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A sandstone block frames the Pawnee Buttes at Pawnee National Grassland.






1 PAWNEE BUTTES TRAIL, PAWNEE NATIONAL GRASSLAND

The scenic Pawnee Buttes Trail explores the shortgrass prairie of Pawnee National Grassland. The trail offers summer wildflowers, a diversity of wildlife, and the East and West Pawnee Buttes, iconic landmarks of northeastern Colorado.


Start: Trailhead on north side of the parking lot

Distance: 3.8 miles out and back

Hiking time: 2–3 hours

Elevation gain: 438-foot cumulative gain

Trail surface: Dirt

Best season: Spring and fall

Schedule: Open daily

Other trail users: Equestrians

Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed but must be under voice control at all times (Be sure to pick up after them.)

Land status: USDA Forest Service public land

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Pawnee Buttes, Grover SE

Trail contact: Pawnee National Grassland, 115 N Second Ave., Ault 80610; (970) 834-9270; www.fs.usda.gov/main/arp/home

Special considerations: There is no shade on the trail. Watch for rattlesnakes along the trail in summer. No mountain bikes allowed. Nearby seasonal raptor closures at the Overlook and Lips Bluff areas. Road to trailhead may be impassable with mud and snow in winter (4x4 recommended).




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From I-25 east of Fort Collins, take exit 269 and drive east on CO 14 for 52 miles to CR 103 (about 13 miles east of Briggsdale). Turn left on CR 103 and drive 4.5 miles north to Keota. Cross over CR 390 and pass through Keota and turn left (north) on CR 105. Drive 3 miles north to CR 104 and turn right (east). Follow CR 104 for 3 miles to CR 111 and turn left (north). Drive north for 4.5 miles on CR 111 until it makes a sharp horseshoe bend left. At the top of the curve, go right (north) on GDR 685 and follow it for 1.8 miles to a parking lot and the trailhead, on the left. GPS: 40.808192 N / -103.989386 W




THE HIKE

The Pawnee Buttes Trail, twisting east for 1.9 miles to the edge of 193,060-acre Pawnee National Grassland, offers an excellent introduction to grassland ecology. This easy hike, exploring the heart of an immense range of shortgrass prairie, descends through eroded bluffs to the twin monolithic Pawnee Buttes that tower above a broad valley. Most of the original shortgrass prairie was destroyed by decades of overgrazing in the twentieth century, but it has returned and now resembles the historic grassland that was once the ancestral hunting ground of the Pawnee tribe.

The grassland also teems with wildlife. The area, sitting on the edge of the Central Flyway, is renowned for its bird-watching opportunities. The late ornithologist Roger Tory Peterson called the grassland his favorite Colorado birding area. More than 296 bird species, including horned lark, black-tailed magpie, golden eagle, western meadowlark, burrowing owl, American goldfinch, and lark bunting, Colorado’s state bird, are spotted on cliffs and in creek bottoms, grassy plains, and wooded draws. Common mammals living here are pronghorn, mule deer, coyote, badger, prairie dog, and jackrabbit. Keep alert for rattlesnakes—usually the prairie rattler, which inhabits rocky slopes on the buttes and the open prairie.


[image: The twin Pawnee Buttes rise above the shortgrass prairie on the Pawnee Buttes Trail.]
The twin Pawnee Buttes rise above the shortgrass prairie on the Pawnee Buttes Trail.



Unpredictable weather dominates the Pawnee Buttes. Summer days are hot, with highs climbing into the 90s. Heavy thunderstorms, coupled with lightning and hail, regularly occur on summer afternoons. Watch for lightning on exposed elevations like the trailhead parking lot and the Pawnee Buttes Overlook. Rain also makes the dirt roads temporarily impassable with mud. Bring water and wear a hat and sunscreen, since little shade is available. Autumn days, late September to early November, are pleasant and warm. Winter brings snow, with blizzards drifting snow over roads and melting snow turning dirt roads into muddy gumbo. Warm winter periods melt the snow, dry the roads, and provide superb conditions for hiking. Spring, beginning in late March, offers a medley of rainstorms, wet snows, high winds, and warming temperatures. Much of the grassland’s 12 to 15 inches of annual precipitation falls between April and June.

Begin the hike at the Pawnee Buttes Trailhead, on the north side of the parking area, which has restrooms, shaded picnic tables, and interpretive signs about the Pawnee Pioneer Trails Scenic and Historic Byway and information about the area’s geology, grasslands, and wildlife. Follow the marked Pawnee Buttes Trail (#601) past three ramadas and bend north across a sloping plain to a junction with Trail #601.1 at 0.15 mile. This short trail heads east to a viewpoint. The trail, as well as the Lips Bluff area to the north, is closed from March 1 to June 30 for nesting raptors.

Continue northwest on the trail to a fence and gate at 0.6 mile. Past the fence is a junction with the Lips Bluff Trail, which heads east along the rocky bluffs to a viewpoint. This area is closed in spring. The trail bends north and descends through eroded badlands, passing castellated rock formations sculpted by wind and water and dry ravines filled with tallgrass and clumps of yucca. The trail reaches the base of the escarpment after 0.8 mile and bends east alongside a twisting dry wash. Tall cottonwood trees spring from the wash, providing a welcome shade stop on hot days.


