US dollar, and silver prices shot up in the wake of massive purchases by the federal government.




  But the silver boom went bust three years later, when the silver standard was abandoned. Silver prices dropped from $1.10 to 62 cents an ounce, rendering most of the small mines unprofitable. Mining settlements such as Independence, Gothic, and Ashcroft quickly became ghost towns, and hard times settled over the larger commercial centers of Aspen, Leadville, and Crested Butte. Logging continued to play a limited role in the local economy, and mining syndicates began to form, consolidating the many smaller claims in hopes of turning a profit through high volume. These big syndicates provided brief local booms, but inevitably busted as the high cost of processing and transportation ate up the profits. Sporadic mining activity continued until the 1930s, when the last of the big mines fell silent.




  This was not to be the last big industrial development in the high country of the central Rockies. The 1930s ushered in an era of big government programs, as President Franklin D. Roosevelt struggled to pull the nation out of the Great Depression by means of massive public works projects. In Colorado, these took the form of a series of aqueducts and tunnels that siphoned off water from rivers west of the divide and piped it eastward to sustain the growth of cities like Denver on the arid High Plains. The nation was just beginning to discover the pastime of downhill skiing, and by the 1960s Aspen and Crested Butte were booming once again under a flood of winter tourism. The boom has continued right up to the present. The silver miners and claim speculators of the past have given way to modern entrepreneurs, who mine the tourists and speculate in real estate. As a result, much of the Roaring Fork valley has been overwhelmed by condominiums and vacation homes.




  GEOLOGY OF THE ELK MOUNTAINS AND SAWATCH RANGE




  The Sawatch Range and Elk Mountains form the principal ranges of the Continental Divide in central Colorado. Between them, there are dozens of “fourteeners,” or peaks that rise above 14,000 feet in elevation. Both ranges were heavily glaciated during the Pleistocene ice ages. During this epoch, great rivers of ice coursed down many of the major valleys, gouging out the bedrock to form U-shaped basins with broad floors and steep walls. Some of the large, lowland lakes found along the Arkansas River valley owe their origins to great walls of debris, called moraines, pushed up by the glaciers. High on the shoulders of the peaks, smaller montane glaciers were carving the summits into sharp horns. Some of these glaciers scooped out natural amphitheaters, called cirques, into the sides of the high peaks. Many of these cirques bear sparkling alpine lakes, another legacy of past glaciation. With the warmer climate of recent centuries, the glaciers have melted away, and today none of these permanent icefields can be found in the Collegiate Peaks or Elk Mountains.
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  The glacier-carved valley of Marten Creek




  Early explorer and naturalist Ferdinand Hayden visited the area in 1873. He viewed the geology of the Elk Mountains as the most complicated geologic problem in North America, with its strata having been lifted and thrust in many different directions. The bedrock of the range falls into two basic categories. The Maroon formation is made up of blood-red sandstone interbedded with light gray trachyte. This formation makes up the eastern half of the Elk Mountains, forming such brilliantly colored summits as the Maroon Bells, Pyramid Peak, and Cathedral Peak. Farther west and north, the range is typified by igneous intrusions of granitic rock, which formed when a pool of molten magma welled up from the Earth’s mantle, then cooled and hardened before it reached the surface. This rock forms such summits as White Rock Mountain, Snowmass Mountain, Capitol Peak, and Mount Sopris.




  The Sawatch Range included summits that rise within the Hunter-Fryingpan, Collegiate Peaks, and Mount Massive wilderness areas. It has a more straightforward origin than that of the Elk Mountains, being a fault-block range trending along north-south faults. To the east, the Arkansas River valley occupies a graben, a long depression that forms when a section of bedrock bounded on two sides by faults sinks downward as the blocks to either side rise up. Most of the summits of the Sawatch Range are made up of metamorphic schist and gneiss, while a minority are composed of granite or volcanic rocks. Grizzly and New York Peaks are among the summits that are thought to be extinct volcanoes.




  THE FORESTS OF THE CONTINENTAL DIVIDE




  In the central Rockies, coniferous forest occurs wherever there is ample moisture in the soil to sustain trees. This occurs throughout the middle and higher elevations, ending at the timberline, which here is about 11,500 feet above sea level.




