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  The Chiricahua Mountains
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  Averdant range of rounded mountains, the Chiricahuas rise from the grassy altiplanos of Arizona’s southeastern corner. The range had its genesis in a huge volcanic caldera, a ring of volcanic vents, that has collapsed to form a basin. The volcano’s violent eruptions filled the Sulphur Springs Valley with ash to a depth of hundreds of feet. Geologists believe that the edge of the caldera can be traced along Witch Ridge, the Chiricahua Crest, and then west through Johnson Peak. The floor of the caldera has become the Turkey Creek basin. This volcanic
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  Punch and Judy Rocks, on the Heart of Rocks Loop


  activity also included ash flows, which produced the fantastic pillars of Chiricahua National Monument, known to the Apaches as “Land of the Standing-Up Rocks.” The multicolored rhyolite formations of Cave Creek and Rucker Canyon also originated in volcanic eruptions.


  Atop this igneous core, the Chiricahuas have a sky-island ecosystem. Pines predominate, but Douglas firs, Engelmann spruces, and quaking aspens can be found above 8,000 feet. The foothills are clothed by oak woodlands, grading into grasslands at the edges of the mountain range. Abundant springs provide ample water for both wildlife and hikers. Coatimundis, Chiricahua fox squirrels, and Coues white-tailed deer are spotted here often, and a diverse and exotic assemblage of birds can be found during springtime in the riparian forests. Ridgetops are excellent places to spot raptors.


  The heart of the range burned severely in 1994. The fire leveled the forests of Chiricahua Crest and spread onto surrounding ridges. A large number of trails were affected by the blaze, which caused numerous deadfalls and bared slopes to the ravages of erosion. Only the Chiricahua Crest Trail received intensive rehabilitation following the blaze; hikers on other trails in the burn may have trouble finding their routes. The Horseshoe II Fire of 2011 burned across this same area, rewriting its fire history once again. The area is recovering well.


  Forest fires are a natural part of this ecosystem, but large blazes like the 1994 and 2011 fires are sometimes a direct result of a century of fire suppression. In the absence of humans, fires burned in small patches, creating a mosaic of timber classes. Older stands had lots of downed wood and burned readily, while younger stands, without enough fuel to carry a blaze, served as natural firebreaks and kept fires small. The Chiricahuas are filled with fire-adapted species. Some, such as the pines, have thick bark that insulates them from fire. Others, such as aspen and raspberry, depend on fires to create openings where they can grow in direct sunlight.


  The heart of the Chiricahua Mountains is protected within the Chiricahua Wilderness, which is administered by the USDA Forest Service. There is plenty of auto-accessible recreation around the edges of the wilderness, with developed campgrounds at Camp Rucker, Sunny Flat (along Cave Creek), and Rustler Park. There are also primitive campgrounds throughout the range where no fee is charged for camping. Backcountry camping is permitted everywhere within Coronado National Forest, but Chiricahua National Monument allows only day hiking. There is an auto-accessible campground across from monument headquarters.


  The nearest services are along US 191 and AZ 80; Dos Cabezas, to the northwest, has an interesting mining museum but no visitor services.




  
    1 Heart of Rocks Loop


    

    A day loop through the head of Rhyolite Canyon, 8.4 miles round-trip.


    

    
 Best season: Sept–May


 Difficulty: Moderate


 Route finding: No problem


 Water availability: None


 Elevation gain: 1,405 feet


 Elevation loss: 1,405 feet


 Maximum elevation: 7,055 feet


 Topo map: USGS Chiricahua National Monument


 Jurisdiction: Chiricahua National Monument (NPS)


 Finding the trailhead: From Wilcox, take AZ 186 southeast to reach the monument. The trail leaves from the Echo Canyon Trailhead, on a spur off the Bonita Canyon Road, 0.3 mile from Massai Point.

    

  


  The Hike


  

  This popular route makes a long day loop, visiting the most spectacular rock formations in Chiricahua National Monument. These formations were once a giant bed of superheated ash, spewed forth from a caldera in the heart of the Chiricahua Mountains about twenty-five million years ago. The ash solidified into a rock called welded tuff as it cooled, with bands of varying widths marking different eruptions. Later, a dome-shaped uplift raised this layer of tuff unevenly, and stress fractures called joints crept down through the rock in a geometric pattern. These joints provided avenues for storm runoff, and over the centuries erosion dissected the formerly solid sheet of stone into the columns, spires, and hoodoos we see today. Some of these formations have suggestive shapes and have been named by passing travelers. The trail also takes in the upper watershed of Rhyolite Canyon, which is closed to backcountry camping.


  From the Echo Canyon Trailhead, follow a marked footpath east toward Massai Point. This area was named for the Apache warrior Bigfoot Massai, who escaped from an Oklahoma reservation by jumping a train in Kansas. He made his way back to the Chiricahuas undetected. Massai raided a ranch in Bonita Canyon in 1890, stealing a horse and provoking a local manhunt. The posse lost his trail near this area, and Bigfoot Massai escaped again.
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  The trail drops into a shallow draw and passes a spur track that climbs to the parking area at Massai Point itself. Stay right as the draw deepens. A diverse woodland of oak, Arizona cypress, and juniper soon provides splashes of shade. The first scattered pillars rise from the slopes surrounding the draw. The draw ultimately empties into Rhyolite Canyon, where clusters of pinnacles rise rank upon rank like a petrified choir.
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  Pillars of welded tuff soar above Echo Canyon.


  The trail reaches a marked junction at the mouth of the side draw; turn east into the main arm of Rhyolite Canyon to begin the loop trip. The trail descends to cross the mouth of a boulder-strewn gully with tall pines and cypresses growing up through the rocks. The path then makes its way up the head of Rhyolite Canyon through a pine-oak woodland that obscures much of the surrounding scenery. Keep an eye peeled for Mushroom Rock, which rises among the pinnacles near the canyon rim on the opposite slope.


