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    THE MAROON BELLS–SNOWMASS WILDERNESS

  


  The Maroon Bells–Snowmass Wilderness is world-famous for its spectacular mountains, glittering lakes, and flower-splashed alpine meadows. Great herds of elk inhabit the western end of the wilderness, and smaller creatures such as marmots, pikas, and ptarmigan can be found in the high country. The boom of tourism in nearby Aspen has led to a flood of hikers and tourists into these mountains during summertime. The most popular areas are the Maroon Lake/West Maroon Creek area, Snowmass Creek, and Conundrum Creek. Only the far southeastern corner of the wilderness, south of Pearl Pass, receives consistently light use. There are few places in this wilderness that are out of the range of day hikers. At the eastern end of the wilderness, the peaks are made up of the legendary crimson bedrock of the Maroon formation. Red sandstone dominates these strata, which were formed from sand, clay, and gravel washed down from the ancestral Rockies during a period when bony fishes were just evolving in Permian seas. In places, the Maroon formation was later infused with veins of hot magma, which superheated the shales and sandstones into harder metamorphic rocks. Farther west, the high peaks are composed of much harder granite. Snowmass Mountain, Capitol Peak, and Mount Sopris share these igneous origins.


  This wilderness has a rich and colorful mining history. The year 1879 marked the beginning of the silver boom in these mountains, and soon mining camps were established at Ashcroft, Gothic, Schofield, and Crystal. Ore from the Roaring Fork valley was initially freighted over the high passes to smelters in Leadville and Gothic. By 1887 the railroads had arrived in Aspen, and the new boomtown took over much of the ore traffic. Mines both small and large flourished until the early 1890s, when the silver market crashed and a mass exodus left most of the mining town vacant. Modern visitors will find ruins of lone prospectors’ cabins, abandoned mine shafts, and even remnants of old ghost towns in the remote valleys of the wilderness.


  Visitors can get information at the ranger station in Carbondale (seasonally at the Aspen Ranger Station) and at the applicable US Forest Service websites. For visitors approaching from the south, the nearest reliable source of Forest Service information is at the ranger station in Gunnison. Aspen, Carbondale, Crested Butte, and Gunnison offer most services required by backpackers. CO 82 and 330 offer easy access to the north and west sides of the range, respectively. The east and south sides are a bit more problematic: Lead King Basin Road, near Marble, is passable only when dry and even then is restricted to four-wheel-drive vehicles. The Pearl Pass and upper Crystal River routes are very rugged and strike fear into the hearts of even experienced four-wheel enthusiasts.


  1 CATHEDRAL LAKE–ELECTRIC PASS


 WHY GO?


  A day hike to Cathedral Lake or Electric Pass


  
    THE RUNDOWN


    Distance: 5.0 miles out and back (2.5 miles one-way) (Cathedral Lake); 9.4 miles out and back (4.7 miles one-way) (Electric Pass)


  Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


    Best season: Mid-June to mid-October (Cathedral Lake); early July to mid-October (Electric Pass)


    Visitation: Very heavy


    Elevation gain: 2,000 feet to Cathedral Lake; 3,600 feet to Electric Pass


  Maximum elevation: 11,900 feet (Cathedral Lake); 13,500 feet (Electric Pass)


  Map: USGS Hayden Peak (location approximate)


  Trail contact: Aspen-Sopris Ranger District, White River National Forest, 620 Main St., Carbondale 81623; (970) 963-2266; fs.usda.gov/whiteriver




 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] Follow CO 82 out the west end of Aspen to the roundabout and turn left (south) on Castle Creek Road (FR 102). Follow it for 12.1 miles, then turn right at the second sign marked Trailhead. Follow this dirt road for 0.6 mile to the trailhead.


  THE HIKE


  The upper basin of Pine Creek is guarded by the sawtooth crags of Cathedral Peak, and nestled in its upper basin is an aquamarine gem known as Cathedral Lake. This trail offers a popular day hike to the lake, and adventurous hikers can continue up to the 13,500-foot divide of Electric Pass for some of the best mountain panoramas in the wilderness. Be sure to plan your trip so you can descend from the pass before noon and avoid the potential for thunderstorms. The trail that once descended from Electric Pass to Cataract Creek and on to the Conundrum Creek valley has been abandoned, and the upper reaches are now considered impassable.


