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To all of you with enough gumption to lace up a pair of hiking boots and to venture beyond the roads into the Gila Wilderness, and with enough heartfelt commitment to fight for the freedom of wild country. May your spirit, and it, endure forever. And to the timeless vision of Aldo Leopold, who started it all.
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  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


The Gila Wilderness is a vast, complicated, ever-changing landscape with hundreds of miles of trails crisscrossing some of the most convoluted terrain in the West. A project of this magnitude, spread over several field seasons, and then revisited nearly 20 years later, could not have been accomplished without the help of many folks, some of whom we met on the trail.


It all began during the mid-1990s when we first conceived of the project. Our first contact was John Kramer, the Recreation and Trails staff person for the Wilderness District. John continued in that position for a couple more decades and has only recently retired. With unsurpassed administrative and personal knowledge of the Gila Wilderness, John guided us in so many ways. Also of immense help in the early days was David Harloff, a recently retired wilderness and trails ranger.


Along the way we met a number of local Gila Wilderness outfitters. After all these years we remain grateful to Becky and Ysabel Campbell, who grew up in Gila country, and whose father, the late Doc Campbell, knew more about the Gila Wilderness than anyone. They generously shared their knowledge and love of the country, from how best to find a trail that no longer exists to where not to go. When visiting Gila Hot Springs, be sure and stop by Doc Campbell’s well-stocked general store. The showers are great!


Several adjacent landowners from long ago deserve special mention. Pete Evans graciously allowed us to pass through his Double Springs Ranch on a “wild trail” chase and educated us on local history. Art Ordman, who managed the Trails End Ranch for the Albuquerque Academy, was a friendly source of information about trails and places along the East Fork of the Gila River.


Back in 2012 we were working on this second edition of the book when along came the catastrophic Whitewater-Baldy Fire. Trails were wiped out and streams were running black with silt. John Kramer suggested that we delay the project for a while to allow for some recovery time. It was a good call. Recovery of the land and trail system is never ending, but much progress has been made during these past 5 years. The real benefit of delaying this book was to get a clearer picture of where to go, and where not to go, for safe, enjoyable explorations in the Gila Wilderness.


As a result of the dramatic changes in the Gila since 2012, this new edition isn’t the typical update and revision you might expect. Rather, it is as changed as the land itself. Many hikes on severely damaged trails have been deleted, particularly in the northwest quadrant of the Wilderness where fire intensity was highest. In their place are some new hikes, all great adventures, to fill the void. This revision, with accurate updated information, would not have been possible without incredible help from some amazingly dedicated Forest Service professionals. We met several times with Annette Smits, North Zone trails coordinator on the Glenwood District. Annette doesn’t sit around the office much; she is a true field professional, knows her stuff, and gladly shared it with us. Although our most recent visit was during the busy field season, she cheerfully met with us and steered us in the right direction. We are deeply grateful for her technical review of the book. Annette’s coworker in recreation, Bob Shanks, is a lifelong local who has spent more than 40 years on the district and has forgotten more about the Gila than anyone else will ever know. We enjoyed his stories and obvious pride in the Catwalk reconstruction that he oversaw. Christa Osborn, recreation program manager for the Gila National Forest, provided policy perspective on recreation trends and public safety. We are especially indebted to Brian Park, the GIS guru on the forest. Brian produced and gave to us a compelling GIS Whitewater-Baldy Fire Severity map. He further calculated that portion of the fire that burned within the Wilderness in levels of severity by acreage. You’ll find that information in the Introduction.


We can’t even begin to overstate our heartfelt gratitude for the indispensable help provided by Melissa and Oliver Green. They live near Gila Hot Springs in a unique open-air home they built. They’ve both worked on the Forest Service Trail Crew for nearly a decade so they know firsthand the condition of trails and the timeless rhythm of the Wilderness. They invited us over for dinner with the main course being elk they had harvested in the Gila region. Wow, were we ever thankful, especially after living on freeze-dried dinners for 2 weeks! Between Melissa, Oliver, and her coworker on the Trail Crew, Philip Ynstroza, we were given a wealth of valuable information, ranging from individual trail status to ideas for some of the exciting new hikes contained in this book. Melissa assisted further as the most diligent reviewer of the book.


Good photography is important in a hiking guide. We have lots of black and white photos from the original book but only partial coverage in color. Once again, Melissa came to our rescue. Not only did she send us many of her own excellent photos to fill in the gaps, she obtained photography from other local folks as well. These contributors include Dean Bruemmer, owner of the Wilderness Lodge and Hot Springs at Gila Hot Springs. This wonderful rustic lodge is set up for group reservations—a perfect venue if you’re planning a special event for a group. Some of the images in this book were generously provided by Gila outfitters Zack and Jamie Crockett, who guide hiking and horse trips in the Gila Wilderness through their company, Gila Backcountry Services.


Last, we are indebted to our acquisitions editor David Legere, Meredith Dias, Josh Rosenberg, and the other Falcon staffers who took our mountain of raw material and somehow transformed it from the original 1999 edition to the second edition you now have before you. The mistakes are ours, but the improvements are theirs. Thank you all.


The elemental simplicities of wilderness travel were thrills . . . because they represented complete freedom to make mistakes. The wilderness gave . . . those rewards and penalties for wise and foolish acts . . . against which civilization has built a thousand buffers.


—Aldo Leopold (1887-1948) quoted in USFS Southwest Region, “Wilderness & Primitive Areas in Southwestern National Forests”




  MEET YOUR GUIDES


Polly and Bill Cunningham are married partners in the long trail of life. Together they have guided wilderness trips in Montana, Utah, Alaska, and the Gila. During several seasons they outfitted and led extended backpacking trips in the Gila Wilderness under Forest Service permit through their guiding company, Wild Forever Adventures.


