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Introduction

The word wilderness conjures images of untracked valleys, remote mountains, solitude, wildlife, and wildness. We think of places where it is easy to lose our way, immerse ourselves in nature, and return to simpler living. Unquestionably, the Sangre de Cristo mountain range is wilderness redefined. This region has no major interstate highways and thus doesn’t get the volume of visitors as elsewhere in Colorado. Since trails aren’t as well worn, all but a few of the most popular trails in this guidebook can be challenging to navigate. Depending on perspective, this is at once a blessing and a curse. Solitude abounds; wayfinding demands more constant attention. The most popular trails, especially those accessing the 14,000-foot peaks, have been well used over the years—first by wildlife, then by native people, followed by herds of cattle and goats, and more recently by outfitters, hunters, hikers, anglers, and climbers. The Sangre de Cristo has been hunted, grazed, trapped, mined, and harvested. Today, wildlife is diverse and plentiful and has recovered from the days of the trappers and hunters. There are abundant deer, mountain goats, and bighorn sheep. Hawks, eagles, and falcons are often seen patrolling the skies, while bears, mountain lions, and coyotes can wander from the eastern boundary to the western in a single day. Today’s Sangre de Cristo remains a delicate string of alpine lakes with tundra-covered slopes and forests of spruce, pine, fir, and juniper, as well as a profusion of wildflowers and isolated wetlands. It is all split down the middle by a jagged crest of imposing, twisted, glacially carved stone.

The Sangre de Cristo Mountains have been described as an island. If you take the time to circumnavigate the entire range, you can see why. These mountains rise above the Wet Mountain and San Luis Valleys like islands above a sea. In places the wilderness is only 2 to 3 miles wide. Bound by ranchers’ fields, rural towns, and expansive valleys, you might expect any sense of remoteness to be fleeting. In such a narrow ribbon of mountains, solitude is found not from being just 3 or 4 miles from the trailhead, but from being a vertical mile above it.

Approaching the Sangre de Cristo by car is an enjoyable and scenic way to arrive in this mountainous region. I-25 connects the Front Range cities of Denver and Colorado Springs to the southern Colorado town of Walsenburg. From Denver you can drive southwest on US 285 to South Park, the huge high-altitude mountain plain, through Fairplay, and finally south to Salida. From Colorado Springs, drive south on CO 115 to Penrose and west on US 50 to Salida, or drive south on CO 67 through Wetmore and continue west on CO 96 to Westcliffe. From Walsenburg, drive west on US 160 over La Veta Pass to Alamosa, or drive west on CO 69 through Gardner and eventually north to Westcliffe.

Approaching from the southwestern Colorado town of Durango, you can reach the wilderness area by driving east on US 160 through Pagosa Springs to Alamosa. From Montrose, drive east on US 50 through Gunnison over Monarch Pass to Salida.

No matter how you get there, the Sangre de Cristo Wilderness is a spectacular range of alpine valleys and mountain peaks. Most of the hikes in this area are difficult and steep; some are even challenging scrambles. There are also technical climbs in the range, and a few of the routes described can be truly epic. During periods of low avalanche risk, these mountains are ideal for alpine snow climbing. Year-round there are numerous possibilities for long ridge crest hikes and many options to traverse over the crest of the range and connect the hikes on both sides.

The whole family can enjoy a few easy summer strolls, but most of these mountain trails are moderate to strenuous when done as day hikes. Many of these hikes are great overnight backpacking trips, and several trails can be linked to form long loops. With a car shuttle, the possibilities are almost endless; there are at least a dozen ways to connect trails over the crest of the range. Finally, no description of the range is complete without a mention of the continuous 90-mile-long Rainbow Trail and the possibility of trekking from Poncha Pass, around the northern end of the range and along the eastern side, continuing south all the way to Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve.

Being Prepared: Backcountry Safety and Hazards

A well-prepared hiker is usually a happy hiker. When unpredicted thunderstorms blow through or a midsummer snowstorm settles in for the weekend, the prepared hiker or backcountry traveler is able to enjoy the change. Being prepared is a matter of planning and experience. If you are new to visiting the wilderness, ask an experienced friend to join you, hire a responsible outfitter or guide, or study and practice with care. FalconGuides’ Wild Country Companion and Wilderness First Aid are great resources for the beginner or for those returning to the backcountry. (See appendix B for more resources that can expand your knowledge of wilderness travel.) Time spent in the mountains can be a richly rewarding experience; preparation can prevent you from being caught off-guard.