  The types of trees found in any given location are closely tied to the microclimate of the local area. Douglas fir occupies drier slopes and is fairly shade-tolerant. Subalpine fir can be found near the timberline, where its conical shape makes it well adapted to deep snows. Engelmann and blue spruce require cool sites with ample groundwater, in spots that remain free from fire for long periods. Aspen also prefers damp soils but grows best in open sunlight. In this part of the Rockies, aspen grows principally on south-facing slopes and often indicates a history of past forest fires. Cottonwood grows in warm, low-elevation sites with completely saturated soils; it requires the bare gravels found after floods to become established. Finally, lodgepole pine thrives in a broad range of conditions, but its seedlings require direct sunlight, and it specializes in colonizing after forest fires.




  Fire is a natural and integral agent of change in the forests of the high mountains, and it is the single most important factor accounting for the forest distributions that we see today. Lightning storms are a frequent occurrence throughout the summer, and if the weather has been hot and dry, small wildfires will often result. Before the arrival of Europeans, natural fires were commonplace in the Rocky Mountains, and the native peoples even set fires deliberately to improve the range conditions for game animals. Much later, prospectors set fires to lay bare the bedrock and make it easier to find rich veins of quartz. It is only within the last century that forest fires have been suppressed systematically.




  In the absence of human interference, wildfires burned small areas, creating a mosaic of conifer stands of various ages and species. Since old stands contain lots of downed wood and deep layers of dry needles, they burned readily; young stands are virtually fireproof through their lack of dry fuel and formed natural firebreaks. Wildfire occurred in a self-regulating cycle, burning out the old stands and stopping at the edges of young ones. With modern fire suppression, however, all the stands have been allowed to reach maturity. As a result, any fire that gets started during the dry season spreads quickly and has a good chance to reach catastrophic proportions.




 A FEW WORDS OF CAUTION




  Weather patterns: In the Rocky Mountains weather patterns can change frequently and without warning. Cold temperatures can occur even during the height of summer, and nighttime temperatures routinely dip into the 40s and even 30s on clear nights. Thunderstorms may suddenly change cloudless days into drenching misery, so carry appropriate rain gear at all times. Ponchos may be sufficient for day hikes, but backpackers should carry full rain suits. Snowfall is always a distinct possibility in the high country, and backpackers should carry clothing and gear with this possibility in mind.




  In most years, snow lingers in the high country into early July. Hikers who head for the high country in early summer should contact the local US Forest Service office or website for current trail conditions. In extreme cases, ice axes and crampons may be required, especially on high passes. The first snow squalls typically visit the high country in early September, and by mid-October a deep blanket of snow may cover the passes.




  Drinking water: Water from the pristine streams and lakes of the Rocky Mountains is quite refreshing, but all such sources may contain a microorganism called Giardia lamblia. Giardia is readily spread to surface water supplies through the feces of mammals (especially beaver) and infected humans, causing severe diarrhea and dehydration when ingested by humans. Water can be rendered safe for drinking by boiling it for at least 5 minutes or by passing it through a filter system with a mesh no larger than 2 microns. Iodine tablets and other purification additives are not considered 100 percent effective against giardia. No natural water source is safe, and a single sip of untreated water can transmit the illness. Symptoms (gas, cramps, nausea, and diarrhea) usually appear within three weeks and demand medical attention.




  Altitude sickness: Much of the terrain covered within this book is above an elevation of 10,000 feet. If you live at low elevations, you should plan to spend a day or two in leisurely activities at high altitude before exerting yourself. Visitors who fail to acclimate themselves to the thin air may develop a medical condition known as altitude sickness, in which the victim becomes dizzy and nauseous and may experience headaches or a lack of appetite. If one of your party suffers from this condition, get him or her to a low elevation immediately and rehydrate the person with plenty of water or juice (not alcohol, which will make the condition worse). Bottled oxygen helps, but it is rarely available when you need it. Altitude sickness is debilitating and potentially fatal in extreme cases, particularly if the victim suffers from other health problems.