Polly, a former history teacher from St. Louis, has hiked and backpacked extensively throughout many parts of the country. Bill is a lifelong “wildernut”—a conservation activist who worked for several conservation groups, including The Wilderness Society. Several years ago he and Polly retired from backpack outfitting and field studies teaching so as to have more time to hike in their favorite places, such as the Gila Wilderness. Bill has written several books and dozens of magazine articles about wilderness areas based on extensive on-the-ground knowledge. He is the author of Wild Montana, the first in Falcon Publishing’s series of guidebooks to wilderness and unprotected roadless areas.


Polly and Bill have coauthored a number of FalconGuides including Hiking California’s Desert Parks (1996), Wild Utah (1998), Hiking New Mexico’s Aldo Leopold Wilderness (2002), Hiking Death Valley National Park (2016), and Best Easy Day Hikes Death Valley National Park (2016). Hiking New Mexico’s Gila Wilderness is their latest coauthorship for Falcon.
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  NOTES ON MAPS


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


  If the activity takes place on a National Geographic Trails Illustrated map, it will be noted. Continually setting the standard for accuracy, each Trails Illustrated topographic map is crafted in conjunction with local land managers and undergoes rigorous review and enhancement before being printed on waterproof, tear-resistant material. Trails Illustrated maps and information about their digital versions, which can be used on mobile GPS applications, can be found at natgeomaps.com.
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    HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


The Gila Wilderness is huge, with well over a half-million acres of canyons, river valleys, mesas, and lofty peaks. Potential hikes are virtually unlimited, but we have put together trips in this book that are surely among the best. The descriptions of the sixty-three hikes presented here will prepare you for your exploration of the Gila. Following is some additional information to help you get the most out of this book.


All of the hikes presented here are complete, self-contained trips with essential information needed for the suggested route. Every hike begins and ends at one of thirty-three established national forest trailheads that can be driven to. The hikes are numbered in sequence, starting from the Sandy Point tailhead and going counterclockwise completely around the Gila Wilderness, ending at the Willow Creek trailhead. So, if you’re basing your hike from a single trailhead, this book offers several good trip ideas for you to choose from or to combine in various ways as options. The two major topographic provinces of the Gila Wilderness are the Mogollon Range in the west end (Hikes 1 through 13) and the upper basin of the Gila River to the east (Hikes 14 through 63).


You’ll find in the following pages many, but not all, of the best hikes in the Gila Wilderness. We wanted to save a few for you to discover, although every hike in this guide presents unforeseen wilderness discoveries.


THE HIKES


TYPE OF HIKE


The three basic types of hikes are:


Out-and-back: Traveling to a specific destination or into a general region, then retracing your route back to the same trailhead.


Loop: In general, loop trips explore new country throughout all or most of the route by starting from and then circling back to the original trailhead. Loops include “lollipops” with an outer circle and hikes that end with a short walk on a road to get back to the trailhead. This type of hike also has a base camp at one location for several nights with long day hike loops.


Shuttle: A point-to-point hike that begins from one trailhead and ends at another. This may require shuttling a vehicle to the exit trailhead, having two vehicles (one left at the other end of the hike), or a prearranged pickup at a designated time and place. Logistics can sometimes be simplified with a midtrip key exchange. When the trip is completed, the two parties drive each other’s vehicles home.


DISTANCE


Distances in the Gila Wilderness tend to be underestimated on Forest Service trail signs, but not always. We used Forest Service distance estimates whenever we determined that they were accurate. In all cases, the total distance and Miles and Directions mileages are our best field estimates. Distances are often less important than difficulty.


ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS


Calculated in feet, this is the approximate gain/loss for a point-to-point or loop hike, or the total gain/loss for an out-and-back route.


DIFFICULTY


To help you select and plan your trip, hikes are rated as to difficulty. By necessity, these ratings are subjective and only a general guide. The variables that determine actual difficulty at a given time on the ground are numerous and, well, variable. Here are some general definitions:


Easy: Anyone in reasonable condition can do easy hikes given enough time. These hikes generally have gentle grades. However, there may be short rocky sections and a few shallow stream crossings.


Moderate: These hikes are challenging to inexperienced wilderness travelers. The hike may have several stream crossings, steep pitches, and short sections where the trail is hard to follow. These hikes are suitable for hikers who have some experience and at least an average fitness level.


Strenuous: These hikes are suitable for experienced hikers with above average fitness. Frequent river crossings are likely along with steep trails, loose rock, and lots of elevation gain and loss. Some parts of the hike may be hard to follow, requiring route-finding with a topo map and compass.


HIKING TIME


Always tough to calculate, but especially so in the Gila. Trail conditions, stream crossings, and chaotic downfall make these estimates very approximate. Generally, an outing in the Gila will take you longer than you might expect. Our estimates, therefore, tend to be on the high side.


BEST MONTHS


The “best” time for a particular hike, from the standpoint of comfortable hiking conditions, is as variable as Gila weather. Typically, the beginning and ending months are transition periods in terms of weather. Be sure to check local conditions prior to your trip.


MAPS


Please keep in mind that the maps in this book are general schematics designed to get you to the trailhead and give you a good visual impression of the route. You need to take along the more detailed Nat Geo TOPO! map for the actual hike. Maps listed under “Other Maps” may also be helpful. See Appendix A for ordering information.


TRAIL CONTACT


One of the three ranger stations that cover the Gila is indicated. It is always wise to check with the appropriate station for an update on trail conditions. Alerts and warnings are also available on the Gila website.