[image: The Pawnee Buttes Trail descends an eroded arroyo lined with yucca and grass.]
The Pawnee Buttes Trail descends an eroded arroyo lined with yucca and grass.



Past the cottonwoods, the trail dips across the wash at 0.9 mile and heads east across a grassy plain. Blue grama and buffalo grasses dominate the dry prairie, while other grasses flourish in moist ravines. These mixed grasses include needle-and-thread grass, June grass, western wheatgrass, and little bluestem grass, which prefers north-facing slopes that hold water. Prickly pear cacti scatter along the trail, and juniper trees cloak the dry hillsides. A stand of limber pines, probably a relic from wetter times, grows in Dave’s Draw, west of the buttes.

The trail crosses rolling terrain, dips across another dry wash, and picks up an abandoned doubletrack road and at 1.2 miles reaches a four-way junction. Take the left track and continue east toward West Pawnee Butte, passing the heads of two washes. At 1.7 miles the trail reaches the south side of 5,325-foot West Pawnee Butte, a towering sand-castle ringed by white cliffs.

The East and West Pawnee Buttes, forming distinctive landmarks for Native Americans, trappers, and homesteaders, loom above North Pawnee Creek’s wide valley. Author James Michener featured them in his Colorado-based novel Centennial, published in 1974, renaming them the “Rattlesnake Buttes.” He wrote: “They were extraordinary, these two sentinels of the plains. Visible for miles in each direction, they guarded a bleak and silent empire.”



[image: chpt_fig_038.jpg]



The horizontal rock layers that form the 350-foot-high buttes are sandstone deposited on a seafloor about 125 million years ago. Wind and water erosion attacked the soft rock over the last 10 million years, slowly sculpting the monuments. The buttes are capped by the Arikaree Formation, a protective layer of erosion-resistant sandstone and conglomerate atop the softer, claylike Brule Formation beneath.

The Pawnee Buttes area is a famed fossil locale. Rival paleontologists Othniel Charles Marsh and Edward Drinker Cope came in the early 1870s to excavate fossilized mammal skeletons dating from the Miocene and Oligocene epochs, some 30 to 40 million years ago, from the area’s arroyos and exposed badlands. These fossils include hooved animals, ancestral horses, turtles, and giant megafauna like the rhinoceros-like titanothere and the clawed horselike chalicothere.

The trail traverses eroded slopes on the southern side of West Pawnee Butte and drops onto a plain between the buttes. Continue hiking northeast on the sandy trail; after 1.9 miles reach a fence line that marks the boundary of Pawnee National Grassland and the end of the hike. Turn around at the fence and return to the trailhead.

Note: Beyond the fence private land stretches to another grassland boundary on the southwest corner of 5,375-foot East Pawnee Butte. Some hikers continue east on the trail from the boundary across unposted private property to explore the east butte or to climb a short scrambling route up cliff bands on its east side to the summit. West Pawnee Butte has also been climbed. The butte is one of Colorado’s more difficult technical summits to climb, with its only route ascending a clay wall on its north face.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the north side of the parking lot (GPS: 40.808192 N / -103.989386 W).

	0.15 Junction with Trail #601.1. Go northwest on the main trail.

	0.6 Reach a fence line and gate (GPS: 40.814111 N / -103.994592 W). Go through the gate and hike northeast past the junction with the Lips Bluff Trail.

	0.8 Reach the base of the escarpment and bend east along a wash.

	0.9 Pass cottonwoods and scramble out of the wash. Continue east toward West Pawnee Butte on abandoned road.

	1.2 Reach a junction with an old road on the left and a singletrack trail on the right (GPS: 40.820328 N / -103.981570 W). Continue straight.

	1.7 Scramble across eroded slopes on the south side of West Pawnee Butte.

	1.9 Reach boundary of Pawnee National Grassland in a plain between the buttes (GPS: 40.822746 N / -103.972882 W). Turn around here and hike back to the trailhead.

	3.8 Arrive back at the trailhead.








2 MONUMENT HILL AND BLUFF TRAILS, SAND CREEK MASSACRE NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE

These interpretive trails explore the western edge of Big Sandy Creek’s valley, with numerous stops at signs that explain the 1864 massacre of the Cheyenne and Arapaho people camped in the valley. It is an emotional hike that every American should take.


Start: Trailhead at the north side of the visitor station parking lot

Distance: 4.0 miles out and back

Hiking time: 1–2 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation gain: 135 feet cumulative gain

Trail surface: Packed dirt and gravel

Best season: Mar through May; Sept through Nov

Schedule: Open Thurs through Mon, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m., Mar 1 to Oct 31; closed Tues and Wed. Open Mon through Fri, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m., Nov 1 to Feb 28; closed Sat and Sun. Closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day.