  A wooded gulch enters from the south. The path ascends along its watercourse to reach the top of a rolling plateau. Here the Inspiration Point Trail takes off to the south; it is discussed in detail at the end of this section. The main trail runs west across the plateau, which rises gradually to a small dome. A sparse growth of piñon allows 360-degree views that include Cochise Head to the west and the Dos Cabezas Range to the north, as well as the loftier Chiricahua Mountains to the south. The path then glides down across an inclined table of stone to enter the Heart of Rocks area.


  Big Balanced Rock rises to the south of the trail. This 1,000-ton sphere is perched precariously upon a narrow pedestal. Just beyond this unlikely formation lies a junction with a spur loop that takes the traveler deep into the Heart of Rocks. This short but challenging side trail descends into a depression filled with Chihuahua pines and Arizona cypresses, where it splits at a trail register. Following the loop in a clockwise manner leads the hiker up a vigorous ascent to the west. Pinnacle Balanced Rock rises like a graceful obelisk along the way, and Old Maid Rock greets the traveler at the top of the grade. Camel’s Head Rock and Thor’s Hammer are the next prominent pillars; each takes the form of a substantial cap rock that is perched atop a slender gooseneck of less-resistant stone. Punch and Judy Rock, named for the famous puppets, soon appears through a window in the stone as the trail dips and climbs on an eastward heading. The unusual Duck on a Rock formation, created by diagonal jointing in the stone, perches to the east of the trail ahead. The popular Kissing Rock is the final named feature, composed of a slender, wasp-waisted spire joined to a stouter pillar in a caricature of a human kiss. The path returns to the wooded depression to close the loop.


  Back at the main trail, the trek continues with a cliff-hanging descent into Sarah Deming Canyon. The path follows the western slop of this defile through a pine-oak forest, offering occasional views of the spires rising along the eastern rim of the canyon. Near the mouth of Sarah Deming Canyon, the bedrock is shot through with vertical and horizontal joints that give it the appearance of an adobe ruin. It does not form massive pillars because of its structural weakness. This canyon soon merges with the much wider cleft of Rhyolite Canyon, where the loop hike turns east on the Rhyolite Canyon Trail.


  This trail drops to the valley floor and then follows the streamcourse upward through a riparian forest notable for its abundant Arizona madrones among more common oaks and pines. The trail ultimately switchbacks steadily up the north wall of Rhyolite Canyon to reach a junction with the Echo Canyon and Hailstone Trails.


  To complete the loop, turn left into Echo Canyon. The trail winds upward to reach a grove of Apache pine and Arizona cypress known as Echo Park. The path then climbs vigorously, winding through some of the most spectacular pinnacles of the entire route. The cunningly crafted footpath hugs pillars and passes fascinating grottos as it ascends through welded tuff to reach a finger ridge. It then follows the ridgetop northeast to return the traveler to the Echo Canyon Trailhead.


  Miles and Directions


  

  0.0 Echo Canyon Trailhead. Follow Ed Riggs Trail eastward.


  0.2 Junction with Massai Point spur trail. Stay right.


  0.9 Junction with Hailstone Trail. Turn left onto Mushroom Rock Trail.


  3.1 Junction with Inspiration Point Trail (0.5 mile; easy). Keep going straight on Big Balanced Rock Trail.


  [image: chpt_fig_005]


  4.1 Junction with Heart of Rocks spur loop (0.9 mile; moderate). Bear left to complete the larger loop.


  5.7 Trail exits Sarah Deming Canyon. Junction with Rhyolite Canyon Trail. Turn right to complete the loop.


  6.8 Junction with Hailstone Trail. Turn left and enter Echo Canyon.


  7.0 Echo Park.


  8.4 Trail returns to Echo Canyon Trailhead.


  Inspiration Point Trail


  This path ascends gradually for 0.5 mile to reach an overlook above the head of Rhyolite Canyon. It traverses the stony crest of a finger ridge cloaked in piñon pine and manzanita. The pinnacles lining the north rim of the canyon stand out particularly well from this vantage point; the overlook also boasts a superb view of Cochise Head.


  Hailstone Trail


  This trail runs for 0.8 mile of level traveling between the mouth of Echo Canyon and the Massai Point Trail. It allows a 3.3-mile loop of moderate difficulty, which features the spectacular formations of Echo Canyon. The Hailstone Trail follows the base of a palisade above Rhyolite Canyon’s north side. The vegetation on this south-facing slope is typical of semiarid uplands. Piñon pine, evergreen oak, and alligator juniper are the prevalent trees, while yucca and manzanita are well represented in the understory. In contrast, the north-facing slopes across the valley support a montane forest of ponderosa pine, Arizona cypress, and even Douglas fir. While hiking this trail, watch for the tiny “hailstones” of volcanic origin that gave the route its name. These tiny spheres of rock, called spherulites, were formed in place as a result of crystalline growth.




  
    2 Rhyolite Canyon


    

    A day hike along Rhyolite Canyon from Chiricahua National Monument Visitor Center to the Echo Canyon Trail, 2.6 miles one way.


    

    
 Best season: Sept–May


 Difficulty: Moderate


 Route finding: No problem


 Water availability: None


 Elevation gain: 950 feet


 Elevation loss: 50 feet


 Maximum elevation: 6,290 feet


 Topo map: USGS Chiricahua National Monument


 Jurisdiction: Chiricahua National Monument (NPS)


 Finding the trailhead: This trail leaves from the Chiricahua National Monument Visitor Center parking lot.
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  The Hike


  

  [image: chpt_fig_007]


  This trail links the Chiricahua visitor center with the Heart of Rocks Loop. The hike begins by following the bottom of Rhyolite Canyon eastward from the visitor center. A diverse forest of pines, oaks, and cypresses supports an abundance of birds during spring and summer, including the seldom-seen elegant trogon. The canyon floor is buried in alluvial gravel that has been washed down by periodic floods, but the streambed itself is generally dry here, even during the rainy season.