TRAIL SURFACE


This is an indicator of what to expect on your trip. It also gives you an idea of whether to bring your dog along. Dog paws vary, but if your pooch doesn’t like a rocky path, find a hike that will make him happy.


NEAREST TOWN


The Gila is remote, so the town nearest to the trailhead may be many miles away. A town is defined as a location with gas and some groceries available.


SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS


These are red flags that could be troublesome, but not necessarily hazardous. The information presented is important to consider before embarking on the hike.


FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


These are perhaps the most important instructions in the book, especially when the trailhead isn’t signed or designated but merely a wide spot alongside the road. In all cases the drive begins from an easy-to-find place. When in doubt check the trailhead coordinates if you have a GPS unit.


PARKING AND TRAILHEAD FACILITIES


Is there a sign, space for more than one vehicle, water, a restroom? Knowing this ahead of time will help you better prepare for your hike.


WHAT TO SEE


Here we try to strike a balance between too much information and not enough. Too much might mean detracting from your sense of adventure and discovery, which awaits you around the bend of every Gila trail; not enough can mean getting lost. This is a preview of what you can expect—which, hopefully, will keep you on track as you explore more of the Gila.


MILES AND DIRECTIONS


These are usually trail junctions or key natural features that will confirm your location and serve as an indicator of your progress during the hike.


The wilderness is the one thing on earth which was furnished complete and perfect.


—Aldo Leopold, Outdoor Life, November 1925, “A Plea for Wilderness Hunting Grounds”




TOP 5 HIKES
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1. SANDY POINT-WEST FORK GILA (Hike #4) This multi-day backpack takes you from the lofty high country of the Mogollon Range to the depths of the river canyon. The grandeur of the wilderness is evident at every turn and vista.





2. TURKEY CREEK HOT SPRINGS (Hike #16) Widely known as the best hot springs of the Gila, Turkey Creek Hot Springs has multiple pools cascading over slickrock, so it’s usually not muddy or murky. This is a long day trip or an overnight backpack.
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  3. LITTLE BEAR CANYON (Hike #39) The out-and-back hike takes you from the windswept mesa into a dramatic green slot canyon winding down to the cliffs of the Middle Fork of the Gila River. Flash flooding is a danger here.
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4. PURGATORY CHASM (Hike #49) A short loop hike with a parking area right at the paved highway, the journey into the chasm illustrates the power of erosion in the dramatic slot canyon. This hike too should not be taken if there is a chance of flash floods.
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5. THE MEADOWS (Hike #58) From the pinyon-juniper mesa at the trailhead, the vista stretches to the Mogollon Range on the far horizon. The descent to the Middle Fork Gila brings more dramatic cliffs into focus, in Indian Creek Canyon and the Gila itself. The Meadows itself has been remodeled by the flood and isn’t the grassy plain of yore, but it provides excellent campsites and can be a starting point for further exploration along the river corridor.




BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


OVERVIEW: FIRES, FLOODS, AND FALLING TREES


The Gila Wilderness is vast, varied, and dynamic. Because of its status as protected Wilderness, with human interference kept to a minimum, its dynamism is the product of natural processes, such as lightning-caused wildfire. This is not a bad thing. After all, the highest purposes of the Wilderness Act are to protect not only the land, but the natural processes that shape the land. Of course, no place on earth exists in a vacuum. The Gila Wilderness, as big and wild as it is, is directly impacted by outside influences, the most pervasive being climate change. So, while naturally ignited wildfires occur every season in the Gila, their frequency and intensity will be increased by climate change.


On May 9, 2012, the Baldy Fire was detected. A week later the much larger Whitewater Fire was spotted. A week after that the two fires merged. Two months went by before the fire was contained, and only then thanks to mid-July rains. The result is a fire perimeter of nearly 300,000 acres—the largest in recorded New Mexico history. Within this perimeter 219,569 acres are within the Gila Wilderness—almost 40 percent of the Wilderness in that one monumental fire! The good news is that the fire left a mosaic of burned and unburned forest, with most of the Whitewater-Baldy Fire acreage within the Wilderness either unburned or very low intensity. The high-intensity burn within the boundary totals 26,710 acres or just under 5 percent of the Gila Wilderness. About the same area, 25,927 acres, burned moderately, bringing the total area of the Wilderness that was severely to moderately burned to around 10 percent. Within this huge chunk of country, the greatest concentration of high severity drapes both sides of the Mogollon Divide, from Sandy Point to Mogollon Baldy including the head of Whitewater Creek, along with the Turkeyfeather Mountain/Pass region in the headwaters of the Gila River’s West Fork. The most severely burned sites are often the first to green up, which sounds good on the surface. Problem is, the green is mostly thorny New Mexico locust—painful to walk through and even harder to eradicate. Many trails were severely damaged, rendered impassable, and in some cases erased by the fire.


As if that weren’t enough, monsoon rains of almost biblical proportions occurred during September of the following year; more than 10 inches of rain in 24 hours fell in some of the higher country. Torrential floods tore down canyons leaving a path of destruction. The flood damage was especially severe in drainages where fire intensity was high, such as Whitewater Creek. What used to be the Whitewater Trail is now an obstacle course. But even watersheds largely spared from the Whitewater-Baldy Fire, such as the Middle Fork Gila River, incurred widespread destruction from the raging high water. River bottom trails were wiped out, stream banks washed away, and bottlenecks in twisting canyons clogged by debris.