  The trail begins by running southward through the aspens, and soon it begins the steady climb toward the mouth of the Pine Creek valley. As the trail turns the corner, there is a fine overlook of Castle Creek, with Taylor and Star Peaks rising beyond it. The path now turns west, climbing steadily as the aspen woodland begins to thin out. A grove of timber pines shades the first overlook of Pine Creek’s granite gorge. Soon the trees fall away, and open slopes yield views of the sedimentary peaks that flank the steep valley. The pitch of the trail increases to a calf-burning climb as you approach a series of waterfalls, and now Malamute Peak can be seen ahead.


  At the top of the grade, the path levels off as it enters the lower basin of Pine Creek. A broad panorama of crags and pinnacles surrounds this pretty bowl. Soon the trail resumes its steady climb along the north wall of the basin. Ultimately a talus slope leads to the base of a steep couloir, where a series of tight switchbacks leads upward. At the top of the grade is a junction; Cathedral Lake lies to the left, while to the right is the trail to Electric Pass.


[image: Cathedral (at right) and Castle (distant) Peaks can be seen from the heights near Electric Pass.]


  Cathedral (at right) and Castle (distant) Peaks can be seen from the heights near Electric Pass.


  The trail to Cathedral Lake now dips and climbs through the scattered spruce, yielding fine views of Cathedral Peak with its jagged spires. After a tricky crossing of Pine Creek, the path climbs over the shoulder of a meadowy hill to reach the lakeshore. Cathedral Lake is a large, turquoise tarn that lies at the base of the high crags. In 1881 pockets of gold were discovered on Michigan Ridge above the lake, and these discoveries fueled the growth of the boomtown of Ashcroft. Cathedral Lake offers fair fishing for cutthroat trout.


  Electric Pass option: From the junction high in the Pine Creek basin, the trail to Electric Pass winds upward among rounded hills. Soon the trees fall behind and the path climbs through mats of willow, bearing for the knife-blade towers of Cathedral Peak. At the top of the rise is a T-intersection that overlooks Cathedral Lake; turn right as our path runs north into a high basin. Here the alpine tundra is lit by the blossoms of elephants head, paintbrush, and king’s crown. After a brief journey up the basin floor, the trail jogs eastward and climbs onto the shoulder of Leahy Peak. Now the summits of Castle and Conundrum Peaks rise to the southwest, and Star Peak can be seen above a spur of Malamute Peak.


  The trail climbs steadily across the meadowy slopes, ultimately tracking north to reach a saddle high above the Devaney Creek valley. Broad eastward views encompass a sea of jagged summits within the Collegiate Peaks Wilderness. The trail climbs northwest along the ridgetop, bearing for a nameless summit. Then it swings west above the head of the basin. The footing may be tricky as the trail becomes a primitive track across the loose talus and scree. At the far side of the slope is Electric Pass, a barren divide high above the valley of Conundrum Creek. From here, westward views encompass most of the high peaks of the wilderness, including the Maroon Bells and Snowmass Mountain. The old trail that once dropped into the upper basin of Cataract Creek has been swallowed up by steep scree and rockslides, and is now impassable.


[image: CATHEDRAL LAKE–ELECTRIC PASS]


   MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at Cathedral Lake trailhead.


  0.4 Trail enters the valley of Pine Creek.


  1.5 Trail reaches the lower basin of Pine Creek.


 2.1 Junction with spur trail to Cathedral Lake (0.4 mile, easy). Turn left for the lake for a 5-mile round-trip or stay right for Electric Pass.


  3.9 Trail reaches pass above Devaney Creek. Continue up ridgeline, then swing west.


  4.7 Electric Pass. Retrace your steps.


  9.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.


 2 AMERICAN LAKE


 WHY GO?


  A day hike to a subalpine lake


  
    THE RUNDOWN


    Distance: 6.4 miles out and back (3.2 miles one-way)


  Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


    Best season: Mid-June to mid-October


  Visitation: Heavy


    Elevation gain: 1,970 feet


  Maximum elevation: 11,370 feet


    Map: USGS Hayden Peak


    Trail contact: Aspen-Sopris Ranger District, White River National Forest, 620 Main St., Carbondale 81623; (970) 963-2266; fs.usda.gov/whiteriver




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] Follow CO 82 out the west end of Aspen to the roundabout and turn left (south) on Castle Creek Road (FR 102). Follow it for 9.8 miles, then turn right at a sign marked Trailhead. The American Lake trailhead is at the end of this short spur road.