  The path climbs steadily along the south wall of the canyon, and the pinnacles of welded tuff for which the canyon is famous rise in parallel ranks above the valley. Look for Arizona madrones along the path as it ascends. These unusual trees are characterized by shiny leaves and terminal branches of polished red.


  Views expand as the trail gains elevation and joins the Sarah Deming Canyon Trail. Both the Sarah Deming and upper Rhyolite Canyon Trails are discussed in detail under the Heart of Rocks Loop.


  Miles and Directions


  

  0.0 Trail leaves visitor center parking lot.


  1.5 Junction with Sarah Deming Canyon Trail. Turn left.


  1.8 Trail reaches floor of Rhyolite Canyon.


  2.6 Junction with Echo Canyon and Hailstone Trails.




  
    3 Sugarloaf Lookout


    

    A short day hike to the top of Sugarloaf Mountain, 0.9 mile one way.


    

    
 Best seasons: Sept–Nov; Mar–May


 Difficulty: Moderate


 Route finding: No problem


 Water availability: None


 Elevation gain: 495 feet


 Maximum elevation: 7,310 feet


 Topo map: USGS Chiricahua National Monument


 Jurisdiction: Chiricahua National Monument (NPS)


 Finding the trailhead: Within Chiricahua National Monument, this trail leaves from the end of a marked spur road that departs Bonita Canyon Road 0.3 mile from Massai Point.

    

  


  The Hike
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No photographs of the Apache chief Cochise exist to tell us whether his profile is accurately reflected in the stone of Cochise Head.


  This trail makes a brief climb to the top of Sugarloaf Mountain, where a fire lookout commands views encompassing Chiricahua National Monument. The path starts out by traversing across the northern slope of Sugarloaf Mountain, which looks out over the clustered pinnacles of Bonita Canyon. After passing through a man-made tunnel, the grade steepens a bit. The path follows the base of an exposed layer of tuff, a rock made of conglomerated volcanic ash. It is structurally weak and weathers easily into a fine dust. The layer above it is welded tuff, which has been bonded under great heat and pressure to form stone. This formation becomes particularly apparent as the trail swings onto the eastern slope of the mountain.
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  As it passes along the southern face of the hill, the trail offers a broad panorama of Rhyolite Canyon, filled with rows of stone pillars. The forested massif of the Chiricahua Mountains rises beyond the canyon. The final stretch of trail climbs through a dense thicket of manzanita on its way to the fire lookout at the summit. The lookout commands a sweeping view of the Bonita Canyon watershed, Cochise Head, and the Dos Cabezas Range to the north.


  Miles and Directions


  

  0.0 Trailhead.


  0.9 Sugarloaf Mountain fire lookout.
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    4 Natural Bridge


    

    A day hike to an overlook of Natural Bridge, 2.4 miles one way.


    

    
 Best season: Sept–May


 Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


 Route finding: No problem


 Water availability: None


 Elevation gain: 645 feet


 Elevation loss: 250 feet


 Maximum elevation: 6,050 feet


 Topo map: USGS Chiricahua National Monument


 Jurisdiction: Chiricahua National Monument (NPS)


 Finding the trailhead: The trail departs from a marked trailhead 1.3 miles beyond the Chiricahua National Monument Visitor Center on Bonita Canyon Road.
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Tuff formations rise above the pines of Picket Park.


  The Hike
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  This rewarding trail penetrates a hidden corner of Chiricahua National Monument to reach a small stone bridge weathered out of bedrock by centuries of erosion. The trail begins by crossing the wash of Bonita Canyon and following a side canyon northward through an oak-pine woodland. A spur ridge soon takes the traveler upward, revealing the clustered spires that line the canyon walls. The path climbs at a steady clip, topping out on a high plateau where piñon pine and alligator juniper rise above a chaparral community of manzanita, bear grass, and yucca. Two buttes faced with cliffs and spires rise ahead as the trail runs westward, and the tawny grasslands of the Sulphur Spring Valley stretch away beyond them.


  After a gradual descent across the plateau, the trail drops into a small canyon to the north. It follows the oak-clad bottoms toward the two buttes and then doglegs back to the southeast to enter Picket Park. This enchanting woodland of ponderosa and Chihuahua pines occupies a flat basin surrounded by fascinating rock formations. The basin soon tapers down to become a rocky side canyon, and the tall pines fall away as the trail climbs to an overlook spot that marks its terminus. High on the far wall of the canyon, Natural Bridge spans a narrow gulch lined by oak trees. This stout, 30-foot span of welded tuff has been weathered out of the bedrock by the passage of water, which eroded the weaker rock beneath the bridge.


  Miles and Directions


  

  0.0 Trailhead.


  1.7 Picket Park.


  2.4 Natural Bridge overlook.




  
    5 Johnson Peak Loop


    

    A day hike around Johnson Peak; 6.0 miles round-trip.


    

    
 Best seasons: Sept–Nov; Mar–May


 Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


 Route finding: No problem


 Water availability: None


 Elevation gain: 2,030 feet


 Elevation loss: 2,443 feet


 Maximum elevation: 8,555 feet


 Topo maps: USGS Chiricahua Peak; Trails Illustrated Chiricahua Mountains


 Jurisdiction: Chiricahua Wilderness, Douglas Ranger District, Coronado National Forest


 Finding the trailhead: From AZ 181 east of Sunizona, take Turkey Creek Road (FR 41) to its end to reach the Morse Canyon Trailhead. The Pole Bridge Trailhead is 1.2 miles farther down the canyon.