  Wildlife: Many of the wild animals in the Rocky Mountains present a potential hazard to backcountry visitors. Black bears can be particularly troublesome in their quest for human food. Given past issues with black bears in the Maroon Bells–Snowmass Wilderness, proper food storage using a specially designed bear-resistant canister is required. Outside the Maroon Bells–Snowmass Wilderness, when not carrying a bear-resistant container, campers should hang their food in a tree to prevent future conflicts. In camp, hang all cosmetics and food-scented items well out of a bear’s reach. The food should be at least 10 feet above the ground and 6 feet away from the tree trunk. These bears are able climbers and will raid food containers that are hung too close to the trunk. At the time this book was written, there were no recent sightings of grizzly bears in the mountains of central Colorado.




  Mountain lions are scattered sparsely throughout the Rocky Mountains, although their numbers may be on the increase. Because of their reclusive habits, they are rarely seen by hikers. However, they can present a real threat if encountered at close range. The current wisdom is that hikers encountering a cougar should behave aggressively in order to scare it off. Remain standing and never turn your back on a cougar or attempt to run away. Such behavior may incite an attack. Report all sightings at the nearest ranger station or to local Colorado Parks and Wildlife officers.




  Other animals are more of a nuisance than a danger. Deer may hang around campsites and try to steal sweat-soaked clothing and saddle tack. At higher elevations, rodents dwelling in rockslides may chew their way into a pack in search of food or salt. Take care to secure your pack and clothing out of harm’s way at all times.




  HOW TO FOLLOW A FAINT TRAIL




  Some of the trails that appear on National Forest maps are quite faint and difficult to follow. Visitors should have a few elementary trail-finding skills in their bag of tricks, in case a trail peters out or a snowfall covers the pathway. A topographic map and compass—and the ability to use them—are essential insurance against disaster when a trail takes a wrong turn or disappears completely. There are also a few tricks that may aid a traveler in such a time of need.




  Maintained trails in the Rocky Mountains are marked in a variety of ways. Signs bearing the name of the trail are present at some trail junctions. The trail signs are usually fashioned of plain wood, with the script carved into them. They sometimes blend in well with the surrounding forest and may go unnoticed at junctions where a major trail meets a lightly traveled one. These signs may contain mileage information, but this information may be inaccurate.




  Along the trail, several kinds of markers indicate the location of maintained trails. In forested areas, old blazes cut into the bark of trees may mark the path. In spots where a trail crosses a gravel streambed or rock outcrop, piles of rocks called cairns may mark the route. Cairns are also used in windswept alpine areas. These cairns are typically constructed of three or more stones stacked one on top of the other, a formation that almost never occurs naturally. In open meadows, guideposts may mark the route where a trail is overgrown by grasses. They can take the form of large cairns with fence posts sticking up, or may be plastic composite strips with trail decals on them.




  In the case of a long-abandoned trail, markings of any kind may be impossible to find. On such a trail, the techniques used to build the trail may serve as clues to its location. Well-constructed trails have rather wide, flat beds. Let your feet seek level spots when traveling across a hillside, and you will almost always find yourself on the trail. Old sawed logs from previous trail maintenance can be used to navigate in spots where the trail bed is obscured; if you find a sawed log, then you must be on a trail that was maintained at some point in time. Switchbacks are also a sure sign of an official trail; wild animals travel in straight lines and rarely zigzag across hillsides.




  Trail specifications often call for the clearing of all trees and branches for several feet on each side of a trail. In a forest situation, this results in a distinct “hall of trees” effect, where a corridor of cleared vegetation extends continuously through the woods. Trees grow randomly in a natural situation, so a long, thin clearing bordered by tree trunks usually indicates an old trail bed. On more open ground, look for trees that have lost all of their lower branches on only one side. Such trees often indicate a spot where the old trail once passed close to a lone tree.




  When attempting to find a trail that has disappeared, ask yourself where the most logical place would be to build a trail given its source and destination. Trail builders tend to seek level ground where it is available, and often follow the natural contours of stream courses and ridgelines. Bear in mind that most trails avoid up-and-down motion in favor of long, sustained grades culminating in major passes or hilltops. Old trail beds can sometimes be spotted from a distance as they cut across hillsides at a constant angle.