  THE HIKE


  This trail climbs from the ghost town of Ashcroft to a subalpine lake in the Devaney Creek valley. The trail begins with a short jog to the north, then climbs along a wooded gulch. A steady grade leads up through the aspens of the south-facing slope, and purple fleabane and mariposa lilies bloom among the ivory trunks. Views are mostly limited to forested ridges, but the trail meets several primitive paths at a high overlook that affords views of some of the lesser peaks at the head of Castle Creek. Near the head of the gulch, the path enters a spruce grove and levels off briefly. After passing the tailings of an old mine, the trail crosses the lower edge of a broad, sloping meadow. Aspen groves and stands of tall spruce border this pretty clearing.


  The trail now turns south, climbing intermittently as it crosses the timbered head of the gulch. After crossing a wooded divide, the path drops into the valley of Devaney Creek. It now swings west, traversing through aspen groves, where the trail deteriorates into a ragged track filled with roots and rocks. The grade is gentle until the path reaches a grassy meadow, where it begins climbing in irregular spurts.


  A short jaunt through the trees leads to the subalpine basin of Devaney Creek, where talus slopes reveal the surrounding crags. The trail then wanders up through the timber to reach American Lake. This small lake is surrounded on three sides by spruce and sub-alpine fir, with talus slopes leading up to a rocky ridge on the north shore. The lake is home to a population of stout rainbow trout. An old trail once ran south from the foot of the lake to access a low pass in the mountains, but it has been neglected in recent years and has become a map-and-compass proposition.


[image: American Lake]


  American Lake


[image: AMERICAN LAKE]


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at American Lake trailhead.


  0.1 Trail crosses stream and enters gulch.


  1.3 Trail passes cabin ruins.


  2.1 Trail crosses divide into Devaney Creek valley.


  3.1 Trail crosses American Creek.


 3.2 American Lake. Retrace your steps.


  6.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.


  3 CONUNDRUM CREEK


 WHY GO?


  A backpack to Conundrum Hot Springs or Triangle Pass


  
    THE RUNDOWN


    Distance: 16.0 miles out and back (8 miles one-way) (Conundrum Hot Springs); 19.6 miles out and back (9.8 miles one-way) (Triangle Pass)


    Difficulty: Moderate to Conundrum Hot Springs; strenuous to Triangle Pass


    Best season: Early July to mid-October


    Visitation: Very heavy


    Elevation gain: 3,900 feet


  Elevation loss: 120 feet


    Maximum elevation: 12,580 feet (Triangle Pass)


  Maps: USGS Hayden Peak, Maroon Bells, and Gothic


  Trail contact: Aspen-Sopris Ranger District, White River National Forest, 620 Main St., Carbondale 81623; (970) 963-2266; fs.usda.gov/whiteriver




 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] Follow CO 82 out the west end of Aspen to the roundabout and turn left (south) on Castle Creek Road (FR 102). Follow it for 5 miles, then turn right on Conundrum Creek Road. Drive 1.1 miles on this gravel trunk route to reach the trailhead.


  THE HIKE


  This creek rolls down from the vast alpine meadows of the Conundrum Basin, passing a natural hot springs and reminders of the mining era before reaching the trailhead in the foothills. The first prospectors sifted through this valley in 1882 and found placer gold in the stream gravels, but they were never able to find the mother lode. Since the source of the gold was never found, the presence of gold in the stream gravels became the conundrum for which the creek was named. Conundrum Hot Springs has become such a popular destination for backpackers that a permit system, which requires making reservations in advance, is now in place in a zone surrounding the hot springs from Silver Dollar Pond to Triangle Pass. Campers who wish to pitch their tents near the springs must reserve designated sites in advance, which commonly fill up entirely during the peak summer season. The hot springs are clothing-optional; if you have young children or might be offended by nude bathers, you should consider bypassing the springs. Although strong hikers occasionally bag the hot springs in a single day of hiking, the journey is considered too far to be worthwhile by most day hikers.


  The trail begins with an up-and-down passage along the old roadbed that follows the east bank of Conundrum Creek. This wagon road was built in 1883 to provide access to the mining claims at Carey’s Camp. Grassy meadows and willow thickets afford views of the surrounding foothills, with Hayden Peak overtopping them to the east. The old road settles into a modest climb as it enters the forest, a mix of spruce and aspen stands. It emerges in a clearing below Hayden Peak, where an old prospector’s dugout is sagging into ruin. A larger meadow just up the valley affords the first look at the rocky ribs of Keefe Peak. The trees give way to broad clearings now, and signs of beaver activity can be spotted along Conundrum Creek.