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed

Land status: National Park Service, Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS North of Chivington

Trail contact: Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site, 55411 CR W (mailing address: PO Box 249), Eads 81036-0249; (719) 438-5916 or (719) 729-3003; www.nps.gov/sand/

Special considerations: Hot in summer; carry water; wear a hat and sunscreen. Watch for rattlesnakes. Do not hike off-trail or enter the Big Sandy Creek drainage. Be sure to finish this hike by 4 p.m., when the site closes.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] Site is 23 miles east of Eads; all turns are marked with signs. Drive to Eads on the plains between Limon and I-70 and Lamar and US 50. From Eads, drive east on US 287 for 2.7 miles and turn left (east) onto CO 96. Drive east on CO 96 for 12 miles to Chief White Antelope Way/CR 54. Turn left (north) and drive on the dirt road for 7.2 miles, past two interpretive pullouts. Turn right (east) on CR W and drive 1.8 miles to a signed left turn to the site.




THE HIKE

The hike on the Monument Hill and Bluff Trails runs along the western edge of a broad valley floored by intermittent Big Sandy Creek at the Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site. Signs along the trails interpret and explain the Sand Hill Massacre, one of the most brutal atrocities perpetrated on Native Americans by the US government and US Army.

The Sand Creek site is a place every American should visit and pay respect to the innocent people who died at the hands, rifles, and knives of the US government. It is a hallowed place with sacred ground; the site of murder, mayhem, and genocide; a place of blood, gore, hatred, and everything that is ugly in the world. Walking along the bluff, hikers sense the cries of anguish, the sobs of lost souls, the silence of the dead. It is a moving experience to look across the shallow valley, mostly unchanged since that terrible day.


[image: A hiker follows the Bluffs Trail along the western edge of Sandy Creek’s valley.]
A hiker follows the Bluffs Trail along the western edge of Sandy Creek’s valley.



In 1864 Territorial Governor John Evans, a transplanted Illinoisan (Evanston, a Chicago suburb, is named for him) who was appointed the second governor of the Colorado Territory by President Lincoln in 1862, urged residents to take arms and “all citizens of Colorado… to go in pursuit of all hostile Indians [and] kill and destroy all enemies of the country.”

Based on that order, and with Governor Evan’s blessing, Col. John Chivington of the Colorado Volunteers marched 675 cavalry troops to southeastern Colorado. Despite warnings from other soldiers not to attack the Cheyenne, who were negotiating for peace, Chivington’s men attacked a winter village of roughly 750 Southern Cheyenne and Arapaho in the early morning of November 29, 1864.

The Cheyenne and Arapaho camped at Sand Creek were in peace talks with the US government and flew an American flag and a white peace flag over the camp, which the soldiers ignored. Chiefs Black Kettle, White Antelope, and Left Hand believed their people were safe and were under the protection of the US Army. They were wrong.

In 8 hours the troops murdered more than 230 people, mostly women, children, and elders, as well as several chiefs; the others fled on foot across the cactus-studded prairie. The soldiers killed indiscriminately, shooting children in the head at point-blank range, cutting breasts and vaginas from still-living women and penises from men, and scalping others.


Two commanders, Capt. Silas Soule and Lt. Joseph Cramer, didn’t allow their troops to participate in the massacre of innocent people. Although they held their men on the bluff above Big Sandy Creek, they were unable to stop the slaughter, since they too were threatened with death if they intervened.

Testimony given in US government investigations and writings by observers provide horrifying accounts of the violence.

Captain Soule testified: “I refused to fire and swore that none but a coward would. Hundreds of women and children were coming toward us and getting on their knees for mercy… it was hard to see little children… have their brains beat out by men professing to be civilized.”

Witness Stan Hoig said: “Fingers and ears were cut off the bodies for the jewelry they carried. The body of White Antelope, lying solitarily in the creek bed, was a prime target. Besides scalping him, the soldiers cut off his nose, ears, and testicles—the last for a tobacco pouch.”

Robert Bent, married to a native woman and camped at the site, wrote: “I saw one squaw lying on the bank whose leg had been broken. A soldier came up to her with a drawn sabre. She raised her arm to protect herself; he struck, breaking her arm. She rolled over and raised her other arm; he struck, breaking that, and then left her without killing her. I saw one squaw cut open, with an unborn child lying by her side.”

John S. Smith testified to the violence: “I saw the bodies of those lying there cut all to pieces, worse mutilated than any I ever saw before; the women cut all to pieces…. With knives; scalped; their brains knocked out; children two or three months old; all ages lying there, from sucking infants up to warriors…. By whom were they mutilated? By the United States troops.”

Today the Sand Creek Massacre site is a place of peace and remembrance on Colorado’s far eastern plains. Every year on November 29, descendants of the Cheyenne and Arapaho people who died at Big Sandy Creek gather to remember their ancestors. At a socially distanced 3-hour ceremony in 2020, Fred Mosqueda, coordinator of the Culture Program of the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes, said they could feel their ancestors. “It was windy. It was tough to get going. We sang the songs, and this feeling came over us. They were happy we still came.”

