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Looking west across Valle Grande from Cañada Bonita Trail, Pajarito Mountain Ski Area, Los Alamos. Photo by Peter Dickson.




FOREWORD



It is difficult to overstate the beauty and the centrality of the Valles Caldera to this place we call New Mexico. Seen from space, this now quiet volcano looks like the footprint of a great bear, who stepped here and nowhere else on some unseen journey. In a region filled with mountains, this place leaves those who see it for the first time stunned by its grandeur and its vast sense of time. We are but the latest people who have passed here over thousands of years, trailing among the great meadows, forests, and streams that reach away across this most sacrosanct of regions.

Valles Caldera National Preserve (VCNP) is the center of the Jemez Mountains, a volcanic range whose great violent expression of stone and ash more than a million years ago transformed the area and ultimately created a gentle range of mountains and mesas, hospitable to the people who built their villages and traditions around the base of the volcano’s remains. These mountains teem with animals and the ghosts of more stories than we can ever know from a variety of peoples who have come here to be changed by this place. From archaic times when people gathered the obsidian scattered like fragments of night across the land, to today’s scientists who seek understanding, to the elk who look across fields of flowers in summer rain, to friends on an afternoon walk of discovery, to Pueblo peoples in ceremony, this place opens itself to us, a great cathedral of mystery.

I’ve known this place my whole life, from childhood trips on the highway through the gaping Valle Grande, to secret night trespasses in adolescence where we gazed into a universe of stars through giant Douglas firs and wondered at the opening universe within ourselves. We found the calypso orchid at the bases of blue spruce and heard the coyotes call from the deeper wilds. And I’ve watched the toll years take on a place as the wet, beautiful forests of my childhood have been ravaged by high-severity fire, and places once cool and shaded are opened to slow recovery that will take generations and will reach an uncertain ecological end point.

I recall my first legal trip in 1991 into the private Baca Ranch with commissioners from the New Mexico Public Regulatory Commission, who wanted to see for themselves what the large, contemplated Ojo Line Extension power line would destroy were it built across this landscape. It never was, and that fact allowed greater futures to be considered once the property was purchased by the American people in 2000. More recently, I recall a trip through the preserve in 2014 with Senator Martin Heinrich and the current superintendent of the preserve, as the senator wrangled legislation to move the Valles Caldera under the National Park Service (NPS), which now manages this land on behalf of the American people.

Valles Caldera National Preserve is a rare site in the Southwest national park system, as it is dedicated primarily to protection of the natural world, rather than grand cultural resources. There are cultural sites here such as obsidian, active Pueblo shrines, and historic cabins. Yet the preserve offers an opportunity to manage this landscape for recreation, restoration, and research, according to the mission of the National Park Service.

Already the preserve’s partner groups have restored wetlands, planted willows, removed old fencing, and stopped erosion that began when domestic sheep grazed the area to dust in the 1930s. And NPS has undertaken a multiyear forest restoration project meant to reverse damage caused by logging and fire suppression, which left the land vulnerable to high-severity fire. They have reintroduced moderate-severity fire to the grasslands and forests, boosting the diversity of species and inoculating the land against future wildfire. The preserve is largely closed to livestock grazing so the grasslands and streams can at last recover from a century of overgrazing.

Even so, scars of recent high-severity fires are all too apparent in the preserve. The 156,000-acre Las Conchas Fire started when a tree hit an electrical line on June 26, 2011, and burned 44,000 acres on its first day. It burned along the southern and eastern rims of Valle Grande and into upper Bandelier National Monument and Cochiti Canyon, where it burned at great intensity. The 2013 Thompson Ridge Fire burned 15,000 acres on Redondo and South Mountains, as a mixed-severity fire. Today you can see the recovering scars of both these fires, and scientists at the preserve are measuring the link between such fires and climate change.