[image: The upper pool at Conundrum Hot Springs]


  The upper pool at Conundrum Hot Springs


  Soon the trail crosses a footbridge, then follows the west bank up to a broad and meadowy basin. This clearing was the site of Carey’s Camp, where one hundred miners worked their claims during the brief boom along Conundrum Creek. This boomtown was completely wiped out by an avalanche in March 1884. On April 12 of the same year, a search team excavated the bodies of five unlucky miners, along with a dog named Bruiser, who miraculously survived his thirty-three-day entombment under 25 feet of snow. Bruiser went on to become Aspen’s unofficial mascot.


  After crossing the basin, the path abandons the old road and climbs briskly up the aspen-clad slopes. The lofty falls of Cataract Creek now appear across the valley, and soon the trail is climbing along the edge of a deep ravine carved by Conundrum Creek. Avalanche slopes and gentler meadows beyond the declivity allow ever-expanding views of the jagged peaks that crown the head of the valley. The trail passes below the yellow heap of rubble that was excavated from the Cummings Mine, then climbs high onto an alluvial fan. A spruce-studded meadow now leads to the second bridge.


[image: CONUNDRUM CREEK; EAST MAROON CREEK]


  On the far bank is Silver Dollar Pond, and the path passes it on its way inland to a junction with the abandoned Cataract Basin Trail. The main trail runs up the valley, bypassing a series of beaver ponds on its way to a third creek crossing. This crossing is a knee-deep ford in midsummer, but a log crossing may be available nearby. The trail then continues upward at a modest pace, passing through subalpine forests and open boulder fields.


  About halfway between the crossing and the hot springs, the path begins a steady climb through the timber. Signs announce the horse camps below the springs, where campfires are allowed. The timber thins out as the trail crosses a cascading tributary that runs beside an impressive gorge carved by Conundrum Creek. It passes an old guard station before the spur trail to Conundrum Hot Springs splits away. A bathhouse was built at the springs in 1912, but it has long since been removed in favor of more natural pools. The two pools of the hot springs lie right at the timberline, commanding sweeping views of the surrounding mountains and long vistas down the valley. The waters are a constant 102°F. Clothing is optional at the hot springs (some bathers wear hats). There are a number of designated campsites on the wooded knobs that surround the pools.


  The main trail continues up the valley, climbing at a steep pace through low mats of willow and swards of wildflowers. The climbing eases in the upper Conundrum Basin but redoubles its effort as it rises onto the rolling tundra along the western edge of the valley. An early settler named Abe Lee once ran sheep on these high meadows, but now they have been returned to the native elk and deer. The displays of alpine wildflowers are impressive as the path ascends to the base of Conundrum Pass, then swings south toward the valley’s head. Two long switchbacks lead up across the scree for the final pitch. The trail approaches a gap at the valley’s head, offering southward views over the divide as a primitive track joins in from the Twin Lakes. The main trail now doglegs back to reach Triangle Pass, a barren col at the base of Triangle Peak. Barren ranges stretch westward, and the trail descends to meet the Copper Pass Trail (see hike 4, East Maroon Creek) and the Copper Creek Trail (see hike 28, The Copper Basin, Triangle Pass option).


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at Conundrum Creek trailhead.


 1.4 Trail passes cabin ruins.


  2.2 Bridge leads to west bank of Conundrum Creek.


  5.5 Second bridge over Conundrum Creek.


  5.6 Silver Dollar Pond.


  5.7 Abandoned Cataract Creek Trail runs north.


  6.0 Ford or log crossing of Conundrum Creek.


  7.5 Spur trail to Conundrum Hot Springs horse camp.


  7.8 Trail passes shell of old guard station.


 8.0 Spur trail to left leads to Conundrum Hot Springs. Stay right for Triangle Pass.


  9.8 Triangle Pass. Trail leads southwest to Copper Creek. Turn around and retrace your steps.


  19.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.


  4 EAST MAROON CREEK


 WHY GO?


  A backpack over East Maroon Pass to Copper Lake, or over Copper Pass to intersect the Triangle Pass segment of the Copper Creek Trail


  
    THE RUNDOWN


    See map on page 35.