The Forest Service has small but incredibly dedicated trail crews in both the Glenwood and Wilderness Ranger Districts. With ongoing budget cutbacks trail money has been drastically reduced with no end in sight. Fires, floods, and falling rocks will only increase in the face of climate change, creating the need for more maintenance and construction with fewer and fewer dollars. To better serve the public the agency strives for a sustainable Gila Wilderness Trail System, but given the reality of reducing budgets, there are simply too many trails to maintain. None of the trails are being formally abandoned, but there is simply no way to maintain most of them every year or even every few years in many cases. Meanwhile, the trees and rocks keep falling.


One solution involves partnerships between the Forest Service and other agencies, such as New Mexico Game & Fish and the US Fish & Wildlife Service. In this example fisheries money for recovering Gila cutthroat trout in Whitewater Creek can also be used for rebuilding the Whitewater Trail, which provides the necessary access for recovery. Another solution is for those of us who use the trails to volunteer to keep them open. Talk to the folks at the local Forest Service office about adopting a trail, which is best done by a group. This is a big responsibility but very rewarding. We’ve also seen several university-led work parties fixing up trails in the Wilderness. Perhaps you could hook up with Great Old Broads for Wilderness, an organization that leads all kinds of wilderness-related projects across the country. There are opportunities for those of us who love the Gila Wilderness to make a meaningful contribution, while getting healthful exercise in the great outdoors in the process. As we went to press, a Friends of the Gila Wilderness group was being planned that will eventually organize volunteer trail projects in the Gila.


For the reasons stated above, on-the-ground conditions are constantly changing. Trails that were cleared last season may be blocked this year by logs and locust. Last year’s trail that was buried by downfall might be passable this season thanks to the trail crew being able to get to it.


Following is a partial listing of Gila Wilderness trails in rough to impassable condition, mostly as a result of the major fire/flood events of 2012-13. For the most part we’ve deleted or modified the routes for the hikes on these trails that were included in the first edition of this book. This list is intended only to raise a red flag so that you’ll be sure to check with the Forest Service on current conditions, because they do indeed change.


TRAILS AND TRAIL SEGMENTS SEVERELY DAMAGED, ERASED, OR BLOCKED BY FIRE/FLOOD DEBRIS


•Iron Creek Lake Trail (172) from the Crest Trail (182) down to Iron Creek Lake (lower portion usually cut out by outfitters during the hunting season)


•Turkeyfeather Mountain Trail (102) from the Crest Trail (182) to the West Fork Trail (151)


•Whitewater Trail (207) all the way from the end of The Catwalk to Hummingbird Saddle


•Lipsey Canyon Trail (206) up to Spruce Creek Saddle


•Deloche Canyon Trail (179) (even the trailhead on the Bursum Road is gone)


•Winn Canyon Trail (179) up Spider Saddle


•Holt Gulch Trail (217)


•Little Dry Trail (180) north of Windy Gap


•West Fork Mogollon Creek Trail (224) from lower end up to the Snow Park Trail (99)


•Jan Trail (99)


•Trail Canyon Trail (169)


•Mogollon Creek Trail (153) in Trail Canyon above the Kemp Trail (301)


•Sycamore Canyon Trail (158) between Turkey Creek and Mogollon Creek


•West Fork Gila River Trail (151) from West Fork Corral to Iron Creek


•Cooper–Clayton Trail (141)


•Jerky Mountains Trail (164) to Quentin Spring


•West Fork Corral Trail (814)


•portions of the Middle Fork Gila River Trail (157) from lower end to above The Meadows


•Big Timber Canyon Trail (95)


•Cassidy Spring Trail (25) (an old fire caused tread to disappear for most of the trail)


•Link Trail (713) between Diamond Creek and Tom Moore Canyon


TRAILS WHICH ARE PASSABLE FOR HIKERS BUT IN ROUGH SHAPE DUE TO FIRES AND/OR FLOODS


•portions of Middle Fork Gila Trail (157) above and below The Meadows


•Cienega Trail (177) in upper Mogollon Creek above Turbo Canyon


•portions of the Turkey Creek Trail (155) above Sycamore Canyon to the Miller Spring turnoff and from the Turkey Creek–Little Creek divide down to Little Spring


•Black Canyon Trail (94) (more of a route than trail)


•Cave Trail (803) (easy route but trail is mostly gone)


•upper Middle Fork Trail (157) along Gilita Creek


•Holt–Apache Trail (181) from Holt Spring to Rock Spring


•portions of the Little Whitewater Trail (214) between the Wilderness boundary and the South Fork of Whitewater Creek


WILDERNESS AND ALDO LEOPOLD


While enjoying the wild majesty of the Gila Wilderness, we couldn’t help thinking about that remarkable visionary, Aldo Leopold. We wondered if he had axed the blaze on that tree up ahead or set his tent next to the stream where we were camping. In his own quiet but persuasive way, Leopold was the driving force behind the notion that as an enlightened society we should keep some places wild forever.


It was thus through the leadership of Aldo Leopold, Forest Service ranger, writer-philosopher, and the nation’s pioneer professor of wildlife ecology, that the USDA Forest Service set aside 755,000 acres in the headwaters of the Gila River as the world’s first wilderness area on June 3, 1924. This marked the first time that a large expanse of wildland was to be preserved in its natural state. Management was wonderfully simple: “prohibit roads and hotels, and then leave it alone.”


Later on, boundary deletions drove home the need for the lasting legal protection of wilderness that was not achieved until 40 years later with passage of the 1964 Wilderness Act. Meanwhile, in 1930 the Gila Wilderness boundary was reduced along its eastern, northern, and western edges. The following year the Gila was needlessly bisected by construction of the North Star Mesa Road. Ironically, the purpose of the road was to give hunters access to harvest “excess” deer. To Leopold the road and loss of wilderness added insult to injury, for already he recognized that overpopulation of deer was the result of overzealous predator control. Joining forces with Bob Marshall and other leading conservationists, Aldo Leopold cofounded the Wilderness Society in 1935—the nation’s foremost wilderness conservation group.