Today the Jemez Mountains and the Valles Caldera in particular are the most scientifically studied landscape in the Southwest, and this research guides management decisions while providing insight into the workings of this mysterious landscape. In a sense, this is a great laboratory of climate, wildlife, geology, paleoecology, and fire ecology, aptly just over the ridge from Los Alamos National Laboratory.

Yet through all the science and management, Valles Caldera National Preserve ultimately yields a wonderful mix of experiences in this young volcanic landscape to its owners, the American people. It’s possible to drive, hike, bicycle, ski, snowshoe, horseback ride, fish, and hunt. You can look for birds, flowers, bears, rocks, and insights. Exert yourself in great beauty or relax in the tall grass and while away your afternoon. Coco’s guidebook provides previously unavailable guidance to the trailheads and trails that deepen our experience of a place, drawing us into this unique world that will nurture our spirits.

Here we have a healing landscape, inviting us to walk its trails or stride across its great meadows. Coco’s guidebook opens a world of opportunity, a lifetime of day hikes to be done again and again in the high New Mexico air.

Tom Ribe, author of Inferno by Committee: A History of the Cerro Grande (Los Alamos) Fire, America’s Worst Prescribed Fire Disaster




PREFACE



This guidebook developed out of a project I undertook as part of my volunteer work at Valles Caldera National Preserve (VCNP). Since coming under the management of the National Park Service in 2014, the staff of the preserve have undertaken the Sisyphean task of restoring and protecting a landscape that has suffered from fire, drought, overgrazing, and destructive logging. Additionally, they have been working to improve the public’s access to all that makes this land so special. While the preserve has over 1,000 miles of timber roads, the majority are being allowed to return to nature as part of the restoration process. Those that remain, designated as official trails, lacked documentation of conditions, signage, and in some cases even accurate mileage measurements. At the same time, there was no comprehensive guide to the official trails of the preserve, much to the dismay of hikers and bikers who want to explore the backcountry. Over the course of about eighteen months, I set out to hike each of the official trails, mapping them using Gaia GPS, documenting trail conditions, and producing reports on each that could be used by the preserve staff in their ongoing infrastructure work. About halfway through the project, I realized I had enough information to write the guidebook that I and all my fellow hikers and bikers have been wishing for. The result is the book you have in your hands. I hope it will help you to explore and enjoy the preserve for many years to come.

If you want to contribute to ongoing improvements at the preserve, there are many ways to get involved:


Volunteers-in-Parks (VIPs). This is one of the best ways to contribute to the preserve, and there are opportunities for every interest. Visit www.nps.gov/getinvolved/volunteer.htm for more information. Sign up for VCNP volunteer opportunities at www.volunteer.gov.

Los Amigos de Valles Caldera. The preserve’s official Friends group. In addition to managing the preserve’s bookstore, they organize a variety of tours, sponsor special events, and support projects such as wetland restoration. To learn more, visit www.losamigosdevallescaldera.org.

Caldera Action. A citizens’ group focused on the protection and preservation of VCNP. They were instrumental in gaining support for the National Park Service’s management plan, and they continue to work with community members, New Mexico’s congressional delegation, and VCNP leadership. To get involved, visit www.caldera-action.org.

Trail updates. If you hike or bike one of these trails and discover conditions have changed, please email me at vcnp.trails@gmail.com. Include specifics of the change (new signage, washout, etc.), trail name and location (coordinates if possible), photograph(s), and date. Useful contributions will be acknowledged in the next edition of this guide.