It is at places like the Sand Creek Massacre site that we can recognize the stains on the soul of the country. We need a reckoning of our history and an understanding of not only the good but also the evil. We have to stop running from our historical sins to begin the process of healing. We have to remember that this land that we call Colorado—a place of beauty, majesty, raw nature, and a vault of blue sky—is the ancestral homeland of ancient native peoples.

Start the hike at the trailhead on the north side of the main parking lot. A visitor contact station, restrooms, and tornado shelter are nearby. The first hike segment runs 0.5 mile on the Monument Hill Trail from the trailhead to an overlook atop Monument Hill to the northwest. Walk north into a grove of cottonwoods to signs about the historic site and the “Conscience and Courage” of Captain Soules and Lieutenant Cramer of the 1st Colorado Volunteer Cavalry, who didn’t participate in the massacre, and several letters from Soule that were found in 2000, which convinced Congress to establish the National Historic Site. Nearby are shady picnic tables.

Past the signs, bend northwest on the signed Monument Hill Trail and hike onto the treeless prairie. At 0.3 mile, signs explain the use of Sand Creek as a Native American campsite and the Fort Lyon Reservation. Continue on the trail to a junction at a fence at 0.4 mile. Keep right on the signed Monument Hill Overlook Trail. The left branch heads west to a parking area. The trail climbs through sagebrush and at 0.4 mile reaches another junction. The left trail comes from a parking lot and restrooms. Go right and hike north to the top of Monument Hill and a junction with the Bluff Trail.

Turn right at the junction and walk 150 feet to a shade ramada with benches and a semicircle of interpretive signs that detail the massacre. The Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site opened in 2007 as the 391st unit of the National Park Service. Besides honoring those killed in the massacre, the site offers healing to the Cheyenne and Arapaho people and other Americans. The story of the massacre is told through signs from a Native American perspective and from the voices of the Cheyenne and Arapaho who survived the attack and their descendants.


[image: Tall cottonwoods in the dry creekbed were saplings during 1864’s Sand Creek Massacre.]
Tall cottonwoods in the dry creekbed were saplings during 1864’s Sand Creek Massacre.



The view from Monument Hill includes the sweeping bend of Big Sandy Creek where the massacre took place and a bluff that runs northwest. Signs on the hill explain the tribal camps below and the Chief’s Village, which included thirty-three chiefs and headmen. Nearby is a repatriation site where the human remains and objects from the massacre have been buried, beginning in 2008. The hallowed valley looks much as it did in 1864.

A sign on Monument Hill labeled “Sacred Memory” notes: “Today, Sand Creek is a place of healing, where spirits of those killed continue to be a part of the living landscape. A place where all people can gather to learn about the past, reflect on the present, and work together to prevent such tragedies in the future.”

Return west to the junction and head northwest on the 1.5-mile Bluff Trail, the second leg of the hike. This trail closes at 3 p.m. and the site gates lock at 4 p.m., so time your hike so you can return to the trailhead before closing. Stay on the trail and watch for rattlesnakes in the warmer months. There is no shade on the trail, so be prepared by carrying water and wearing a hat.

The trail crosses open terrain along the edge of a bluff that spills down to Big Sandy Creek. The dry creek flows only after thunderstorms. Twisted cottonwoods scatter across the creek’s floodplain, indicating underground water, which native people reached by digging holes in the sandy creek bed. The oldest cottonwoods date from 1864 to



[image: chpt_fig_041.jpg]



1885, so some may have been saplings at the time of the massacre. Vegetation along the trail is shortgrass prairie.

Three sets of signs on the trail continue the story of the massacre. The first one details dawn, when women heard the distant sound of hooves, waking the village with cries that buffalo were approaching. Other signs report the attack; Chief Black Kettle raising the American flag; the “killing field” where defenseless women and children were slaughtered; the soldiers driving off the horse herds; a counterattack by Cheyenne warriors to give villagers time to escape; and the massacre of Big Head and his warriors.

The trail ends with more signs and a rest bench on the bluff. These signs discuss the chaos on the field, the disgust that soldiers felt afterward, and the bravery of the native women who fought back to protect their families and allow others to escape. The last sign explains the aftermath of the carnage—how some survived by sheltering in sand-pits and others fled, spending the night on the cold prairie without shelter, food, or fire. The next day the soldiers set fire to the tepees, executed prisoners, and departed. The Cheyenne and Arapaho dead were left where they died, “their spirits forever entwined with the landscape.”

After reading the signs, sit silently on a bench and reflect on this human tragedy. Remember the souls of those who died on this peaceful prairie, and send a prayer into the cosmos for their suffering and release. Then shoulder your pack and head southeast on the trail for 2.0 miles to the trailhead.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at trailhead on the north side of the parking lot (GPS: 38.544512 N / -102.504352 W). Walk to a picnic area and interpretive signs, and after 125 feet bend northwest on the signed Monument Hill Trail.

	0.3 Reach a two-panel sign about Fort Lyons and “Sand Creek as a Campsite.” Continue northwest.

	0.4 Reach a junction with a trail to the left to the Monument Hill parking lot (GPS: 38.547966 N /-102.509842 W). Go right and angle northwest to join a trail from the parking lot to the south.