After being downgraded to a “primitive area” in 1933, additional reductions were made in 1936 and 1938 when once again the Gila was designated as wilderness. Six years later, another 5,150 acres were subtracted from the southwest corner to permit the mining of fluorite. In 1953 the 137,388-acre Gila Primitive Area and separate Gila Wilderness of 438,626 acres were formally classified under the stronger Secretary of Agriculture U-1 Regulation. In 1957 the road was extended to the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument, removing 4,600 acres from the primitive area. The cliff dwellings had originally been transferred to the National Park Service in 1933 as a national monument. In 1962 another 320 acres were transferred from the Gila Wilderness to the monument.


Upon passage of the landmark Wilderness Act in 1964, the Gila was among the first units in the new National Wilderness Preservation System. Legislation was enacted in 1980 that designated or expanded twelve national forest wildernesses in New Mexico, including an increase of the Gila Wilderness to its present 559,040 acres. Fittingly, the primitive area just east of the North Star Mesa Road and part of Leopold’s original Gila Wilderness was designated the 203,524-acre Aldo Leopold Wilderness in the same legislation. No doubt the unassuming professor would be embarrassed to learn that the smaller Black Range portion of his beloved Gila country had been named for him. So, despite the unfortunate bisection of the Gila by a road, Congress has at least restored the Wilderness to the original size envisioned by Leopold nearly a century ago.


Today the National Wilderness Preservation System (NWPS) contains about 109 million acres. New Mexico’s share of this wild legacy consists of twenty-six units totaling nearly 1.7 million acres. A full appreciation of the meaning and value of wilderness will enhance your enjoyment of the Gila Wilderness while lessening your impact on the wildness of this special place.


Those of us who love wild country have our own heartfelt definition of wilderness as, indeed, Leopold did when he defined it as “a continuous stretch of country preserved in its natural state . . . big enough to absorb a two weeks’ pack trip.” But because Congress reserved to itself the exclusive power to designate wilderness, it is important to understand the legal meaning of wilderness.


The basic purpose of the Wilderness Act is to provide an enduring resource of wilderness for this and future generations so that a growing, increasingly mechanized population will not occupy and modify every last wild niche. Just as important as preserving the land is the preservation of natural processes that shape the land, such as naturally ignited fires. After suppressing fire for the past 90 years, the Forest Service is finally restoring natural fire to the Gila Wilderness. A return to natural fire frequency will reduce the threat of catastrophic fire by reducing fuel buildup. Other benefits of natural fires include an increase in secondary ground cover for wildlife and better moisture retention that will decrease flooding.


The act defines “wilderness” as undeveloped federal lands “where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man is a visitor who does not remain.” Or, to paraphrase Leopold, the Gila is meant to play in, not stay in. The word trammel means “net” in Old English, so that “untrammeled” land is “unnetted,” or uncontrolled by humans. Congress recognized that no land is completely free of human influence, going on to say that wilderness must “generally appear to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially unnoticeable.” Further, designated wilderness must have outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation. In the Gila primitive recreation means hiking, horse use, and limited seasonal floating. Wilderness must be at least 5,000 acres or large enough to preserve in an unimpaired condition. Last, wilderness may contain ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value.


The moment you set foot in the Gila Wilderness you’ll realize that this wild remnant of Aldo Leopold’s Southwest more than meets these criteria.


In general, wilderness designation protects the land from development: roads, buildings, mechanized vehicles and equipment use, and most commercial uses. Four federal agencies are empowered to administer land in the NWPS: the National Park Service, the US Fish & Wildlife Service, the Bureau of Land Management, and, in the case of the Gila Wilderness, the USDA Forest Service. These agencies can and do make recommendations, as any citizen can, but only Congress can set aside wilderness on federal lands. This is where politics enters, as epitomized by the kind of grassroots democracy that brought about the restoration of much of the original Gila Wilderness in 1980. The formula for wilderness conservationists has been, and continues to be, “endless pressure endlessly applied.”


Once an area has been designated wilderness, the unending job of stewardship is just beginning. The managing agencies have a special duty to administer wilderness areas in “such manner as will leave them unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness.” In a speech marking the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Gila Wilderness as the first natural preserve of its kind, it was gratifying to hear Mike Dombeck, then chief of the Forest Service, call for better management of wilderness areas. Leopold would have been especially pleased to hear the chief state the need for more ecosystems to be preserved as wilderness, from old-growth forests to grasslands to deserts. Dombeck went on to say, “Unlike the jargon-filled legalese of most laws, the Wilderness Act says that the best that remains is worth preserving for future generations. That in a world of compromises, insincere gestures, and half-measures, there are lands and waters where we will not allow expediency to override conviction.”


Indeed, wilderness is the only true biocentric use of land, where the needs of native flora and fauna take precedence over human desires. As such, preservation of wilderness is our society’s highest act of humility. It is in places like the Gila where we deliberately restrain our impulse to cut down the last great ponderosa pine forest or to dam the chasms of the Gila River forks. The explorer of the Gila Wilderness can take pride in reaching a remote summit under his or her own power, traversing a narrow, serpentine canyon, or walking across the expanse of a high mesa. Hiking boots and self-reliance replace motorized convenience, allowing us to find something in ourselves we feared lost.