  FORDING STREAMS AND RIVERS




  There are a few places in the central Colorado wilderness where trails cross substantial streams without the benefit of a bridge. Bear in mind that footlogs and bridges can be washed out during floods. Unbridged stream crossings are labeled as fords on the maps provided in this book. Streams typically are highest in early summer, when snowmelt swells the watercourses with silty discharge. Water levels also rise following rainstorms. Stream crossings should always be approached with caution; even a shallow stream can harbor slippery stones that can cause a sprained ankle, or worse. However, wilderness travelers can almost always make safe crossings by exercising good judgment and employing a few simple techniques.




  When you get to the water’s edge, the first thing you’ll probably think is, “This is going to be really cold!” It will be even colder if you try to cross barefooted. Since most folks don’t like to hike around in wet boots all day, we recommend bringing a pair of lightweight canvas sneakers or river sandals specifically for the purpose of fording streams. Wearing something on your feet will prevent heat from being conducted from your feet to the stream cobbles and will give you superior traction for a safer crossing. Hiking poles add additional stability when wading streams. Some manufacturers make special poles for wading with metal tips, and some even telescope down to manageable proportions. If you use one of these, remember not to lean too hard on it; your legs should always bear most of the burden.




  Before entering the stream, unclip your hip belt and other restrictive straps on your pack; this can save you from drowning if you fall in. Water up to knee depth can usually be forded without much difficulty; mid-thigh is the highest safe depth for crossing unless the water is barely moving. Once you get in up to your crotch, your body starts giving the current a broad profile to push against, and you can bet that it won’t be long before you are swimming.




  When wading, discipline yourself to take tiny steps. The water will be cold, and your first impulse will be to rush across and get warm again, but this kind of carelessness frequently results in a dunking. While inching your way across, your feet should seek the lowest possible footing, so that it is impossible to slip downward any farther. Use boulders sticking out of the streambed as braces for your feet. These boulders will have tiny underwater eddies on their upstream and downstream sides, and thus the force of the current against you will be reduced by a fraction. When emerging from the water, towel off as quickly as possible with an absorbent piece of clothing. If you let the water evaporate from your body, it will take with it additional heat that you could have used to warm up.
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  Meadows and peaks dominate the scenery along the South Fork of the Fryingpan River.




  Some streams will be narrow, with boulders sticking up from the water beckoning you to hopscotch across without getting your feet wet. Be careful, because you are in prime ankle-spraining country. Rocks that are damp at all may have a film of slippery algae on them, and even dry rocks may be unstable and roll out from underfoot. To avoid calamity, step only on boulders that are completely dry, and do not jump onto an untested boulder, since it may give way. The best policy is to keep one foot on the rocks at all times, so that you have firm footing to fall back on in case a foothold proves to be unstable.




 SHARING THE TRAIL




  A wide variety of different user groups seek out the Rocky Mountains as a setting for outdoor recreation. The Colorado backcountry is a magnet for hunters, anglers, and solitude seekers of all descriptions. In the interest of a safe and pleasant outdoor experience for all, follow established regulations and exercise consideration and good manners when meeting other parties on the trail. Respect for others is the cornerstone of the traditional western ethic, a code that remains in force throughout Colorado. A few commonsense guidelines will help you avoid bad experiences when encountering other backcountry visitors.




  Dogs are allowed within the Maroon Bells-Snowmass, Mount Massive, and Collegiate Peaks Wildernesses, but must be kept on a leash at all times. The one exception is the Maroon Lake scenic loop area, which is closed to all dogs due to the possibility of conflicts with moose.




  Motorized vehicles and mountain bikes are allowed on many National Forest lands, although they are expressly prohibited within all designated wilderness areas. Knowing the current regulations is the responsibility of the forest visitor: ATVs and mountain bikes may be allowed off-trail on some national forest lands, on established trails only in other areas, while some trails are closed to all mechanized recreation. Non-motorized users should expect to encounter ATVs in areas where they are permitted.




  When several parties meet on the trail, the following order of priority is observed: Hikers should yield to livestock parties, stepping well off the trail and talking softly to the animals so they don’t spook. Mountain bikers and motorized users should yield to both horse and foot parties. When two horse parties meet, generally it is the smaller party that should pull to the side.