    

  


  The Hike


  

  This hike combines the Morse Canyon and Pole Bridge Canyon Trails to form a semiloop that takes in nice views of the western Chiricahuas. The loop makes a circuit of Johnson Peak, one of the few accessible peaks spared by the fire of 1994. Travelers can look forward to cool pine forests and grassy glades on higher ridges as the trail takes in the high country along a major divide. Ambitious hikers can add a side trip of 1.6 miles (one-way) from the top of the loop to reach Monte Vista Lookout. (Ask permission from the lookout before climbing onto the tower.) There is no surface water along the route, so carry plenty of water with you.
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  The trek begins with an ascent of Morse Canyon, a steep-sided valley clothed in a magnificent forest of mature ponderosa pines and Douglas firs. A steady, zigzagging ascent leads to a lofty saddle at the foot of Johnson Peak, where the trail reaches a marked junction. The Monte Vista Lookout Trail climbs the ridgeline to the east, while the Johnson Peak route rounds the south side of the mountain. Monte Vista Lookout and Turtle Mountain are visible along the way to a slightly higher saddle, where the path meets the Turtle Mountain Trail. Bear right as the Johnson Peak loop rises to meet the westward-running ridge-line. It follows the ridgetop for a time, with views of Cochise Head and Chiricahua Peak to the northeast. The trail then passes to the south of another high point, affording vistas down John Long Canyon toward the jumble of lesser peaks that trail away to the south.


  A grassy meadow crowns the next high saddle, after which the trail descends to an intersection with the John Long Canyon Trail. Turn right to drop into the upper reaches of Pole Bridge Canyon. Forest fires have thinned the timber here. A few old patriarchs that survived the blaze have provided seeds for the thickets of young saplings that blanket the understory. Gaps in the canopy reveal fine views of Chiricahua Peak and the eroded spires that surround the head of the canyon. These pinnacles rise through the trees like stalagmites brought out of some great cave to dry in the sunlight. In fact they are the exact opposite—while stalagmites are built by dripping water that deposits limestone, the spires seen here are the result of the erosive subtraction of the surrounding rock.
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  The trail soon drops to the canyon floor, where it enters a stand of large ever green oaks and Apache pines. This latter tree can be identified readily by its puffballs of foot-long needles. The streambed is bordered by low cliffs in places, and pleasant waterfalls tumble in several spots during the rainy season. The trail emerges from the mouth of Pole Bridge Canyon to return to Turkey Creek Road 1.2 miles below the Morse Canyon Trailhead.


  Miles and Directions


  

  0.0 Morse Canyon Trailhead.


  2.0 Head of Morse Canyon. Junction with Monte Vista Lookout Trail. Turn right.


  2.5 Junction with Turtle Mountain Trail. Bear right.


  3.4 Junction with spur track to helipad. Turn right.


  3.9 Junction with John Long Canyon Trail. Turn right for descent into Pole Bridge Canyon.


  6.0 Pole Bridge Canyon Trailhead.




  
    6 Chiricahua Crest


    

    A backpacking trail from Rustler Park to Sentinel Peak, 10.3 miles one way.


    

    
 Best season: Mar–Nov


 Difficulty: Moderate


 Route finding: No problem


 Water availability: Ojo Agua Fria, Bear Wallow, and Booger Springs are reliable; Headquarters, Eagle, Anita, and Juniper Springs are intermittent; Tub Spring often has water.


 Elevation gain: 2,145 feet


 Elevation loss: 1,544 feet


 Maximum elevation: 9,796 feet (summit of Chiricahua Peak)


 Topo maps: USGS Rustler Park, Chiricahua Peak, Portal Peak; Trails Illustrated Chiricahua Mountains Unit


 Jurisdiction: Chiricahua Wilderness, Douglas Ranger District, Coronado National Forest


 Finding the trailhead: Take the Pinery Canyon Road (FR 42) west from Portal or east from Chiricahua National Monument to reach Onion Saddle at the top of the range. Here turn south on FR 42D to reach the Rustler Park campground. The trail begins here.

    

  


  The Hike


  

  This long and heavily traveled trail follows the crest of the Chiricahua Mountains from Rustler Park to Sentinel Peak. The alpine forests and meadows along the route were extensively sculpted by fire in 1994, and only patches of unburned vegetation survived the blaze. The trail has received a considerable amount of maintenance since the fire and should be easy to follow along its entire length. Numerous developed springs supply water for extended trips; backpackers need only bring a water purifier. Hikers seeking solitude may have to travel away from the crest to get it; this trail is undoubtedly the most popular trail in the Chiricahua Wilderness.
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  The trail departs from the upper end of the Rustler Park campground and begins by climbing through coniferous forest. After passing the old Bootlegger Trail junction, the Crest Trail runs along the foot of a massive wall of stone. Gaps in the trees allow glimpses of Rustler Park before the path wanders south again. The footpath joins an old roadbed and intersects a cutoff trail from Long Park before entering the charred country of the 1994 Chiricahua burn. As the track crosses a west-facing slope, the low pinnacles of Rhyolite Canyon can be seen through a latticework of charred snags.


  Just after entering the Chiricahua Wilderness, the trail arrives at a complicated intersection in Flys Saddle. The Long Park Trail rises into the saddle from the northeast, while the Crest Trail splits into three forks. The most direct route crosses the burn on the western slope of Flys Peak, intersecting the Saulsbury Trail along the way. The central trail climbs directly over the summit of Flys Peak, with views to the east through the trees. (The lookout that once stood here was on stilts.) The left-hand path circles far to the east, taking in a number of attractions. First it angles southeast through a mixed forest of Douglas fir, quaking aspen, and Engelmann spruce. It passes Tub Spring, which only seeps from the ground above an old, dry catch basin. It then rises steadily to a ridgetop, where a spur trail runs onto Centella Point. The main trail turns southeast here, passing Bear Wallow Spring before completing its trek through scorched forest. The three forks converge again at Round Park, a lush meadow set in the midst of the pines. It provides an idyllic contrast to the burned country on the western slopes of Flys Peak.
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  Sentinel Peak overlooks the pinnacles of Cave Creek.