WILDERNESS STEWARDSHIP


The Wilderness Ranger District manages most of the Gila Wilderness. The Glenwood District manages the smaller Mogollon Mountain region in the western end. To its credit, the Forest Service has adopted a relaxed management posture in the Gila Wilderness. For example, no permits or visitor registration is required for noncommercial use. Several of the trailheads in the Glenwood District have voluntary sign-in sheets. Of course, it’s always a good idea to let the local Forest Service office know your basic itinerary as an added safety measure. For the most part, visitor management consists of random user contacts and educational information at trailhead kiosks about minimum-impact hiking and camping. This low-key management style is certainly conducive to maintaining the spontaneity of the wilderness experience. For many wilderness equates with personal freedom. It really boils down to wilderness stewardship. So long as each of us is a good wilderness steward, practicing and preaching zero impact, this freedom and the Wilderness itself will endure.


OVERVIEW OF RECREATIONAL USE


The Gila Wilderness is accessed by fifty-eight trailheads that serve 658 miles of trails. Some of them have been abandoned, whereas others that haven’t been maintained for years might as well be. The best current mileage estimate of open, maintained trails is about 500, likely less due to the great fire/flood events of 2012-13. In the early 1980s, visitor use information was collected from every Gila Wilderness trailhead. The practice has been discontinued, but some interesting visitor-use data were compiled in a 1985 study by Scott Steinberg titled, “Gila Wilderness Visitor Distribution and Use.” According to the study, an astounding 51 percent of day use originated from only five of the fifty-eight trailheads, four of which are within 2 miles of the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument. In contrast, twenty-three trailheads showed fewer than one hundred visitor days per year. The average group size was three people, who stayed an average of 3.5 days. The high season of May, June, and July attracted 51 percent of the visitors. In contrast, only 0.3 percent of the annual visitation took place in January. So, solitude and snow seem to go together.


NATURAL HISTORY


If you hike several miles or more into the Gila Wilderness, you’ll experience a variety of forest types and landforms. The natural diversity in this vast, untrammeled space is mind-boggling. While the 559,000-acre number might not mean much, think of a swath of land without roads or permanent human settlements that is 40 miles east to west and 30 miles north to south. This rugged, elevated landscape is a mixing zone between the southern end of the Rocky Mountains, the northern extension of the Sierra Madre from Mexico, and the Sonoran and Chihuahuan Deserts. “Gila” is the Spanish-spelled version of a Yuma Indian word meaning “running water which is salty.” This describes the water downstream in Arizona, but not in the cold, clear headwaters of the Gila forks within the Wilderness. The upper basin of the Gila River drains more than 85 percent of the area, with the remainder in tributary drainages flowing southwesterly to the San Francisco River.


The Gila Wilderness is deeply dissected by the spectacular canyons of the Gila River, its three major forks, and hundreds of twisting tributaries. Some of this country, without trails, is so rough and remote that humans never visit it. The major landform of the Wilderness is the Mogollon Range, rising to nearly 11,000 feet through the western half in a southeasterly direction. Smaller ranges include the Jerky Mountains and Diablo Range, situated north and south of the West Fork Gila River, respectively. The Pinos Altos (“tall pines”) Range parallels the southern boundary.


Some of the hikes presented in this book begin in upper Sonoran Desert vegetated with cholla and agave and climb a vertical mile to lush subalpine spruce-fir forests. Along the way, the routes pass by great spires and cliffs of lava, dry pinyon-juniper woodlands, ponderosa parks, meadows, high mesas, and aspen parklands.


Sedimentary formations with fossils tell of a time when much of southwestern New Mexico was beneath warm seas. Then came a period of active volcanism about 65 million years ago. A second volcanic period probably took place here 30 to 20 million years ago. As a result, two monumental calderas formed, then collapsed. The resulting volcanic layers from the calderas are blanketed with a thick Gila conglomerate mix of mudstone, sandstone, and alluvial material. Meanwhile, flat-topped mesas continue to erode while some of the mountains are still uplifting. Widespread faulting from earthquakes has produced today’s impressive vertical relief of thousands of feet.


The most distinctive features of the Gila Wilderness include the pinnacles and spires of volcanic escarpments along major streams and rolling virgin ponderosa pine forests, the largest in the world protected as wilderness. By far these pine woodlands are the most predominant habitat type and are found mostly in mid-elevation uplands above canyons between 6,000 and 7,500 feet. A second major vegetative community includes spruce-fir forests above 9,000 feet, sprinkled with aspen, grassy parks, and wet meadows. Your wanderings through the Gila will also take you across brushy south slopes, vast mesa grasslands, and woodlands dominated by oak, pinyon-juniper, or deciduous trees along streams. Wherever you hike in the Gila, look carefully at the surrounding forest and how it got there. It is largely determined by exposure to the sun, elevation, available soil moisture, and the presence or absence of fire. Natural fire is especially important to the perpetuation of fire-dependent pine forests that make up most of the Gila Wilderness.


Expect to see a blend of Engelmann spruce, Douglas fir, and Southwestern white pine high in the Mogollons. Mid-elevation uplands are the home of open pine parks along with pinyon-juniper woodlands on south-facing hillsides. The greatest plant diversity exists along major fast-moving streams. A typical hardwood mix includes sycamore, cottonwood, alder, box elder, ash, mountain maple, walnut, and several kinds of willow. Imagine the flourish of colors in the fall!


The fauna is correspondingly varied. There are up to 280 species of birds, eighty-one types of mammals, fifty-one reptiles and amphibians, and a couple dozen fish species. Several threatened and endangered species, such as the reintroduced Gila cutthroat trout, find refuge in small tributary streams. Many of the following hikes traverse the high-country home of elk, mule deer, and blue grouse, all the way down to low canyon bottoms, inhabited by Gila monsters and coral snakes. Coyotes, turkeys, and javelinas are commonly seen. Black bears and mountain lions are more reclusive, but chances are they’ve seen you first from the security of a high rock ledge or dark thicket.