	0.5 Junction on the west side of Monument Hill (GPS: 38.549148 N /-102.511883 W). Go right on the trail for 200 feet to a circular walk with interpretive signs and a shade ramada. Return to the junction and hike northwest on the Bluff Trail, passing three sets of signs.

	2.0 Reach the trail’s end, with three sets of signs, a rest bench, and a sign reading: “Silence and Respect” (GPS: 38.560156 N / -102.526890 W). Turn around here and return to the trailhead on the Bluff Trail.

	3.5 Reach the junction on Monument Hill. Go right on the Monument Hill Trail.

	4.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.








3 PICKETWIRE CANYON TRAIL, COMANCHE NATIONAL GRASSLAND

The Picketwire Canyon Trail follows a closed road along the Purgatoire River, passing sandstone cliffs, rock art sites, and the ruins of a mission, to the largest dinosaur trackway in North America, on the riverbanks.


Start: Withers Canyon Trailhead

Distance: 11.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: 5–8 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation gain: 250 feet of elevation loss and gain in Withers Canyon

Trail surface: Singletrack and doubletrack dirt and sand

Best season: Year-round; best Apr, May, Sept, and Oct

Schedule: Open daily during daylight hours

Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers; limited vehicle tours

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only

Land status: USDA Forest Service, Comanche National Grassland

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Riley Canyon, Beaty Canyon

Trail contact: Comanche National Grassland, 1420 E Third St., La Junta 81050; (719) 384-2181; www.fs.usda.gov/main/psicc/home

Special considerations: Hot in summer, with no shade on the trail; bring water. Watch for flash floods. Rattlesnakes are common. There is no camping in Picketwire Canyonlands; limited camping at trailhead and corrals.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From La Junta, drive south on CO 109 for 13 miles. Turn right (west) on CR 802 (David Canyon Road) and drive 8 miles. Turn left (south) on CR 25 and drive south for 6 miles. Turn left at Picket Wire Corrals onto FSR 500A. Follow FSR 500A for 3 miles, following signs to Withers Canyon Trailhead (GPS: 37.659764 N / -103.570908 W). Park at the trailhead parking loop.




THE HIKE

The Picketwire Canyon Trail explores Purgatoire Canyon, a cliff-lined canyon carved by the Purgatoire River in 443,764-acre Comanche National Grassland south of La Junta. The trail, beginning at Withers Canyon Trailhead above the canyon, follows old roads for 5.6 miles to one of Colorado’s paleontological wonders—the largest dinosaur track site in North America. The site, spreading across 0.25 mile of exposed bedrock along the river, boasts over 1,900 dinosaur tracks in more than 130 trackways.

The 11.2-mile round-trip hike is easy since it follows closed roads but is rated moderate because of the hike’s length and arid terrain. The hardest hiking is on the 250-foot ascent out of Withers Canyon to the trailhead on the return leg.

Hikers should be prepared for emergencies, severe weather, heat, and thirst and plan on spending a full day on the trail. Be in good physical condition, and know your limits as well as those of your party. Pick your footwear carefully—running shoes may not offer foot protection from the cacti along the trail. Bring extra socks and moleskin to treat possible blisters before they form. Also carry a basic first-aid kit.


[image: A hiker strides by boulder-covered slopes above the Picketwire Canyon Trail.]
A hiker strides by boulder-covered slopes above the Picketwire Canyon Trail.



Rattlesnakes, scorpions, and biting insects are common, especially in summer. Avoid tall grass and rocky slopes, do not hike off trail, watch where you place feet and hands, and keep alert for snakes along the trail. Remember that this is their home and you are an intruder, so do no harm. Leash your dogs to avoid conflicts with snakes and to keep them from harassing wildlife. Don’t bring dogs in summer, when ground temperatures can exceed 130°F.

If you hike in summer, bring at least 1 gallon of water per person and either sports drinks or electrolyte-replacement tablets, and be prepared for temperatures between 90°F and 105°F. Almost no shade is found along the trail except the meager shade of juniper trees. Wear a hat, sunscreen, sunglasses, and insect repellent for protection. Severe thunderstorms and lightning occur during July and August afternoons. Flash floods can occur without warning. Be ready to climb to safety.

Besides hiking, visitors can view the dinosaur track site and the Picketwire Canyon-lands on mountain bikes or horses or by taking an auto tour, the only motorized access to the area. Reservations for limited tours are required through www.recreation.gov or by calling (877) 444-6777. The ranger-led tours are on Saturday in May, June, September, and October.

Start at the Withers Canyon Trailhead on the east side of the parking loop at the end of the access road. The first mile descends 250 feet from the trailhead to the Purgatoire River in the main canyon. Hike northeast past a gate, register, and descend a rocky road into Withers Canyon, a side canyon that drains into Picketwire Canyon. The canyon was named for William J. Withers, manager of the nearby JJ Ranch from 1882 to 1917. After 0.2 mile the steep trail drops over sandstone shelves and after 0.4 mile reaches the dry floor of Withers Canyon and bends east. The next 0.6 mile of trail spirals around the end of a mesa and after a mile reaches the Purgatoire River.