  From the eastern fork of the Crest Trail, the Centella Point Trail follows a flat ridgetop for a mile, crossing through an old burn area from 1987. Centella (sen-TAY-uh) is Spanish for “thunderbolt,” and sure enough, this fire was the result of a lightning strike. Near the end of the ridge, flat swards of grass look out over the Cave Creek basin. The tower-studded massifs of Silver and Portal Peaks rise beyond this wooded depression. The trail continues to a bald knob at the end of the ridge, which offers views of Cochise Head. Most hikers stop here, but a faint path continues to drop a short distance to reach the rocky promontory of Centella Point itself, with its stone towers that lean out over the abyss.


  The Crest Trail continues southward, passing to the east of the next mountain-top, where an old-growth stand of firs and aspens soars to astonishing heights. An unmarked spur trail descends to Booger Spring, and the main trail makes it way onto a rounded, south-facing slope where the pines are no strangers to fire. A gradual descent leads to Cima Saddle, where the Greenhouse Trail rises to meet the ridgetop in a tiny glade. The Crest Trail strikes a level course across the mountainside, passing through a burned stand where an unmarked and difficult-to-locate cutoff trail to Mormon Ridge drops into the Turkey Creek drainage. Living trees return in a forest interrupted by shady swards of grass, and a spur path doglegs back to the north on its way to Anita Park. Here graceful aspens, ponderosa pines, and Douglas firs border a charming ridgetop meadow. A trail descends steeply from the east side of the clearing to access Anita Spring, where a rock catch basin holds a reliable supply of water.


  The Crest Trail covers the remaining distance to aptly named Junction Saddle. Here a spur path climbs the knob to the north, and the Crest Trail once again splits into three parts.


  The little-used right-hand fork runs southwest through burn and aspen forest to reach Chiricahua Saddle, where it meets the Raspberry Ridge Trail. It then zigzags up stony slopes covered in Douglas fir and aspen. Nearing the top of the ridge, the trail passes through chaotic boulders, which contrast sharply with the orderly ranks of white aspen trunks rising from their midst. The path then begins its descent through pines and eventually crosses a heavily burned slope. Across the valley, the convoluted fins of Paint Rock rise from the crest of Raspberry Ridge.


  The left-hand trail is the most direct route, and it follows the contours of the mountain through heavy timber as it rounds its eastern side. The central trail climbs over Chiricahua Peak—at 9,796 feet, the loftiest summit in the range. Along the way it ascends through a mature stand of Engelmann spruce, which grow here at the extreme southern limit of their range. Tall trees surround a small clearing at the summit of Chiricahua Peak, blocking the view. The path descends through the pines of the south face to rejoin the other trails.


  The right- and left-hand trails converge to the south of Chiricahua Peak, and the Crest Trail proceeds southward as a single path. Just before the trail reaches the next saddle, a spur path descends a finger ridge to the east on its way to several springs and an overlook. Before it gets very far, the Headquarters Spring Trail branches off to the north and drops through a spruce swamp to reach a murky and undependable pool. The ridgetop route drops to the southern slope of the finger ridge, then follows its crest through the pines. A short spur ascends to Headquarters Overlook, a viewpoint allowing glimpses of Portal Peak. Meanwhile the main path drops into the ravine to reach Ojo Agua Fria Spring, one of the strongest and clearest flows in the range.


  The Crest Trail follows ridgetops southward from the junction and splits to negotiate the next mountaintop. The trail winding around the east side of the point is faint as it crosses hillsides through a dense forest. It drops to Snowshed Saddle (where it meets the Snowshed Trail) before turning southwest to rejoin the main trail above Juniper Spring. Meanwhile the more heavily trodden track runs to the west of the aforementioned mountaintop, crossing burned slopes that allow fine views of Paint Rock and the massive cliffs buttressing lower Chiricahua Peak. The trail soon passes Eagle Spring, which rises from a rock outcrop commanding a sweeping vista of peaks to the south. This trail receives the eastern branch of the trail just above the trough at Juniper Spring, and the freshly united route zigzags down into the next saddle.


  The forest here is dominated by a dog-hair growth of pine and Douglas fir that popped up in the wake of a forest fire that occurred decades ago. This stand of trees was only lightly damaged in 1994, because the earlier fire had already consumed most of the fuel in the understory. This demonstrates how under a natural fire regime, frequent fires result in natural firebreaks that prevent the massive scale of fires seen when fires are suppressed for long periods. Intervening ridges block the view of Rucker Canyon as the trail drops into a heavily burned saddle that tantalizes travelers with glimpses of the gravity-defying rock formations in the Portal area. The more primitive Price Canyon Trail drops away to the right, providing access to Sage Peak and the Rucker Canyon Recreation Area. The Crest Trail rounds the head of Price Canyon and then works its way across burned hillsides to meet the South Fork Cave Creek Trail.


  The pathway then rounds one last point to reach a bald saddle at the base of Sentinel Peak. To the north, stone towers that rise from Silver and Portal Peaks loom above the Cave Creek basin. The trail switchbacks up on the slopes of Sentinel Peak, avoiding the extensive talus slopes on its western face. A trail junction near the summit offers the final path to the top. Here an old lookout site once sat amid firs and aspens. These trees were killed by the blaze of 1994, and the summit will soon be bare. This point encompasses some of the most sweeping views in the Chiricahuas. To the southeast, the Peloncillo Range rises beyond the tawny expanse of the San Bernardino Valley. The Mule Mountains occupy the southwestern horizon, and visitors can look beyond the southerly Swisshelm Mountains to see deep into Mexico. Travelers who wish to connect with trails to the south can follow the steep path down the southeastern face of Sentinel Peak to reach a trail junction at the base of Jones Peak.