Never hike without the ten essentials: map, compass, food, water, sunscreen and sunglasses, knife, fire kit, emergency blanket, mirror and whistle, and first-aid kit. It might sound like a lot to carry on an easy hike, but it can fit into a small stuff sack or resealable bag that you can put in your daypack. It is even a good idea to have these ten essentials in your car as well, especially during the winter season or when taking longer trips.

Dress Appropriately

Clothing can be a major contributor to your safety and enjoyment in the backcountry. It can also contribute directly to your discomfort, injury, or death. The phrase “cotton kills” is not a marketing ploy by outdoor gear companies to get you to buy expensive synthetics. It is sound advice from experienced hikers, professionals, and search-and-rescue experts. When cotton absorbs water and sweat, it stops insulating and begins conducting heat away from the body. Cotton will not dry out from body heat alone. Synthetics, on the other hand, are loath to absorb water, continue to insulate even when wet, and dry quickly from body heat. Wear layers made of synthetics, starting with a thin first layer. Add thicker and more insulating layers as required by the conditions, and finish with a water- and windproof shell. This provides a system of clothing that helps ensure maximum comfort and safety while allowing you to enjoy even the harshest conditions. (See appendix C for more specific clothing and gear recommendations.)
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Hiking at High Elevations

Altitude is an unseen adversary when climbing any high peaks. It might be invisible, but it can stop you in your tracks and end your enjoyment of the backcountry. It doesn’t blow you down like a gale of wind or freeze your skin with its frigid chill, but it is important to consider when planning your trip to the mountains.

Common effects of hiking at high altitude include a headache, nausea, and a sense of fatigue. As your discomfort increases, you can be afflicted with acute mountain sickness (AMS). The warning signs are dizziness, weakness, shortness of breath, and loss of coordination. If you remain at high altitude, your symptoms may subside after a day or two as your body adjusts to the reduced oxygen and lower barometric pressure. If you remain at one elevation and your sense of malaise persists or increases, it becomes critical to descend and recover at a lower altitude.

It is not uncommon for visitors to the high country to experience mild AMS. Occasionally, although it is infrequent, there are cases of the more severe high altitude pulmonary edema (HAPE) or even high altitude cerebral edema (HACE). These conditions are accompanied by a severe cough, disorientation, loss of coordination, and eventually a loss of consciousness. Rare though these conditions might be, if you suspect that you or a member of your party suffers from these more serious maladies, it is vitally important to descend and seek immediate medical attention.

If you are arriving in the mountains from elevations near sea level, it is essential to take it slow at first. There is a maxim used by experienced climbers: Climb high and sleep low. By gradually hiking higher into the mountains and returning to lower elevations to recover, you can train your body to respond more efficiently to high altitude. Avoid tobacco, alcohol, and any depressant drugs. Drink plenty of water, more than you think is necessary. Do not wait to drink until you get thirsty. If you are thirsty, you are already dehydrated, which only increases the effects of altitude sickness. Your urine output should be copious and clear.

Everyone adjusts to the thin air of the high country at different rates. Pay attention to your body, and don’t let pride drive you beyond your limits. The mountains do not show mercy or bias. They cannot be conquered or dominated through willpower alone. If you are physically fit and properly acclimatized, these beautiful mountains may allow themselves to be climbed. If they do, your efforts will be richly rewarded.

Hypothermia

Be aware of hypothermia—the silent killer—a condition in which the body’s internal temperature drops below normal. It can lead to mental and physical collapse, even death. Hypothermia is caused by exposure to cold and is aggravated by wetness, wind, and exhaustion. The moment you begin to lose heat faster than your body produces it, you’re suffering from exposure. Your body starts involuntary exercise, such as shivering, to stay warm and makes involuntary adjustments to preserve normal temperature in vital organs, restricting blood flow in the extremities. Both responses drain your energy reserves. The only way to stop the drain is to reduce the degree of exposure.

With full-blown hypothermia, as energy reserves are exhausted, cold blood reaches the brain, depriving you of good judgment and reasoning power. You won’t be aware that this is happening. You lose control of your hands. Your internal temperature slides downward. Without treatment, this slide leads to stupor, collapse, and death.

To defend against hypothermia, stay dry. When clothes get wet, they lose about 90 percent of their insulating value. Wool loses relatively less heat; cotton, down, and some synthetics lose more. Choose rain clothes that cover the head, neck, body, and legs and provide good protection against wind-driven rain. Most hypothermia cases develop in air temperatures between 30°F and 50°F, but hypothermia can develop in warmer temperatures.