[image: Mexican settlers prayed in the now-crumpled walls of the Dolores Mission in the late nineteenth century.]
Mexican settlers prayed in the now-crumpled walls of the Dolores Mission in the late nineteenth century.



Beginning high on the crest of the Culebra Range west of Trinidad, the 196-mile-long Purgatoire River courses through arid canyons before emptying into the Arkansas River near Las Animas. The river, retaining the French spelling of its name, is a reminder of the fur trappers who roamed this country in the early nineteenth century. The river’s original name was El Rio de las Animas Perdidas en Purgatorio (The River of the Lost Souls in Purgatory) after members of a sixteenth-century Spanish expedition were murdered by Native Americans on its banks, dying without the last rites of their Catholic faith. Anglo cowboys later mangled the Spanish and French names to “Picketwire,” a name now given to the river’s 40-mile-long canyon.

The next 2.9-mile section follows terraces along the river’s west bank to mission ruins. After reaching the floor of Picketwire Canyon, the trail becomes a doubletrack ranch road that crosses barren flats and dips across washes. After 1.1 miles, stop by a crumbling homestead. Inside the roofless house is a rusty stove and mattress spring. Nearby are the remains of a corral.

As you hike, look for petroglyphs on boulders above the trail. The area’s rock art, ranging from 300 to 8,000 years old, was first created by ancient hunters and gatherers and later by historic tribes like the Comanche and Apache. Rock art styles and motifs in Picketwire Canyon include biographic art similar to buffalo skin paintings and ledger drawings; abstract spirals, mazes, and lines; and shamanistic rock art with handprints, humanlike figures, and animals. One gallery is a line of deer or bighorn sheep pecked on a narrow sandstone panel. Tepee rings—circles of stones that once held down the edges of tepees—are found on benches above the trail.

After 2.9 miles the trail reaches the ruins of the Dolores Mission and cemetery. The church and surrounding buildings were built between 1871 and 1889 by twelve families led by Damacio Lopez. The church was the focal point of the community with its stone walls plastered with adobe. Next to the church is a cemetery covered with dry grass, tumbleweeds, and cholla cacti. Elaborately carved headstones are scattered across the graveyard, most marking the burial sites of long-forgotten children with names like Eugenio Padilla and Meliton Avila Murio. Most died between 1895 and 1900.

Continue south on the dusty trail along the base of the western slopes, passing the cast of an 8-foot-long shoulder bone of an apatosaurus, a giant dinosaur that probably measured 90 feet long and weighed more than 40,000 pounds. Parts of a camarasaurus, nicknamed “Woody,” were excavated in a nearby quarry.

After 5.3 miles the road reaches a junction with a trail on the left. Follow this short trail to a parking lot with a vault toilet. From the south side of the lot, continue south for 0.3 mile to the west bank of the Purgatoire River and the dinosaur track site.

The exposed trackways are on both sides of the river, with most of the tracks on the south bank. Look at the first trackways on the north bank, mostly theropod tracks, and then follow a short trail west along the bank past a small waterfall. The best place to cross the river is above the falls. Use caution and trekking poles or a stout stick to maintain balance while crossing the swift river. It is best to bring sandals for wading or go barefoot. Do not attempt to cross the river if it’s running high after rain. The extensive trackways on the south bank include apatosaurus tracks and parallel trackways.


[image: Petroglyphs etched on a sandstone boulder mark the passage of ancient Native Americans along the Picketwire Canyon Trail.]
Petroglyphs etched on a sandstone boulder mark the passage of ancient Native Americans along the Picketwire Canyon Trail.



Colorado was vastly different during Jurassic times, more than 150 million years ago. While mountains and plains dominate the state now, during that prehistoric era southeastern Colorado was covered with lakes and braided rivers twisting across low land. Dense forests of sequoias, pines, and tree ferns thrived in the tropical climate, and dinosaurs roamed the earth. These giants plod across the muddy shoreline of a brackish lake, dubbed Dinosaur Lake by paleontologists, leaving trails of footprints which became preserved in limestone along the banks of today’s Purgatoire River.


[image: chpt_fig_045.jpg]


The trackways were first reported in August 1935, when schoolgirl Betty Jo Ridennoure told her science teacher in Higbee about the dinosaur tracks. Since then, the riverbank has been swept clean to reveal trackways on both sides of the river. So far, more than 1,900 individual footprints in over 130 separate trackways have been uncovered. The tracks were made by two types of dinosaurs—sauropods, huge plant-eating dinosaurs that walked on four legs and left footprints the size of potholes, and therapods, bipedal carnivores that left three-toed prints. All the tracks were laid down in a short time, perhaps in an afternoon, preserving them as a snapshot of ancient life.