  Miles and Directions


  

  0.0 Trail leaves Rustler Park Campground.


  0.4 Junction with old Bootlegger Trail. Keep going straight.


  1.5 Bootlegger Saddle. Junction with cutoff trail from Long Park. Keep going straight.


  2.5 Saddle north of Flys Peak. Trails to Long Park, Bear Wallow Spring, and Flys Peak depart. Bear right for fastest route.


  3.0 Junction with Saulsbury Canyon Trail. Keep going straight.
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  3.4 Round Park. Trails join from Flys Peak and Bear Wallow Spring.


  4.2 Cima Saddle. Greenhouse Trail joins. Keep going straight.


  4.4 Junction with unmarked Mormon Ridge cutoff trail. Bear left.


  4.9 Junction with Anita Park spur trail. Keep going straight.


  5.0 Junction Saddle. Trails depart to Chiricahua Saddle and mountaintop to the north. Bear left for fastest route.


  5.1 Junction with Chiricahua Peak Trail. Bear left.


  5.5 Trails join from Chiricahua Peak and Ojo Agua Fria. Keep going straight.


  5.7 Trail joins from Chiricahua Saddle. Keep going straight.


  5.8 Junction with virtually invisible cutoff trail to Snowshed Peak. Bear right.


  6.2 Eagle Spring.


  6.6 Snowshed cutoff trail rejoins Crest Trail. Keep going straight.


  6.7 Juniper Spring.


  7.9 Price Canyon Trail drops away to the right.


  8.8 South Fork Cave Creek Trail rises from the left to join Crest Trail.


  10.3 Summit of Sentinel Peak.




  
    7 Mormon Ridge


    

    A day hike or backpack from Turkey Creek to the Chiricahua Crest Trail, 4.5 miles one way.


    

    
 Best seasons: Sept–Nov; Mar–May


 Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


 Route finding: No problem


 Water availability: None


 Elevation gain: 2,995 feet


 Maximum elevation: 9,150 feet


 Topo maps: USGS Chiricahua Peak; Trails Illustrated Chiricahua Mountains Unit


 Jurisdiction: Chiricahua Wilderness, Douglas Ranger District, Coronado National Forest


 Finding the trailhead: From AZ 181 east of Sunizona, take Turkey Creek Road (FR 41) 10 miles to the Mormon Ridge Trailhead.

    

  


  The Hike


  

  This trail offers the most direct route from the Turkey Creek basin to Chiricahua Crest. It climbs a bare ridgetop that offers good views in all directions. Because the route has southern exposure and lacks shade, the best time to hike it is early morning, before the sun gets high in the sky. There is no water along the trail, and the nearest water source along the Crest Trail is upper Cima Creek below Cima Saddle.


  At the outset, the trail fords Turkey Creek just above its confluence with Ward Creek. The pines of the bottomlands disappear as the trail climbs the toe of Mormon Ridge, which divides the two drainages. Scrubby oaks become the dominant trees as the trail gains elevation, and the sunny understory is dotted with yuccas and agaves. The ascent is steady for the first mile or so, and the rolling ridgetop commands views of the climax coniferous forest that cloaks the north-facing slopes of the Turkey Creek valley.


  [image: chpt_fig_019]


  The ridge steepens sharply, and the trail makes its first major ascent, zigzagging upward at a dogged pace. The next two saddles offer increasingly spectacular views of North Ward Canyon, which is guarded by a thicket of rocky spires. Flys Peak can be seen above the head of this valley. After a brief sojourn onto the northern slope of the ridge, the trail resumes its switchbacking ascent on the south side. Look back to catch a glimpse of the weathered spires projecting from the lower flanks of Mormon Ridge. Across Mormon Canyon, a southern spur of Chiricahua Peak is cloaked in Douglas fir and aspen and is crowned by a solitary miter of bedrock.


  Soon after crossing the wilderness boundary, the trail passes below another high saddle. Here a short jog to the ridgetop rewards the traveler with a sweeping vista that includes the distant peaks of the Dos Cabezas Range rising above the tawny plains of Sulphur Springs Valley. The trail continues to climb, reaching a junction with the abandoned Mormon Canyon Trail at the next saddle.


  [image: chpt_fig_020]


The Mormon Ridge Trail splits into two forks at this point. The left-hand route climbs through burned timber to intersect the Chiricahua Crest Trail just south of Cima Saddle. The right-hand fork runs southward through a lush forest of aspen and fir, passing several picturesque talus slopes on its way to meet the Crest Trail at Chiricahua Saddle.



  Miles and Directions


  

  0.0 Trailhead.


  4.0 Junction with old Mormon Canyon Trail (abandoned). Keep going straight.


  4.5 Trail joins Chiricahua Crest Trail at Chiricahua Saddle.




  
    8 Saulsbury Canyon


    

    A day hike or backpack from Turkey Creek to the Chiricahua Crest Trail, 6.4 miles one way.


    

    
 See map on page 40.


 Best season: Mar–Nov


 Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


 Route finding: Some challenges


 Water availability: None


 Elevation gain: 3,141 feet


 Elevation loss: 45 feet


 Maximum elevation: 9,160 feet


  Topo maps: USGS Chiricahua Peak, Rustler Park; Trails Illustrated Chiricahua Mountains Unit


 Jurisdiction: Chiricahua Wilderness, Douglas Ranger District, Coronado National Forest


 Finding the trailhead: From AZ 181 east of Sunizona, take Turkey Creek Road (FR 41) 9 miles to the Saulsbury Canyon Trailhead.

    

  


  The Hike


  

  This trail runs eastward from the Turkey Creek valley as it climbs to join the Chiricahua Crest Trail on the slopes of Flys Peak. The upper portions of the route burned during the 1994 Chiricahua Fire, but the trailbed remains mostly intact and can be followed with a little effort.