If your party is exposed to wind, cold, and wet, watch yourself and others for uncontrollable fits of shivering; vague, slow, slurred speech; memory lapses; incoherence; immobile or fumbling hands; frequent stumbling or a lurching gait; drowsiness; apparent exhaustion; and inability to get up after a rest.When a member of your party has hypothermia, he or she might deny having a problem. Believe the symptoms, not the victim. Even mild symptoms demand the following treatment:


	Get the victims out of the wind and rain.

	Strip off all wet clothes.

	If the victims are only mildly impaired, give them warm drinks, then put them in warm clothes and a warm sleeping bag. Warm victims further with well-wrapped water bottles filled with heated water.

	If the victims are badly impaired, attempt to keep them awake. Put each victim in a sleeping bag with another person—both naked. If you have double bags, put two warm people in with each victim.



Seasons and Weather

Weather in the Sangre de Cristo can be exceptionally unpredictable. Temperature and precipitation averages can be exceeded on a regular basis without warning. Weather forecasts for this area are notoriously difficult to rely on because much of the range creates its own weather while the valleys may remain storm free. Being prepared for weather that can change dramatically, even over the course of 1 or 2 hours, can greatly increase your ability to enjoy this area safely. The elevation gains of most of the routes described make the variety of weather even more extreme, requiring respect and the flexibility to alter your plans and select other routes.

Typical summer months bring daytime temperatures in the 70s to the mountains, 60s to the high country, and 80s to the surrounding valleys. Nights are usually cool, often dropping into the 40s. July and August are the most popular time for hikers and backpackers; they are also the wettest months, with daily afternoon thunderstorm cycles and occasional severe electrical storms. When climbing the high peaks or even just hiking the valleys above the tree line, it is best to plan your day to be off exposed slopes and ridges and back below the tree line before noon. Lightning should never be taken lightly; it kills hikers every year in Colorado, especially on the high peaks.

Here are some basic safety tips in the event you encounter a lightning storm:


	Lightning can travel ahead of a storm, so take cover before the storm hits.

	Don’t try to make it back to your vehicle. It isn’t worth the risk. Instead, seek shelter even if it’s only a short way back to the trailhead. Lightning storms usually don’t last long, and from a safe vantage point, you might enjoy the sights and sounds.

	Be especially careful not to get caught on a mountaintop or exposed ridge; under large, solitary trees; in the open; or near standing water.

	Seek shelter in a low-lying area, ideally in a stand of small, uniformly sized trees.

	Avoid anything that attracts lightning, such as metal tent poles, graphite fishing rods, or pack frames.

	Crouch with both feet firmly on the ground.

	If you have a pack (without a metal frame) or a sleeping pad with you, put your feet on it for extra insulation against shock.

	Don’t walk or huddle together. Instead, stay 50 feet apart; if somebody gets hit by lightning, others in your party can give first aid.

	If you’re in a tent, stay in your sleeping bag with your feet on your sleeping pad.



September and October can be exceptionally enjoyable months to explore the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. Most of the summer crowd has disappeared by then, along with the severe summer storms. Daytime temperatures usually remain warm; nighttime temperatures drop below freezing. The fall leaves begin to change to orange and gold, and a thin dusting of snow may blanket the higher slopes. From late September to mid-November, hunting is allowed in some areas and at different times during this season. Check with the USDA Forest Service and Colorado Parks and Wildlife for more specific information, and wear a blaze orange vest and hat when hiking in those areas during hunting season. By November and December, deeper snow begins to cover the trails. Although it is common for much of the area to remain open to hikers equipped with good boots and gaiters well into December, an occasional storm or heavy snow year could leave the higher valleys filled with 2 to 3 feet of powder snow.

By January and February, much of the high country is ready to be explored on snowshoes or backcountry skis, but dry years do occur, leaving parts of the lower valleys and windswept slopes bare. March and April are often the snowiest months in the Sangre de Cristo, when daytime temperatures may reach the 40s and 50s in the valleys. The mountain temperatures remain below freezing and drop into the teens at night. Snowshoeing, backcountry skiing, and winter camping are often exceptional during these months, although there might not be enough deep snow for the straightforward construction of snow caves. April and May are often the most stable times of the year for snow climbing and alpine mountaineering.