  Distance: 22.4 miles out and back (11.2 miles one-way) (Copper Lake); 22.8 miles out and back (11.4 miles one-way) (Copper Pass)


    Difficulty: Moderate


    Best season: Early July to mid-October


  Visitation: Heavy


    Elevation gain: 3,100 feet to East Maroon Pass; 4,090 feet to Copper Pass


  Elevation loss: 420 feet to Copper Lake; 230 feet via Copper Pass


  Maximum elevation: 11,820 feet (East Maroon Pass); 12,730 feet (Copper Pass)


  Maps: USGS Maroon Bells and Gothic


    Trail contact: Aspen-Sopris Ranger District, White River National Forest, 620 Main St., Carbondale 81623; (970) 963-2266; fs.usda.gov/whiteriver




 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] Maroon Creek Road is closed to private vehicles between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. During the day, shuttle buses run at frequent intervals (for a fee) from Aspen Highlands all the way to Maroon Lake. If you are driving, follow CO 82 west end of Aspen to the roundabout and turn left (south) on Maroon Creek Road. Follow this road for 6.3 miles to park at the East Maroon Wilderness Portal.


    THE HIKE


  This hike follows an abandoned road through a glacial valley flanked by tall crags. The route was built as a toll road in 1887 to ship ore up the valley of East Maroon Creek and over the pass to the smelter in Gothic. The Denver & Rio Grande and Colorado Midland Railroads arrived in Aspen later that same year, providing cheaper ore transport and putting an end to the East Maroon toll road. During late summer when the fords are manageable, this trail is the easiest hiking route from Aspen to Crested Butte. It can be used as a backdoor route to the Conundrum Creek valley via Copper Pass and Triangle Pass. The trail receives heavy horse use, and consequently it is often muddy, eroded, and braided into several channels. Camping is not allowed along the first 1.5 miles of the trail, within the Maroon Creek valley.


  From the East Maroon trailhead, a bridge leads to the far bank of Maroon Creek, and the trail runs upstream through meadows and aspen groves. The path can be quite muddy here, but the views compensate for the inconvenience: Initially, Pyramid Peak is visible up the valley, and the Maroon Bells and Sleeping Sexton appear as the path approaches the mouth of the East Maroon valley. Here a connecting trail drops away, bound for Maroon Lake. Watch for avalanche debris dating from March 2019 in this area.


  The main trail swings southeast into the valley of East Maroon Creek, where it soon enters a grassy meadow. The gradient is gentle as the trail follows the floor of this glacier-carved valley, which is kept relatively open by frequent winter avalanches. Soon the spires of Pyramid Peak rise above the west bank of the stream, and a granite rib of Precarious Peak can be seen at the head of the valley. The old roadbed passes above beaver ponds and aspen groves as it alternately rises onto the slopes and dips toward the valley floor. Before long, a spur trail drops away to an outfitter’s camp. Just beyond the junction, the former road passes old mine workings and cabin ruins.


[image: Looking west from a high point near Copper Pass]


  Looking west from a high point near Copper Pass


  Ultimately the path draws abreast of a slender skein of a waterfall that plummets from the flanks of Pyramid Peak. Here the path abandons the roadbed and descends for a knee-deep ford of East Maroon Creek. On the far bank, the trail climbs heartily for a short time, then levels off as it runs through spruce forest and sunny glades. After 0.6 mile, another knee-deep crossing leads back to the east bank, where the trail returns to the old roadbed.


  A steady grade now leads up the east wall of the valley, where talus slopes yield superb views of Precarious Peak. The path soon enters the subalpine forest, where it makes a long and steady climb to the head of the valley. As it approaches the headwaters of East Maroon Creek, the trail reaches an intersection with the path bound for Triangle Pass (see Copper Pass option below). Hikers bound for Conundrum Creek will turn left here, while folks bound for the Copper Basin should continue ahead to hop the rocks across East Maroon Creek.


  The main trail now traverses westward across outcrops of exposed granite. Soon it reaches the mouth of a flat-bottomed basin filled with marshy meadows. East Maroon Pass can be seen at the head of this basin, but the old road loops westward into trees and pocket meadows, charting a gradual ascent. There is a fine overlook of Pyramid Peak before the trail swings south for good, angling up across slopes of fractured boulders. East Maroon Pass is a low, rounded gap between minor granite summits, and there are meltwater ponds near the divide.