So, as you explore the world’s first wilderness, think of it as a gigantic patchwork of virtually unlimited forest types, climatic conditions, and topography. As an alert hiker you’ll thrill to the discovery of something new around every bend in the canyon or trail.


HUMAN HISTORY OF THE GILA


The Gila area has been the scene of human activity for only a few centuries. Paleo-Indians traveled across the mesas and along the river valleys in their nomadic pattern of life. Hunters sought game and found refuge in large alcoves. The Mogollon migrated to the West Fork in the 1200s, perhaps fleeing from enemies or famine. A small group built their dwellings high on canyon walls and raised crops in the river valleys. Their residence was temporary, but extraordinary dwellings remain to impress us with their elaborate engineering and construction skills. The Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument is a magical site, a testimony to the productivity of these early people. Another historical site is signed along the West Fork on the road to the Cliff Dwellings.


Later groups of Native Americans, most notably the Apache, hunted and fished in the Gila region for centuries, but left no permanent trace of their presence. Much of the 19th-century traffic in the Gila consisted of US Army attempts to eradicate the Apache and their leaders, Victorio and Geronimo. Names from this era remain in the Wilderness today (Lookout Mountain, Prior, McKenna, Cooney), as does the military trail, built to supply army posts.


In the homestead era of the early 20th century, intrepid settlers found the Gila inviting. The short growing season and the lack of transportation to markets limited their success. All you find now are traces of their cabins, or their names. Nat Straw Canyon, Lilley Park, and the Trotter Trail represent some of the heritage preserved by place-names. Ben Lilley, for example, had the dubious distinction of being the Southwest’s leading exterminator of bears and cougars. Miners came also, but found few riches outside of Mogollon. Evidence of their activities remains on the trail to Windy Gap and on the Golden Link Trail on Dry Creek. The Catwalk itself is an artifact of the mining era.


Ranching remains a dominant commercial activity in the Gila region. Grazing is permitted in the Wilderness where it existed before designation. Cattle can be found in the eastern and northeastern sections of the Gila on grazing allotments. Elsewhere, you frequently come across corrals and stock ponds, dating back 90 years and more. Word has it that there are rogue cattle roaming wild in the remote canyons of the lower Gila, still avoiding capture after decades of freedom. In fact, one of the side canyons along this stretch of the Gila River is aptly named “Wild Cow Canyon.”


HIKING IN THE GILA


The Gila Wilderness has steep, rugged mountains, rough, deep canyons, flat mesas, and rushing mountain streams. The elevation of the Gila ranges from 4,800 feet on the lower Gila River to 10,895 feet on Whitewater Baldy. Water is a primary concern when planning a trip in this exciting country. There’s often either too much of it or not enough.


Hikes along river corridors, specifically the Forks of the Whitewater, the Forks of the Gila, and the Gila and Mogollon Creeks involve many wet-foot crossings. Flash flooding is a danger in the summer rainy season or during spring runoff if there’s a good snowpack in the high country. Before embarking on any trip along the Gila’s main streams, check with the USDA Forest Service office in Glenwood (for Whitewater Creek) or the Gila Visitor Center (the Gila River and its forks) for current and anticipated water levels.


The scarcity of water seriously limits your itinerary away from the rivers. Don’t be fooled by the springs and stock ponds that appear on Forest Service maps or USGS topographic maps. Not all springs are reliable, and most stock ponds are too muddy and mucky for human use. Check with the Forest Service for the current status of springs you are counting on.


CLIMATE AND WEATHER


Regardless of elevation, nights are cool throughout the Gila, even in the summer. Up-to-the-minute weather reports are located at www.weather.com. Also consult Reading Weather by Jim Woodmencey (FalconGuides, 2012).


From July through August, you can expect to experience nearly 3 feet of rain. Flash flooding, lightning, and wildfires are also dangers during July and August. You need to know how to deal with these potential dangers.


September through November is a delightful time of year in the Gila, with lower precipitation, warm days and cool nights, and spectacular fall colors on the aspen slopes and along the river corridors. Hunting season brings a lot of backcountry users. It is wise to wear hunter’s orange if hiking then. Make sure your pets are properly attired, too.


Winters are mild in the Gila corridor, often in the 50s and 60s during the day, but dropping to below 20 degrees Fahrenheit at night. Snowstorms can temporarily stop travel on NM 15 from Silver City. The forest roads north and east of the Wilderness are not open or maintained until late in the spring.


March through June is prime time for visiting the Gila. Nights are still cold, especially in the higher country, but the warmer days are excellent for hiking, without insects and without many other hikers. The only concern is the impact of spring runoff on the rivers. The Forest Service can provide you with accurate information on daily river volumes.


June through July is the period of highest visitation. The size of the densely forested Gila, however, means you can still find solitude. Away from the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument or the Catwalk you are likely to be alone, even at the busiest season.


GILA AREA LOGISTICS


How to Get There


The Gila is protected by its wilderness designation and its remote location. Silver City, the gateway city for the Gila, is about 160 miles northwest of El Paso, Texas, which has the nearest commercial airport. Tucson, Arizona, is 200 miles away, and Albuquerque, New Mexico, is about 250 miles from Silver City.


Silver City to the Gila Visitor Center is a 2-hour drive on NM 15, a narrow, winding paved road through the Gila National Forest and over the Pinos Altos Mountains. Drivers of large motor homes are advised to approach the Gila corridor on NM 35 via Mimbres to avoid crossing the Pinos Altos Range on NM 15. Glenwood, the west side gateway town for the Mogollon Mountain region, is an hour from Silver City on US 180. This highway is a major two-lane road.