  LEAVE NO TRACE (LNT) TECHNIQUES




  One of the aims of this book is to encourage people to heft a pack and strike out on one of the trails in the wildest corners of the central Rockies. But many of these same trails already receive moderate to heavy use, and they’re showing signs of wear. Erosion is a problem where an army of boots has shortcut switchbacks. Litter seems to beget more litter, especially near trailheads and at backcountry campsites. Unofficial trails have proliferated across some high alpine meadows, marring the otherwise pristine environment. Fortunately, all of these problems are avoidable—as are most impacts caused by backcountry visitors—if a few simple guidelines are heeded. Remember, the goal is to Leave No Trace.




  Advance Planning to Reduce Impacts




  Much of the wear and tear that occurs in the high country could be reduced by careful planning before the trip. Visitors should contact local authorities (see Appendix A) to find out about areas that are particularly sensitive to disturbance or receive heavy use. Since the goal of most wilderness travelers is to visit pristine and untrammeled areas, the avoidance of the most popular sites can only enhance your wilderness experience.




  We encourage travelers to plan their routes using established trails whenever possible, as these travel corridors are least susceptible to damage. Alpine habitats above the timberline are particularly fragile, and travelers who lack thorough training in LNT techniques should cross them only on designated trails. Backcountry visitors can also travel more lightly by moving about in small groups. Small groups stress the landscape to a much smaller degree, especially around campsites, and they also lend themselves to greater flexibility in route choice and on-the-spot problem solving. Groups of two to six are optimal, while groups of more than ten hikers have a much greater potential for environmental damage and should be split up into smaller components. Different wilderness areas have specific group limits. Know the limits of each wilderness area, which are available online. These group limits exist to maintain the wilderness characteristics that we all desire.




  The proper equipment can also help visitors reduce their visual presence and trampling effects in the wilderness. Dark-hued or muted clothing, tents, and packs help make you less conspicuous to other travelers. One bright yellow or orange shirt can be carried to attract attention in an emergency. Hiking shoes with a shallow tread design are gentler on plants and soils and also won’t clog with mud. Backpackers can also carry a pair of smooth-soled camp shoes—sport sandals, boat shoes, or moccasins. These feel terrific after a day on the trail, and they greatly reduce wear and tear on plants and soils around camp.
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  White-tailed ptarmigan




  On the Trail




  Please stay on established trails. Cutting switchbacks or crossing previously untracked ground leaves behind footprints and trampled plants—signs that may invite the next person to follow in your footsteps. Eventually, enough footsteps lead to damaged plants and soils, erosion, and unwanted “social” trails. If you must travel off-trail, look for trample-resistant surfaces: rock, gravel, snow (if it’s not too steep), or a streambed below the high-water mark. Parties traveling cross-country should spread out in a line abreast rather than traveling single file. This reduces the potential for creating new and unwanted trails and erosion in pristine areas. Leave your route unmarked—no blazes, cairns, flagging, or arrows scratched in the dirt.




  As you hike along, always be conscious to reduce short- and long-term disturbances in the environment. Making loud noises can be helpful in avoiding encounters with bears and mountain lions where visibility is limited, but it disturbs the less dangerous wildlife as well as other travelers. If you do spot wildlife along the trail, be careful to stay outside the animal’s comfort zone. If an animal changes behavior as a result of your presence, you are too close. You may also chance upon sites of historical or archaeological significance as you travel in the central Colorado wilderness. These irreplaceable sites are national treasures and are protected by federal law. Enjoy them without rendering any changes to the site.




  Selecting a Campsite




  Backpackers must use officially designated campsites at many of the most popular backcountry destinations in the Maroon Bells–Snowmass Wilderness. Areas where designated campsites are mandatory will be well marked, and often maps showing each official site are provided. If all designated sites are full, you must travel 0.25 mile away from the area to camp legally. In more remote areas, established campsites will not be marked. If you cannot locate such a site, you will need to choose an impact-resistant spot to pitch your camp. Shorelines of lakes and stream banks are particularly sensitive to disturbance. Keep all campsites at least 200 feet from the nearest lake or stream. Alpine meadows are also very fragile and should be avoided by campers, particularly wet meadows. Also camp well away from travel corridors—this will increase your own seclusion and help other parties preserve their wilderness experience.
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  Wildflowers along the North Fork of the Crystal River




  When leaving any campsite, be sure that the area is returned to its natural state. Make an extra check around the area to be sure that you don’t leave any belongings or litter. Leaves, duff, and twigs should be scattered about to camouflage your tent site and any high foot-traffic areas.