The giant herbivores included species like Apatosaurus that weighed up to 48,000 pounds and stretched more than 80 feet from nose to tail; the theropods were smaller predators like allosaurus, a 30-foot-long dinosaur that boasted a large head with a mouth filled with sharp teeth. Researchers have analyzed the maze of footprints and extracted valuable information about dinosaur behavior from hip height, speed, dinosaur species, possible populations here, and the environment. They also infer social behavior from the tracks, which indicate that apatosaurs traveled as a group, with smaller juveniles mixed with mature animals, behavior much like today’s grazing herbivores. It is surmised that the smaller allosaurs, which weighed about 5,000 pounds, hunted the larger species. The tracks indicate that they were solitary and didn’t hunt in packs. Most of the sauropod tracks indicate that the dinosaurs were moving in a westerly direction, while the therapod tracks roam back and forth across the track site.

After admiring this spectacular wonder, wade back across the river, scramble up the gravelly banks, and return to the parking lot and restroom. Rejoin the main trail and follow it northeast to Withers Canyon, then climb 250 feet back to the trailhead.




EXTRA CREDIT HIKES

For more adventure, return to the tour parking lot and go left on the Picketwire Canyon Trail. The trail continues southwest for 3.4 miles to Rourke Ranch National Historic Site. The abandoned ranch, settled on 40 acres by Eugene and Mary Rourke in 1871, thrived as a cattle ranch for three generations of Rourkes. The spread grew to cover 52,000 acres before it was sold in 1971. The ranch buildings are still in great shape. After visiting, return northeast on the Picketwire Canyon Trail to the Withers Canyon Trail-head for an 18-mile round-trip hike.

Hikers who don’t want to trek to the track site can do a 1.0-mile hike on the Withers Loop Trail. Begin at the Withers Canyon Trailhead and walk 200 feet east on the main trail. When it bends left, go straight on an old road that heads east to views on the canyon rim. Continue right on a trail and then northwest to the main trail.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the Withers Canyon Trailhead, on the east side of the parking loop (GPS: 37.659764 N / -103.570908 W). Hike east and descend into Withers Canyon.

	1.0 Reach the Purgatoire River. Go right and hike south on an old road.

	1.1 Pass old ranch ruins on the right.

	1.7 Reach the west bank of the Purgatoire River. Continue south and west as the river makes a bend.

	3.9 Reach the ruins of the Dolores Mission and cemetery (GPS: 37.636434 N / -103.585335 W).

	5.3 Junction with trail that leads to a parking lot and vault toilet (GPS: 37.620425 N / -103.598846 W). Go left to parking lot, and continue southeast on a dirt road.

	5.6 Reach the dinosaur trackway on the north bank of the Purgatoire River (GPS: 37.617814 N / -103.596674 W). Another trackway is west of the first one, and a large trackway is on the south side of the river. After viewing the trackways, follow the trail back to the trailhead.

	11.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.








4 SWALLOW AND COYOTE SONG TRAILS, SOUTH VALLEY PARK, JEFFERSON COUNTY OPEN SPACE

This easy hike makes a loop along two trails lined with tilted rock formations and cliffs in a scenic valley sandwiched between South Hogback and the Front Range southwest of Denver.


Start: South Valley North Trailhead

Distance: 2.1-mile loop

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation gain: 286 feet cumulative elevation gain

Trail surface: Singletrack dirt

Best season: Apr, May, Sept, and Oct

Schedule: Open daily, 1 hour before sunrise to 1 hour after sunset

Other trail users: Mountain bikers and equestrians on Coyote Song Trail

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only (Pick up dog waste and deposit in trash receptacles.)

Land status: Jefferson County Open Space

Fees and permits: None

Maps: USGS Indian Hills

Trail contact: Jeffco Open Space Headquarters, 700 Jefferson County Pkwy., Ste. 100, Golden 80401; (303) 271-5925; www.jeffco.us/open-space

Special considerations: Hot in summer, with little shade on the trail; bring water. Water is available in warmer months at restrooms at the trailhead. Rattlesnakes are common in warm months. Hiking off-trail and rock climbing are prohibited. Avoid hiking on trails in muddy conditions.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_035.png] From either I-70 or I-25 follow CO 470 to Ken Caryl Avenue southwest of Denver. Exit onto Ken Caryl Avenue and drive west for 0.3 mile to a junction. Go left on South Valley Road and drive south for 1 mile to a marked left (east) turn to the South Valley North Trailhead and two-level parking lot. The trailhead is on the northeast side of the upper parking lot by an information sign. The trailhead address is 12447 Deer Creek Canyon Rd., Littleton 80127. Restrooms, drinking water, a dog water fountain, and picnic tables are available at the trailhead. GPS: 39.566131 N / -105.152817 W




THE HIKE

This easy hike follows the Swallow, Prairie Falcon, and Coyote Song Trails for a 2.1-mile walk through the best scenery in South Valley Park. The park, enclosed by the Ken Caryl Ranch development on the north and Deer Creek Canyon on the south, is an enclave of wildlife, stunning views, and superb trails on the southwestern edge of the Denver metropolis.

South Valley Park, a Jefferson County open space park, spreads across 995 acres in a valley hemmed by the ragged South Hogback on the east and the Front Range on the west. The park offers 7.5 miles of trails that thread past red rocks and swing across open grasslands. The park’s western sector is permanently closed to visitation to protect animals, including nesting birds, with access only for research and educational purposes. With minimal elevation gain and no steep grades, the hike is ideal for families and kids.