  The trail then descends into the Copper Basin, which is hemmed in by granite crags and razorback ridges. Chief among these are Precarious Peak to the west and the pale granite summit of White Rock Mountain to the east. The path snakes downward across alpine meadows, then swings east to glide down across the talus above Copper Lake. The trail finally reaches a junction near the foot of this emerald pool. From here, trails run west to the lakeshore, east to Triangle Pass, and south along Copper Creek to the ghost town of Gothic.


  Copper Pass option: From the trail junction in upper East Maroon Creek, follow the signs for Conundrum Creek as the trail climbs steadily through a thinning forest of subalpine fir and spruce. The going can be muddy at times as the path rounds a willow-choked basin, then turns south to cross East Maroon Creek. It now climbs steeply as the trees fall away, and soon it wanders among tundra-clad hillocks capped with mats of shrublike krummholz fir. After crossing a brook that links a series of shallow ponds, the trail climbs into the alpine zone. Follow the cairns where the trail grows faint; the route makes for a tongue of shattered rock at the center of the basin.


  The sedimentary buttresses of Hilliard Peak guard the final assault on Copper Pass. The path ascends directly toward the gap, climbing across loose scree on the final pitch. Copper Pass looks out over a high tarn, with the steep face and sawtooth crest of White Rock Mountain towering beyond it. The knob to the west is an easy walk-up and offers panoramic views of the surrounding peaks. The trail now makes a short descent across the talus to reach a signpost. To the left, a trail traverses the head of the cirque and climbs through Triangle Pass, while to the right is the steep grade down to Copper Lake (see hike 28, The Copper Basin).


   MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at East Maroon trailhead. Trail crosses bridge over Maroon Creek.


 1.5 Junction with West Maroon Creek Trail. Bear left.


  2.3 Trail enters first of meadows along East Maroon Creek.


  6.1 Trail fords East Maroon Creek and follows its west bank.


  6.7 Second ford of East Maroon Creek. Trail follows east bank.


  9.3 Trail crosses the headwaters of East Maroon Creek.


 9.4 Junction with Copper Pass Trail (2 miles, moderately strenuous, 22.8 miles out and back). Stay right for East Maroon Pass.


 9.6 Trail reaches alpine basin.


  10.5 East Maroon Pass.


 11.2 Copper Lake. Retrace your steps.


  22.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.


  5 MAROON LAKE SCENIC LOOP


 WHY GO?


  A brief stroll along Maroon Lake and West Maroon Creek


  
    THE RUNDOWN


    Distance: 1.9-mile loop


  Difficulty: Easy


    Best season: Late May to mid-October


  Visitation: Very heavy


    Elevation gain: 160 feet


    Elevation loss: 160 feet


    Maximum elevation: 9,700 feet


  Map: USGS Maroon Bells (trail not shown)


  Trail contact: Aspen-Sopris Ranger District, White River National Forest, 620 Main St., Carbondale 81623; (970) 963-2266; fs.usda.gov/whiteriver




 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] Maroon Creek Road is closed to private vehicles between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. During the day, shuttle buses run at frequent intervals (for a fee) from Aspen Highlands all the way to Maroon Lake. If you are driving, follow CO 82 out the west end of Aspen to the roundabout and turn left (south) on Maroon Creek Road. Follow this road 9.1 miles, past the West Maroon Wilderness Portal, to park at the trailhead at Maroon Lake.


  THE HIKE


  This easy day hike visits the shoreline of Maroon Lake, then explores the beaver-rich waters of Maroon Creek above the lake. Fabulous views of the Maroon Bells can be had all along the route. The initial stretch along the lakeshore is wheelchair accessible.


  The trail begins as a wide gravel causeway that runs along the western shore of Maroon Lake. This lake is really an enlarged beaver pond, with a dam at its outlet and a beaver lodge providing winter quarters for the residents along the western shore. The Maroon Bells dominate the valley, while to the east is Pyramid Peak and to the west the castellated spires of Sievers Mountain. Bear left at the trail junction by the signboard to reach the bridge at the head of the lake. From here, the route is described beginning along the right (west) bank.


  The trail now follows West Maroon Creek through meadows and aspens, reaching a second bridge below a double waterfall. Cross over for an easier loop, or continue along the west bank for a longer trip. The trail along the west bank becomes narrower as it winds upward among the aspens, passing beaver ponds along the way. Soon a challenging little cutoff trail zigzags up to meet the path to Crater Lake. Meanwhile, our trail continues upstream, rounding a rockslide where West Maroon Creek emerges full-blown from subterranean passages in the fallen rock.