  Campfires




  In the wildernesses of central Colorado, campfires are prohibited within 300 feet of trails, streams, or lakes. Many of the high lake basins do not have any legal sites at which to build a fire, and there tends to be a lack of firewood at and near the timberline. Even where campfires are allowed, consider doing without one. A lightweight stove is a far superior alternative for cooking, and light can be supplied by a flashlight or candle lantern.




  If you build a fire, do so only where downed, dead wood is abundant. Use sticks small enough to be broken by hand, and gather only as much as you need. Keep the fire small and brief. All fire rings must be dismantled and the fire site completely restored to a natural appearance before you leave the site. The backcountry of the Colorado Rockies is managed as a pristine environment; if you find a fire ring left by less considerate visitors during your travels, dismantle it and camouflage the site. In some jurisdictions, fires are not allowed above 10,800 feet elevation; contact a local ranger station for details. A fire should never be left unattended, and once it’s out make sure the ashes are cold. Pack out any unburned trash that may remain after the fire is doused.




   Human Waste Disposal




  Many people are surprised to learn that human waste, even when properly buried in a “cat hole” under ideal conditions, requires a year or more to decompose naturally. Any fecal bacteria present will remain viable (that is, infectious) for that length of time. The decomposition process is slowed even more when waste is concentrated (as in a group latrine) or deposited in excessively dry, wet, or cold conditions.




  Once the traveler understands these facts, it is easy to see that natural composting can’t always keep pace with the amount of human waste that is deposited, particularly at heavily used backcountry campsites. The problem is compounded when the site is near a lake or stream (as are many popular campsites), because runoff or groundwater can easily carry fecal material and disease into the surface water. Wildlife—and other campers—then use the contaminated source for drinking water. This can result in sickening consequences.




  There are no outhouses in the Colorado wilderness, so you will need to practice minimum impact disposal techniques. Increasingly, land managers are asking (and in some places requiring) people to pack out human waste. Boaters on many western rivers have been doing this for years, and mountain climbers are now handed plastic bags for this purpose in several national parks. Thanks to the staff at Yosemite National Park, all backcountry visitors now have a clean, easy, and secure way to join the ranks and pack out waste. It’s called the “poop tube.”




  You can make your own poop tube from a piece of 4-inch-diameter PVC plastic pipe, the kind used for plumbing. Cut the pipe to length as needed for the number of days you’ll be in the backcountry; a 2-foot section is enough for five to seven days for most folks. Then glue a cap on one end and a threaded adapter for a screw-on plug on the other end. Some travelers duct-tape a piece of nylon webbing onto the side of the tube so that it can be strapped onto the outside of a pack.




  To use the tube, defecate into a paper lunch bag. Then sprinkle in a handful of kitty litter to absorb moisture and reduce odors. Shake the bag to distribute the kitty litter, then roll it up and slide it into the tube. Used toilet paper can go in the tube as well. Screw in the plug and you’re done. At the end of the trip, empty the contents into a non-flush vault or “pit” toilet (ask land managers beforehand to recommend a specific outhouse). The paper bags will quickly decay (use only unwaxed bags to ensure that they do) and won’t clog the pump used to clean out the vault. Never put human waste into trash cans or dumpsters—it creates a health hazard and is illegal.




  If you use the cat hole method and bury your waste in the backcountry, follow a few simple guidelines:




  

  	Look for an out-of-the-way site in stable soil at least 200 feet (about eighty paces) from surface water. Avoid places that show signs of flooding, carrying runoff, or groundwater.




  	Make sure the site is at least 200 feet from campsites, trails, and other centers of human activity.




  	Look for a site with a healthy layer of topsoil at least 6 inches deep. The ground should be moist (but not saturated) and easy to dig in.




  	With a small hand trowel, dig a cat hole 6 to 8 inches deep. Keep the sod lid intact. Set it aside and pile all the dirt next to the hole.




  	Squat and aim for the hole. Deposit used toilet paper in the hole (or, preferably, bag it and pack it out).




  	When covering the waste, use a stick to stir in the first handful or two of soil. This hastens the decomposition process. Add the remaining soil and replace the sod lid. Scrape leaves and duff around the site to camouflage your efforts. Remember to clean your hands thoroughly before handling food or cooking utensils.