  The hike begins on a jeep trail that follows Ward Creek as far as the mouth of Saulsbury Canyon. This latter ravine is quite shallow and is cloaked in pines and evergreen oaks. Check dams have been built across the wash to retain rainwater and stall floods. In the upper reaches of the canyon, the trail follows the western edge of the 1994 Chiricahua burn. Immediately after the blaze, a dense carpet of lupines covered the scorched soil to the east of the trail. A nameless butte rises at the head of the canyon, and its cliffs of yellow stone dominate the landscape.


  [image: chpt_fig_021]


  The trail moves east of this butte for the final climb to Saulsbury Saddle, where it reaches a marked intersection. Here a short connector trail runs down to Rock Creek on the far side of the divide, while the Saulsbury Trail turns east to climb toward Little Bull Mountain. As it zigzags upward, it first passes onto the semiarid south slope of the ridge and then onto the meadowy north


  

  Miles and Directions


  

  

  

  

  

  



  
    9 Raspberry Ridge
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    10 Rucker Canyon
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    11 Red Rock Canyon
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  Miles and Directions


  

  

  

  

  

  



  
    13 Snowshed Peak
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    14 South Fork of Cave Creek
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    15 Horseshoe Pass
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  Appendix A: A Glossary of Southwestern Terms


  Note: In Spanish, the double “l” (ll) is pronounced like a “y,” and “j” is pronounced like an “h.” The tilde (ñ) is pronounced as “ny.”


  adit—a mine shaft sunk horizontally into the rock.


  adobe—a building material consisting of bricks made of alluvial mud mixed with grasses and left to bake in the sun. Adobe dwellings are stout walled and have a high thermal mass, which keeps them cool in the summer and warm in the winter.


  agave—a large succulent composed of a basal rosette of pointed leaves edged with dark-colored spines. An agave may live for thirty years and then use all its reserves to send up a flowering stalk. The plant dies soon after flowering.


  altiplano—Spanish for “high plain”; generally applied to high-elevation grasslands.


  Anasazi—cliff-dwelling people, contemporaries of the Hohokam, who inhabited Northern Arizona before the coming of the Europeans.


  Apache—a confederation of hunting and gathering tribes that originally ranged throughout southeastern Arizona and New Mexico. There are several Apache reservations, which are centered to the north of the Gila River.


  arroyo—a well-established wash that has cut a shallow course into the alluvium of the desert floor.


  bajadas—skirts of alluvial debris fanning out around the bases of mountains. Bajada soil is typically composed of unsorted material that is highly porous, and this quality typically leads to a diverse plant community of both shrubs and cacti.


  butte—a solitary tower of stone, usually faced on all sides with cliffs.


  caliche—a layer of limestone hardpan that forms 1 or 2 feet beneath the surface of the desert in some places. It holds rainwater near the surface of the soil, where shallow-rooted cacti can make maximum use of it.


  cañoncito—Spanish for “little canyon.”


  chaparral—a fire-dependent shrub community that inhabits desert uplands and is typically dominated by manzanita.


  cholla—a cactus that grows in a brachiated form like a tree. The cholla is renowned for the sharpness of its hooked spines.


  cienega—a small desert wetland found on the valley floor, usually dependent on groundwater to maintain its water level. The root of the word is “cien aguas,” Spanish for “100 springs.”


  coati—an omnivorous mammal related to the raccoon. Also known as coatimundis, coatis are highly social and typically travel in troops.


  cordillera—a continuous arc of mountains.


  desert varnish—a deposit of manganese and iron oxide that coats stones on the desert flats and streaks canyon walls. This film of minerals is leached out of the bedrock by runoff waters and is deposited as it drips or flows slowly across the surface of the stone.


  draw—a narrow gully or ravine, usually dry.


  glory hole—a shallow shaft dug to prospect for metal ores. Glory holes were never deepened into mine shafts because they failed to strike a lode, or paying deposit of ore.


  Hohokam—a pre-Columbian people who shared a culture centered on the irrigation of southern Arizona’s desert basins.


  jacal—a crude hut or shed made from materials that can be gathered from the desert.


  javelina—a small, pig-like mammal that inhabits the low deserts and travels in small herds.


  jojoba—a common shrub of the desert uplands. The jojoba turns its leaves parallel to the rays of the sun to slow water loss. An extract from its edible nuts serves as a substitute for whale oil.


  lechuguilla—locally known as “shin daggers,” this low-growing succulent grows in dense mats and has sharp needles at the end of its leaves that can pierce the sole of a tennis shoe.


  mesa—a small, flat-topped plateau surrounded by cliffs.


  mesquite bosque—a plant community of the arid valley floors that is dominated by mesquite and other thorny shrubs of the acacia family. These plants enrich the soil by adding nitrogen through symbiotic bacteria in their root nodules.


  ocotillo—a desert shrub with long, unbranched stalks that are covered with thorns and have no leaves for most of the year. The ocotillo leafs out and flowers following desert cloudbursts but sheds its leaves after several weeks; it is capable of a minor amount of photosynthesis through the bark of its stems.


  palo verde—the Arizona state tree and a common dweller of Sonoran desert lowlands. “Palo verde” is Spanish for “green branch,” and this shrub has bright green bark, which it uses for photosynthesis; it rarely leafs out at all.


  playa—the dried-up bed of a seasonal lake that fills only following rains. Playas typically have beds of whitish grit that is highly alkaline; this prevents the growth of most plants.


  prickly pear—a low-growing cactus identified by its chains of linked pads that have a round or oblong shape. Its fruits, or tunas, are prized for jams and jellies.


  ramada—a covered porch or veranda; commonly placed over picnic tables to provide shade in desert recreation areas.


  saguaro—the largest of the cacti, the saguaro grows in an erect column that grows side branches in old age. Saguaros may reach heights of 60 feet or more.


  sierra—Spanish for “mountain range.”


  sotol—a large, upland succulent characterized by a basal rosette of spiky leaves that gives rise to a tall flowering stalk.


  tank—a small reservoir (or sometimes merely a large metal tub) used for watering livestock.


  tinaja—a natural water pocket that is formed in the bedrock and carries water through a substantial part of the year.