The forest roads bordering the Wilderness on the north and east are improved gravel. Under normal conditions they are passable by passenger vehicles. The Bursum Road on the north is high enough to be snowbound and gated into June in some years. Even when the temperatures in the lower country are in the 70s, Silver Creek Divide can have heavy snow on the road. FR 150 (North Star Mesa Road) on the east is also closed by snow, especially in its higher southern end where it crosses the Continental Divide. In early spring, erosion damage can make this road impassable until the road crew gets there. The mesa roads on the northwest (FR 141 and 142) are usually in good condition and are rough only in the few sections where they cross a drainage.


Nearby Services


Silver City (pop. 10,700) is a full-service city. The little towns around the Gila provide a variety of goods and services, but these are quite limited, and can suddenly change. Use the Internet to get current commercial information.


Glenwood: This small town has lost several commercial establishments since the fire and flood. Gas and groceries are available in Alma, 2.5 miles north on US 180. The restaurants in Glenwood are open intermittently. Immediately north of Glenwood the Forest Service’s Big Horn Campground (no fee) has a vault toilet and picnic tables. The Glenwood Ranger District Office is 0.25 mile south of town on US 180. Water is available there, along with information and maps.


Mogollon: On the Bursum Road, 6 miles east of US 180, the town of Mogollon is a lightly inhabited settlement. Formerly a thriving mining town in its heyday, it is now almost a ghost town. There are no services in Mogollon.


NM 35 to Lake Roberts: There are a couple of commercial establishments on the highway along Sapillo Creek near the southeastern edge of the Gila. The Grey Feather Motel at the NM 15/NM 35 intersection has a cafe and a gift shop. A general store at Lake Roberts offers a few groceries, beer, ice, and gas, regular and diesel. It also has pay phones and a mailbox.


Gila Hot Springs: About 40 miles north of Silver City, this tiny community has around thirty permanent residents. Doc Campbell’s Trading Post, the local general store, bookstore, and museum, has been in the same family for over 60 years. It has a selection of canned and freeze-dried foods, ice, and milk, but carries no produce or beer. If you like a cold beer after a hike, you’ve got to bring it with you. Laundry facilities and showers are available at Campbell’s. The only pay phone in the valley is on the front porch, along with the only mailbox. Only regular gas is sold at the store (no diesel). Campbell’s carries an impressive selection of books on the region’s natural history, history, geology, and archaeology. Lodging is available at a small motel or a bed-and-breakfast at Gila Hot Springs.


There is no garbage collection in the Gila corridor. There are no trash containers at any of the trailheads, at the visitor center, or at the monument. Be prepared to carry your trash all the way home with you.


Drinking water is available at the Gila Visitor Center parking lot.


The Forest Service campgrounds in the Gila corridor are currently no-fee. The Scorpion campgrounds near the monument were former picnic areas; they have paved parking, vault toilets, and picnic tables. South of Gila Hot Springs, along the river, are the Grapevine and the Forks forest camps. The term “forest camp” is used to denote a no-fee site at which amenities are few. In this case they have vault toilets. Access roads to both are improved gravel, and neither has drinking water available. There are no prohibitions about camping on national forest land along the NM 15 corridor. Consult your Wilderness map to verify the location of public land amid all the private inholdings in the river valley.


Campgrounds and forest camps: Forest Service campgrounds (or forest camps) are scattered around the perimeter of the Gila Wilderness. Except for the campgrounds at Lake Roberts and Snow Lake, these are no-fee sites. They do have vault toilets and, in some cases, picnic tables. Consult the Gila National Forest map for the location and facilities of these campgrounds and forest camps.


Safety and Preparedness


Statistically, your backcountry outing is safer than your drive to and from the trailhead. There are, however, hazards you need to be aware of in the Gila. If you are prepared, you will be much safer.


Meningitis: The water in hot springs is the home of the amoeba Naegleria fowleri, which can enter your brain via mouth or nasal passages. Do not submerge your head or splash hot spring water on your face in order to avoid potential contamination.


Rattlesnakes: The Gila is home to several species of rattlers that may be out as early as April and as late as October. They are most active in the hot summer months. Do not sit or put your hands anywhere before looking. Use a walking stick to prod a trail covered with leaves or vegetation. Snakes are terrified of humans and will usually flee if you warn them of your approach. If you get bitten, seek help as quickly as possible. Use a venom extractor kit only when you are far from medical assistance.


Rabies: Stay away from any wild animal that behaves unnaturally. Friendly behavior is not normal and should be considered suspect. Control your pet so it won’t tangle with a rabid wild animal, and make sure its shots are current before visiting the Gila.


Mountain lions: The Gila is outstanding habitat for mountain lions. This is their home and you are a visitor. Avoid hiking at night when lions are often hunting. Instruct your children on appropriate behavior when confronted with a lion: Do not run. As a precaution, keep your children in sight.


Lightning: Especially during summer months, lightning is a very real hazard in the Gila. Stay off ridges and peaks when storms threaten. Seek shelter in dense woods, a grove of young trees, or a deep valley or canyon. Avoid large or lone trees. If caught in the open, discard any metal products—like your backpack—stay away from fences, and sit or lie down separately.


Wildfire: Fires are frequent in the Gila. If naturally ignited by lightning, wilderness fires are usually allowed to burn, unless they threaten structures or grow too huge. If you encounter a fire, stay upwind from the blaze. In mountainous terrain, fires tend to run uphill, so stay below a fire, out of its path. If a trailhead is closed by fire, find an alternate route.
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