By May and June the days begin to lengthen. The temperatures rise into the 40s in the high valleys, but the nights are still cold. The snow has usually melted off the sunny slopes below the tree line, while the upper valleys and the north-facing slopes remain snow covered. Large portions of the high valleys can retain snow well into June and even July.

The winter season is a wonderful time to explore the mountains. It is a time of solitude and serene beauty. With the clean, untracked slopes of the Sangre de Cristo come the dangers of severe cold, biting wind, and avalanches. Instead of discouraging you from venturing into the mountains, winter can be a season to inspire you to learn and respect nature in a new way. The humility required to face the high peaks in winter only prompts you to enjoy the crispness of the air, the sparkle of fresh snow, or the tiny snow angel left by a bird’s wings in ways more deeply than you thought possible. Take the time to learn the skills required and you will give yourself the keys you need to take advantage of this season of peace and renewal.

The Sangre de Cristo usually sees only a small amount of avalanche activity—so little that snow condition reports and avalanche forecasts for the area are hard to find. It is usually said that the range is too dry to see any significant slide action. This is misleading, however, as any slope at the proper angle with enough snow can slide, and any given slide can be the one that takes your life. Avalanches in the Sangre de Cristo are rare compared to the avalancheprone San Juan and Central Mountains of Colorado, but you should never assume you are safe without carefully evaluating the snowpack and the terrain.

[image: Winter tracks]

When traveling into the high country during winter, plan ahead to ensure a safer trip. Call the weather and avalanche hotlines or check the websites listed in appendix A before you head out. Avalanche warnings might not apply directly to this area, but they can indicate the general trend for the region. When the avalanche danger is considered extreme or high in the San Juan or Central Mountains, it will also be high in the Sangre de Cristo. Plan a path most likely to cross safe terrain. Avoid slopes steeper than 25 degrees, and stay off any steep terrain within 24 hours after heavy storms or periods of high wind. In general, south- and west-facing windward slopes tend to be more stable than east- and north-facing leeward slopes.

Stay alert and reevaluate your route at every turn. Examine the surrounding slopes for signs of recent avalanche activity, and avoid similar slopes during your trip. Telltale whumping sounds from the snow beneath your feet are warning flares, red flags, and danger signs all in one. When you get these signals, always stay on gentle terrain and avoid the steeper slopes. If you must cross a suspect area, do so one person at a time and stay high and above the potential avalanche path. Never travel alone, and always wear an avalanche beacon, know how to use it, and turn it on.

Beyond these basics, refer to the written resources listed in appendix B. Take an avalanche class to learn more about how to identify dangerous terrain and how to evaluate snow conditions. Study the snowpack and expand your knowledge and judgment. When you do, the mountains cease being a distant white menace and become a beautiful, awesome landscape that commands the respect due a wild land.

Be Cougar Alert

Mountain lion encounters are extremely rare, and many veteran hikers never even see a mountain lion in the wild. However, the big cats, also called cougars or pumas, are potentially dangerous. It is wise to educate yourself before heading into mountain lion habitat.

To stay as safe as possible when hiking in mountain lion country, follow this advice:

1.Don’t let small children wander away by themselves.

2.Don’t let pets run unleashed.

3.Know how to behave if you encounter a mountain lion.

See FalconGuides’ Mountain Lions for more details and tips for safe outdoor recreation in mountain lion country.

Be Bear Aware

The first step of any hike in bear country is an attitude adjustment. Being prepared for bears doesn’t only mean having the right equipment; it also means having the right information. Black bears rarely attack humans, but they could pose a danger if you handle your food improperly. At the very least, letting a bear get human food can contribute directly to the eventual destruction of that bear. Think of proper bear etiquette as protecting the bear as much as yourself.

Camping overnight in bear country is not dangerous, but the presence of food, cooking, and garbage contributes an additional risk to your trip. Plus, you are in bear country at night, when bears are usually most active. A few basic practices greatly minimize the chance of an encounter.

To be as safe as possible, store everything that has any food smell. Resealable plastic bags are perfect for reducing food smell and help keep food from spilling on your pack, clothing, or other gear. If you do spill something on your clothes, change into other clothes for sleeping and hang the soiled clothes with the food and garbage. If you take them into the tent, you aren’t separating your sleeping area from food smells. Try to keep food odors off your pack, but if you fail, put the food bag inside and hang the pack.

Be sure to finalize your food storage plans before it gets dark. It’s not only difficult to store food after darkness falls but also easier to forget some juicy morsel on the ground. Store food in airtight, sturdy, waterproof bags to prevent food odors from circulating throughout the forest. You can purchase dry bags at most outdoor specialty stores, but you can get by with a trash compactor bag. Don’t use regular garbage bags, which can break too easily.