Note: This guidebook is not affiliated in any way with the National Park Service, the Sierra Club, or Leave No Trace and the Center for Outdoor Ethics. Any opinions expressed herein are solely those of the author.
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Accessing Valles Caldera National Preserve

Valles Caldera National Preserve is located near mile marker 39 on the north side of NM 4 in Sandoval County, about 30 minutes west of Los Alamos. The map on page 2 illustrates the backcountry access roads, along which most trailheads are located. The trailheads for Coyote Call & Rabbit Ridge Trails, Banco Bonito Loop (VC07), and Redondo Creek–Mirror Pond Trail (VC02) are accessed directly from NM 4. The trailhead for Sulfur & Alamo Canyons Loop and Redondo Border Trail (VC08) is accessed from Forest Road 105, which is near mile marker 27 on NM 4. It takes about 90 minutes to reach VCNP from either Santa Fe or Albuquerque, depending on traffic and weather conditions.

Driving directions from Santa Fe: Take US 84/285 north to Pojoaque and turn left (west) onto NM 502. Take NM 502 to the exit for NM 4 and follow the signs for Bandelier National Monument and White Rock. At the stoplight at the T-junction, turn right (west) to take NM 501/East Jemez Road (the Los Alamos truck route) up the hill. At the stoplight at the top of the hill, turn left (south) to pass through the security checkpoint at Los Alamos National Laboratory (LANL). This generally only requires you to show your driver’s license, and is necessary because the road passes through LANL property. Follow the signs along NM 501 as it passes through the laboratory and turns south, reaching a T-junction with NM 4. Turn right (west) onto NM 4 and head up the mountain, reaching the entrance gate for VCNP after about 10 miles.

If you do not wish to pass through the LANL security checkpoint, instead of taking NM 501/East Jemez Road up the hill, continue on NM 4 through White Rock, following the signs for Bandelier National Monument. Continue past the entrance to Bandelier, taking NM 4 all the way to VCNP. This route is slightly longer but avoids the checkpoint.

Driving directions from Albuquerque: Take I-25 north to Bernalillo to the exit for US 550. Turn left (west) onto US 550 and take it north to San Ysidro. At San Ysidro, turn right (northeast) onto NM 4. Follow NM 4 as it heads up the mountain, reaching the entrance gate for VCNP after about 39 miles.




A Brief History of Valles Caldera National Preserve

Valles Caldera National Preserve is one of the newest of the protected lands within the National Park System, yet its landscape reflects a political history of centuries, a cultural history of thousands of years, and a geological history of millions of years. In its past we may see traces of Spain’s New World empire, Mexico’s fight for independence, America’s westward expansion, and New Mexico’s integration into the United States. One may also see the long and rich history of Native American life and culture in the Southwest and its extensive ties to far-flung Indigenous communities across North America. And of course, the geological forces that shaped the landscape as we know it today may be read in the hills and valleys that make up this unique and special place.

The geological history of VCNP has been a source of fascination for thousands of visitors, and it has established the caldera as a must-see destination for professional and amateur geologists from all over the world. Indeed, Fraser Goff (2009), one of the leading experts on the caldera’s geology, has noted that it is “the world’s best example of a resurgent caldera,” having been identified as a caldera in the 1920s by C. S. Ross of the United States Geological Survey. The caldera is so well defined that in the 1960s, geologists R. L. Smith and R. A. Bailey decided to use its characteristics to define all calderas worldwide (Goff 2009). The preserve sits atop the junction of
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Satellite image of Valles Caldera. Photo by NASA Earth Observatory.
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Looking east across Valle Grande.
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A fine example of an obsidian scraper tool. Leave artifacts where you find them.
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View of Redondo Mountain from NM 4.
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View of Obsidian Valley from Cerros del Abrigo Loop (77).
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Looking west across Valle Grande. Photo by Peter Dickson.
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The Old Barn and corral, built in 1941.



[image: image]

“Trujillo” dendroglyph along Rito de los Indios Trail (97).
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Cowboys in search of wayward cattle along La Garita Summit Trail (103). Photo by Peter Dickson.
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Abandoned geothermal wellhead in Sulfur Canyon (139).





[image: image]

Autumn colors in rejuvenating forest along Banco Bonito Loop (161).
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View of Valle Grande from the entrance to Hidden Valley (see Short Hikes, 40).
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