  Tohono O’odham—The modern native tribe of southwestern Arizona, originally sedentary and agricultural. This is the proper name for the tribal people who were once called the Pimas and Papagos.


  wash—an established streamcourse that carries water only during floods and is dry for most of the year.


  yucca—also known as the “soap tree,” this relative of the agave has long, dagger-shaped leaves atop a stout stalk.




  Appendix B: Useful Addresses


  Coronado National Forest



  Coronado National Forest Headquarters


  300 West Congress


  Tucson, AZ 85701


  (520) 388-8300


  Douglas Ranger District


  1192 West Saddleview Rd.


  Douglas, AZ 85607


  (520) 364-3468


  Nogales Ranger District


  303 Old Tucson Road


  Nogales, AZ 85621


  (520) 281-2296


  Safford Ranger District


  711 14th Avenue, Suite D


  Safford, AZ 85546


  (520) 428-4150


  Santa Catalina Ranger District


  5700 North Sabino Canyon Rd.


  Tucson, AZ 85750


  (520) 749-8700


  Sierra Vista Ranger District


  4070 S. Avenida Saracino


  Hereford, AZ 85615


  (520) 378-0311


  Campground Reservations Line:


  (800) 280-2267


  National Park Service



  Chiricahua National Monument


  12856 East Rhyolite Creek Road


  Wilcox, AZ 85643


  (520) 824-3560


  Coronado National Monument


  4101 East Montezuma Canyon Rd.


  Hereford, AZ 85615


  (520) 366-5515


  Fort Bowie National Historic Site


  3327 Old Fort Bowie Road


  Bowie, AZ 85605


  (520) 847-2500


  Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument


  10 Organ Pipe Drive


  Ajo, AZ 85321


  (520) 387-6849


  Saguaro National Park


  3693 Old Spanish Trail


  Tucson, AZ 85730


  Rincon Mountain Unit: (520) 733-5153


  Tucson Mountain Unit: (520) 733-5158


  Tumacacori National Historical Park


  PO Box 8067


  Tumacacori, AZ 85640


  (520) 398-2341


  Bureau of Land Management



  Safford Field Office


  711 14th Ave.


  Safford, AZ 85546


  (928) 348-4400


  Tucson Field Office/Ironwood Forest National Monument


  3201 E. Universal Way


  Tucson, AZ 85756


  (520) 258-7200


  US Fish and Wildlife Service



  Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge


  1611 North Second Ave.


  Ajo, AZ 85321


  (520) 387-5226


  US Army



  Fort Huachuca


  (520) 533-7111


  State of Arizona



  Arizona Office of Tourism


  1100 West Washington St., Suite 155


  Phoenix, AZ 85007


  (866) 275-5816


  Arizona State Parks


  1300 West Washington St.


  Phoenix, AZ 85007


  (520) 542-4174


  Catalina State Park


  11570 N. Oracle Road


  Tucson, AZ 85737


  (520) 628-5798


  The Nature Conservancy



  Tucson Conservation Center


  1510 E. Fort Lowell Road


  Tucson, AZ 85719


  (520) 622-3861


  Aravaipa Canyon Preserve


  41099 W. Aravaipa Canyon Road


  Willcox, AZ 85643


  (928) 828-3443


  Muleshoe Ranch


  6502 N. Muleshoe Ranch Road


  Willcox, AZ 85643


  (520) 212-4295


  Ramsey Canyon Preserve


     Patagonia–Sonoita Creek Preserve


     27 Ramsey Canyon Rd.


  Hereford, AZ 85615


  (520) 394-2400


  Other Private Associations



  Arizona–Sonora Desert Museum


  2021 North Kinney Rd.


  Tucson, AZ 85743


  (520) 883-2702


  The Amerind Foundation


  2100 N. Amerind Road


  Dragoon, AZ 85609


  (520)586-3666


  Friends of Madera Canyon


  PO Box 1203


  Green Valley, AZ 85622


  Western National Parks Association


  12880 North Vistoso Village Drive


  Tucson, AZ 85755


  (520) 622-1999


  Other Sources for Cabeza Prieta and Barry M. Goldwater Range Permits



  Luke Air Force Base


  14185 West Falcon Street


  Luke Air Force Base, AZ 85309


  (623) 856-5853


  Marine Corps Air Station


  Range Management Office


  Box 99113


  Yuma, AZ 85369


  (928) 269-2942


  Bureau of Land Management


  Yuma Field Office


  2555 E. Gila Ridge Rd.


  Yuma, AZ 85365


  (928) 317-3250


  Bureau of Land Management


  Phoenix District


  21605 N. 7th Avenue


  Phoenix, AZ 82057


  (623) 580-5500




  About the Author
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  Erik Molvar spends half of each year exploring wildlands in the American West. He has hiked over 9,000 miles of trails from the Mexican border to the Arctic Ocean, including all the trails and routes in this book. Erik has a master’s degree in Wildlife Management from the University of Alaska–Fairbanks, where he performed groundbreaking research on moose in Denali National Park. He currently works as a professional conservationist in Laramie, Wyoming.


  Also by the author:


  Hiking Colorado’s Maroon Bells–Snowmass Wilderness


  Hiking Zion and Bryce Canyon National Parks


  Hiking Glacier and Waterton Lakes National Parks


  Hiking the North Cascades Hiking Olympic National Park


  Hiking Wyoming’s Cloud Peak Wilderness Wild Wyoming


  Hiking Montana’s Bob Marshall Wilderness


  Alaska on Foot: Wilderness Techniques for the Far North


  Scenic Driving Alaska and the Yukon


  Wyoming’s Red Desert: A Photographic Journey
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