See the following diagrams for different ways to hang a bear bag. If you have two bags to hang, divide your food into two equal sacks. Use a stone to toss the end of a piece of nylon cord (parachute cord is fine; under most circumstances there is no need for the heavier stuff) over the limb well out from the trunk and then tie half your food to the end. Pull the food up to the limb, then tie your remaining food sack onto the cord as high as you can reach. Stuff the excess cord into the food sack, then use a stick to push the second sack several feet higher than your head. The first sack will act as a counterweight and descend a few feet, but it should remain at least as high as the second sack. In the morning, use a stick to pull down one of the sacks.
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Don’t get paranoid about the types of food you bring—all food has some smell. By consciously reducing the number of dishes (pack out all food scraps) and amount of packaging, consuming everything on your plate, and paying careful attention to storage, you not only make your backpacking culinary experience more enjoyable and hassle free but also more bear-proof.

Read FalconGuides’ Bear Aware by Bill Schneider for complete information on camping in bear country.

Remember Rattlesnakes

Rattlesnakes are not common in the Sangre de Cristo Wilderness, but they are known to occur in the lower elevations. Rattlesnakes strike humans only in self-defense, when they’re startled or otherwise afraid. The solution of course is to avoid scaring them. Look where you place your feet and hands when hiking in rattlesnake country. Fortunately, they almost always warn you of their presence with their telltale rattle.

If you encounter a rattlesnake, slowly back away and give it a chance to retreat. Almost invariably, it will slither away. If it doesn’t, simply give the snake a wide berth and leave well enough alone. Do not throw rocks or sticks at it.

If bitten by a rattlesnake, don’t panic. Rattlesnake bites can make you sick, but they are rarely fatal to healthy adults. If more than an hour away from medical help, use a snakebite kit immediately to extract as much venom as possible. (It might be a “dry bite” in which no venom is delivered—intended only to frighten you.) Do not run or otherwise speed up your circulation, as that increases the spread of the venom in your bloodstream. Keep the bite site lower than your heart to decrease the spread of venom. If within an hour of medical attention, do not attempt to extract the venom, but follow the first aid instructions above and get medical help quickly and safely.

Hiking with Children

Kids and trails are a natural combination. Including youngsters in this sport at the earliest age possible will increase the pleasure of both parents and children. Even if toddlers just ride on your back, they are becoming attuned to the experience of hiking. In time, they will graduate to more grown-up efforts and be off on their own with self-confidence and awareness that can last a lifetime.

Just be certain not to discourage kids with overly ambitious plans. With few exceptions, hiking in the Sangre de Cristo is pretty strenuous and challenging. There are other more family-friendly destinations in Colorado for hikes with the kids, especially kids under 12. Take extra time for frequent stops, and refuel kids often with juice and snacks. Also remember that in their own small-size way, children need to be as well prepared as adults. On extended hikes, make sure they carry at a minimum rain gear, wool hats, mittens, and extra clothing comparable to yours.
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On longer trails, kids more
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[image: Please be sure to obey all trail closures and trail reroutes. LEE HART]
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History of Life in the Sangre de Cristo
















[image: Migrating sandhill cranes pass through the San Luis Valley each spring. The nearby town of Monte Vista hosts Crane Fest in mid-March to celebrate the return of their most famous visitors and the crane watchers who flock to see them.]


Sangre de Cristo Ecosystem



[image: An iconic species of the American West, 2,000 bison range the pastures of The Nature Conser-vancy’s Zapata Ranch, on the west side of the Sangre de Cristo range just south of Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve.]
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Migrating sandhill cranes pass through the San Luis Valley each spring. The nearby town of

Monte Vista hosts Crane Fest in mid-March to celebrate the return of their most famous visitors
and the crane watchers who flock to sec them.
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An icoic species of the American Wst, 2,000 bison range the pastures of The Nature Conser-
vancy’s Zapata Ranch, on the west side of the Sangre de Cristo range just south of Great Sand

Dunes National Park and Preserve
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Break up hikes with shorter, fun side excursions and sledding at Great Sand Dunes
lational Park and Preserve. NATIONAL PARK SERVICI
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Villa Grove may be sinall in population and services, but it’s
big on art. Emblematic of life in the sparsely populated north
end of the San Luis Vlley, the Stecl Horse Grill is a hub of
live music, good food, and great community spirit.
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