  On the east bank, the path becomes primitive as it runs downstream through a jungle of cow parsnip. Be careful—boulders lurk beneath the vegetation to trip the unwary. The path yields views of a slender waterfall on Pyramid Peak before it reaches the bridge below the falls. Here the path widens again for the final leg through open meadows. Cross the bridge at the head of the lake to complete the loop, and return via the western shore of the lake.


[image: Morning reflections on Maroon Lake]


  Morning reflections on Maroon Lake


[image: MAROON LAKE SCENIC LOOP]


   MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at Maroon Lake trailhead. The trail follows west shore of lake.


  0.2 Junction with trail to Crater Lake and Willow, Buckskin, and West Maroon Passes. Stay left along the lake.


  0.5 Trail reaches bridge at head of Maroon Lake. Stay right and follow west bank to hike loop counterclockwise.


  0.6 Falls bridge. Stay right, on west bank.


  0.8 Junction with cutoff to Crater Lake. Bear left for loop.


  0.9 Trail crosses headwaters and follows east bank of creek.


  1.3 Bridge at head of Maroon Lake. Cross over and return via the western shore.


  1.9 Arrive back at the trailhead.


  6 WEST MAROON PASS


 WHY GO?


  A day hike to Crater Lake or West Maroon Pass


   
    THE RUNDOWN


    Distance: 4.2 miles out and back (2.1 miles one-way) (Crater Lake); 13.0 miles out and back (6.5 miles one-way) (West Maroon Pass)


    Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


    Best season: Early July to mid-October


  Visitation: Very heavy to Crater Lake; heavy beyond


  Elevation gain: 2,940 feet


    Maximum elevation: 12,500 feet


    Map: USGS Maroon Bells


    Trail contact: Aspen-Sopris Ranger District, White River National Forest, 620 Main St., Carbondale 81623; (970) 963-2266; fs.usda.gov/whiteriver




 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] Maroon Creek Road is closed to private vehicles between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. During the day, shuttle buses run at frequent intervals (for a fee) from Aspen Highlands all the way to Maroon Lake. If you are driving, follow CO 82 out the west end of Aspen to the roundabout and turn left (south) on Maroon Creek Road. Follow this road 9.1 miles, past the West Maroon Wilderness Portal, to park at the trailhead at Maroon Lake.


 THE HIKE


  This trail climbs over West Maroon Pass, linking up with the East Fork Crystal River route and offering one of the most direct trail linkages between Aspen and Crested Butte. It is also very popular for day hikes. Crater Lake, at the base of the Maroon Bells, is an easy half-day trip. This barren lake is one of the most popular backcountry destinations in Colorado and is also a mecca for photographers. More adventurous hikers can make the trip to West Maroon Pass and back in a day. For backpackers, West Maroon Pass is easier when approached from the south. Poor trail engineering has led to hazardous sullying above Crater Lake; watch your step.


  From the foot of Maroon Lake, follow the broad ribbon of gravel beside the western shore. The Maroon Bells are reflected in the still waters of this monster beaver pond. The granite crags of Pyramid Peak rise to the east, with the castellated spires of Sievers Mountain to the west. Near the head of the lake is a signboard; the West Maroon Trail climbs away to the right, while the Beaver Pond Trail stays on the valley floor. These two trails will rejoin higher up for hikers who wish to start out on the more interesting lower route.


  The West Maroon Trail now climbs modestly through the aspens. The battlements of Pyramid Peak can be seen through the canopy, but it is not until the trail crosses a talus slope that the summit can be seen. Soon thereafter, the path links up with a cutoff from the Beaver Pond Trail and makes a vigorous climb across rocky country. At the top of the grade, the path meanders through boulder-choked gulches at the edge of the valley, reaching a junction with the trail to Buckskin Pass (marked Maroon-Snowmass Trail) near the foot of Crater Lake. This lake is barren of fish, but its location at the base of the Maroon Bells makes it a favorite dawn and dusk destination for photographers. Camping here is allowed only in designated sites, located in the aspens and subalpine firs above the west shore of the lake.