  	Unless local regulations state otherwise, it’s usually best to dig individual cat holes rather than a group latrine. And always use the outhouse if one is provided.


  




  “Wag bags” for collecting and removing dog poop are provided at some trailheads across the Maroon Bells–Snowmass Wilderness. These bags are to be used as portable human waste bags and must be carried out and disposed of once you have returned home. Specifically, wag bags are provided at the Conundrum, Snowmass Creek, and Capitol Creek Trails—currently free of charge.




  Washing




  The key to cleaning up in the backcountry is to keep soap, oils, and all other pollutants out of the water. Mountain lakes and streams have a delicate balance of nutrient inputs and outputs. Soaps and dishwater dumped into alpine waterways encourage the growth of microbes that can deplete dissolved oxygen in the water, making it inhospitable to many species of fish. In addition, aquatic plants and fish are extremely sensitive to soap (even the biodegradable kind), and can die from contact with it.




  To wash cooking and eating utensils, carry water in a clean bowl or pot at least 200 feet from water sources. Use little or no soap—water warmed on the stove will unstick most food and grease. Use a plastic scrubber and a little muscle for stubborn residues. Scatter wash water over the ground in an out-of-the-way spot at least 200 feet from surface water and 100 yards from any likely campsite. In bear country, pick out food scraps before scattering the water and pack them out with other garbage.




  For personal bathing, a good dousing and scrubbing with a washcloth will suffice for all but extended trips. Again, carry the water at least 200 feet from surface water. There are also rinse-free soaps and shampoos on the market that are designed specifically for backpackers.
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  Minimum Impact Techniques for Equestrians




  Stock users must be particularly careful to minimize their impacts in the backcountry, because poorly managed stock can be particularly damaging to the environment. Pack light, minimizing the load on each animal. On the trail, it is imperative to keep all pack and saddle stock in a single-file line so that the original trail does not expand into a multilane thoroughfare. When approaching a mud hole, stick to the center of the trail bed unless there is a great risk of injury to the animals. If possible, use llamas rather than horses or mules for carrying supplies. These animals weigh less and have more surface area on their hooves, and thus do less damage to the trail.




  In camp, be sure that pack and saddle stock are tied up in a responsible manner. Pack animals should never be tied directly to trees or shrubs, because they will dig or paw around the base of the trunk, killing the roots and thus the entire tree. Instead, set up a “high line,” in which a length of rope is tied between two trees to form a portable hitch rail. The stock can then be secured at intervals to the high line. Remember to locate the high line on well-drained ground and change its location every day if you plan to camp at the same spot for more than one night.




  Animals that are turned out to graze in natural openings should be hobbled or picketed. The locations of the picket pins should be rotated every several hours, so that the animal does not have a chance to damage any one spot. Portable electric fences have become a favored method for maintaining stock in one place. The total weight of the fence and the installing equipment is typically less than twenty pounds for a fence that will surround a one-acre plot. Remember that these fences must also be moved periodically to prevent a concentration of damage in one area. When using an electric fence, train the stock at home before coming into the backcountry. It is also a good idea to picket or hobble lead animals within the fence in case it is knocked down by passing deer.




  Feeding stock animals in the wilderness is one of the greatest challenges faced by stock users. Finding adequate forage in the backcountry can be a problem in many areas, and stock parties should bring along sufficient feed for their livestock in case grazing cannot be found. Hay is one of the best feeds, but it is heavy and bulky, and thus impractical for short-term expeditions. In addition, all hay brought onto the national forest lands must be certified weed-seed free. Responsible stockmen feed their mounts weed-seed free hay for several days before traveling to the wilderness; this allows weed seeds from the home pasture to pass out of the digestive tract before the backcountry is reached. Pelletized rations are popular and contain all the nutrition needed by livestock. However, pelletized feeds do not fill animals up so as to satisfy their hunger and should be supplemented by grazing the animals. Remember that a hungry animal will paw restlessly and damage the environment, while a content animal will do much less damage.




  Finally, stock users should be aware that livestock are just as susceptible to altitude sickness as humans. Allow several days of acclimation before riding your animals at high altitudes.




  Group limits exist for stock animals as well. Stock users should consult special orders that apply to each national forest or wilderness area for specific group limits.
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