[image: A family enjoys hiking on the Coyote Song Trail on a perfect spring afternoon.]
A family enjoys hiking on the Coyote Song Trail on a perfect spring afternoon.



The popular park is a strictly stay-on-the-trail park. Hikers need to follow designated paths and avoid hiking cross-country or scrambling on the rock formations. Most of the described hike is fenced along its trail edges to keep folks on the straight and narrow. To protect the fragile sandstone formations and nesting raptors, the park does not allow rock climbing. A volunteer ranger usually patrols the trails on busy days.






[image: Hikers follow the Swallow Trail below soaring sandstone ramparts.]
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MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Start at the trailhead on the northeast side of the upper parking lot (GPS: 39.566131 N / -105.152817 W). Hike south on the Swallow Trail, paralleling the entrance road, for 200 feet to stairs. Go left up the timber stairs to a junction with a trail on the left. Continue straight on the Swallow Trail along the west edge of rock formations.

	0.8 Reach a Y junction with the Prairie Falcon Trail (GPS: 39.557354 N / -105.144736 W). Go left on the Prairie Falcon Trail and hike southeast.

	1.0 Reach junction with the Coyote Song Trail (GPS: 39.555636 N / -105.141691 W). Go left on the Coyote Song Trail and hike north.

	1.4 Come to a junction with the Lyons Back Trail, on the right (GPS: 39.560956 N / -105.144188 W). (Option: Follow this 0.2 mile to an overlook and return.) Continue north on the Coyote Song Trail.

	1.9 Reach a Y junction and go left (downhill) on a connector trail. The Coyote Song Trail keeps right, across the hillside.

	2.1 Arrive back at the trailhead.










[image: bck_fig_001.jpg]




[image: bck_fig_002.jpg]



OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_018.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_019.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_016.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_017.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_014.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_015.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_012.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_013.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_021.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_022.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_020.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_029.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_027.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_028.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_025.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_026.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_023.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_024.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_032.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_033.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_030.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_031.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
(=)
=
o
W

®






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_038.jpg
PAWNEE BUTTES TRAIL, PAWNEE NATIONAL GRASSLAND

0 Kilometer 05

oz

PAWNEE
NATIONAL GRASSLAND

West Pawnee
Butte

Mile 05

East Pawnee
Butte
5,375 ft.
A

p—

PAWNEE
NATIONAL GRASSLAND






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_039.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_036.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_037.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_034.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_035.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_043.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_044.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_041.jpg
SAND CREEK MASSACRE
NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE

@ visior swion

POy 1WaWNUON

peoy
siouenbpesy

Chief white
1(® | |— Antelope Way






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_042.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_040.jpg





OEBPS/Images/bck_fig_001.jpg
A American

©

/- THE TEN ESSENTIALS OF HIKING W™
O o s Society
Q NS
(}/\ Essentials” every time you head out for a hike. Whether you plan @
to be gone for a couple of hours or several months, make sure to L
pack these items. Become familiar with these items and know how &
to use them.

American Hiking Society recommends you pack the “Ten

1. Appropriate Footwear
Happy feet make for pleasant hiking. Think about \@
traction, support, and protection when selecting ==
well-fitting shoes or boots.

e
2. Navigation > @
While phones and GPS units are handy, they

aren’t always reliable in the backcountry; consider '
carrying a paper map and compass as a backup 5

and know how to use them.

3. Water (and a way to purify it) @
As a guideline, plan for half a liter of water per \
hour in moderate temperatures/terrain. Carry ﬂO

enough water for your trip and know where and
how to treat water while you’re out on the trail. Q/\

4. Food %5
Pack calorie-dense foods to help fuel your hike,
and carry an extra portion in case you are out ,

longer than expected. % (

5. Rain Gear & Dry-Fast Layers /‘
The weatherman is not always right. Dress in layers @

to adjust to changing weather and activity levels.
Wear moisture-wicking cloths and carry a warm hat.

6. Safety Items (light, fire, and a whistle) g

Have means to start an emergency fire, signal for
help, and see the trail and your map in the dark. /@
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7. First Aid Kit
j Supplies to treat illness or injury are only as

helpful as your knowledge of how to use
them. Take a class to gain the skills needed to

0 8. Knife or Multi-Tool
With countless uses, a multi-tool can help with
f gear repair and first aid.

10. Shelter

Protection from the elements in the event you are
injured or stranded is necessary. A lightweight,
inexpensive space blanket is a great option.

administer first aid and CPR.

9. Sun Protection

Sunscreen, sunglasses, and sun-protective
clothing should be used in every season

1 regardless of temperature or cloud cover.

Find other helpful resources at AmericanHiking.org/hiking-resources

PROTECT THE PLACES YOU LOVE TO HIKE.

Become a member today and take $5 off
an annual membership using the code Falcon5.

AmericanHiking.org/join
T AR

American Hiking Society is the only national nonprofit
organization dedicated to empowering all to enjoy,
share, and preserve the hiking experience.

A American
Hiking
s Society
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