[image: West Maroon Pass]


  West Maroon Pass


  At the head of the lake, watch for waterfalls plummeting down the flanks of the Maroon Bells. The path soon climbs high onto an apron of talus below these striking peaks. Snowy pinnacles tower overhead, but it is the gabled cliffs and multiple crags of Pyramid Peak that dominate the landscape here. The path ultimately returns to the valley floor, skirting the edges of talus slopes where marmots make their homes. Watch for a graceful cascade on the opposite slope of the valley as the trail makes its way to the first ford of West Maroon Creek. The stream is shallow and braided into several channels here, and you can often get across with dry feet. On the east bank, the trail climbs steadily through spruce groves and willow thickets, passing a small gorge as it continues up the valley.


[image: The crags of Pyramid Peak]


  The crags of Pyramid Peak


  As the path leaves the trees behind, it makes a second, knee-deep ford of the creek. The rocks are slippery here; be cautious. The steady climb continues along the west bank. Ultimately, a series of bedrock shelves spans the valley floor, and the stream rushes across them in a string of foaming chutes. The trail now takes leave of the valley floor, climbing steadily across terraces covered in low-growing willow. Soon it enters a snow-dappled alpine basin, and the climb steepens markedly. The steep trail and lack of switchbacks has led to rapid erosion and multiple trails in this area. Watch for the south face of the Maroon Bells on the final, calf-burning pitch. West Maroon Pass is guarded by ragged pillars of red sandstone and offers splendid views of Pyramid Peak to the north and Treasure Mountain to the south.


  The trail makes an equally steep but much shorter descent into the basin beyond. It then turns southwest, dropping in spurts across the flower-spangled tundra. Ultimately a cairn on the basin floor marks the intersection with the North Fork Crystal and East Fork Crystal trails.


   MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at Maroon Lake trailhead.


  0.2 Junction with Maroon Lake Trail. Turn right.


[image: WEST MAROON PASS]


  1.0 Junction with cutoff to Beaver Pond Trail. Stay right.


  1.7 Junction with Buckskin Pass Trail. Turn left.


  1.8 Trail reaches foot of Crater Lake.


  2.1 Head of Crater Lake (turn around for a 4.2-mile round-trip).


  3.7 Trail fords West Maroon Creek and follows east bank.


  4.4 Second ford leads back to west bank.


  6.5 West Maroon Pass. East Fork Crystal River Trail continues south. Turn around and retrace your steps.


  13.0 Arrive back at the trailhead.



  7 BUCKSKIN PASS


 WHY GO?


  A day hike to Buckskin Pass, or a backpack to Snowmass Lake


  
    THE RUNDOWN


    Distance: 9.6 miles out and back (4.8 miles one-way) (Buckskin Pass); 16.8 miles out and back (8.4 miles one-way) (Snowmass Lake)


  Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


    Best season: Early July to mid-October


  Visitation: Very heavy


    Elevation gain: 2,902 feet to Buckskin Pass; additional 270 feet to Snowmass Lake


  Elevation loss: 1,752 feet to Snowmass Lake


  Maximum elevation: 12,462 feet


    Maps: USGS Maroon Bells and Snowmass Mountain


  Trail contact: Aspen-Sopris Ranger District, White River National Forest, 620 Main St., Carbondale 81623; (970) 963-2266; fs.usda.gov/whiteriver




 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] Maroon Creek Road is closed to private vehicles between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. During the day, shuttle buses run at frequent intervals (for a fee) from Aspen Highlands all the way to Maroon Lake. If you are driving, follow CO 82 out the west end of Aspen to the roundabout and turn left (south) on Maroon Creek Road. Follow this road 9.1 miles, past the West Maroon Wilderness Portal, to park at the trailhead at Maroon Lake.


   THE HIKE


  This trail leads over the high and spectacular divide between West Maroon and Snowmass Creeks, offering fabulous views of the Maroon Bells and Pyramid Peak on its way to Snowmass Lake. Buckskin Pass makes a fine day hike destination, and linkages with trails to Willow Lake, Snowmass Creek, and Trail Rider Pass make for good backpacking possibilities. To begin, follow the West Maroon Pass routing along Maroon Lake, then follow signs for Crater Lake as a rocky trail leads up across the west wall of the valley. After a steady climb, the trail wanders among hummocks of shattered rock, the remnants of an old landslide. The trail then dips toward the foot of Crater Lake, where it meets the junction with the Buckskin Pass Trail (marked Maroon-Snowmass Trail).


  From Crater Lake, the Buckskin Pass Trail zigzags up through thickets of aspen and willow. En route, you can take in periodic views of Pyramid Peak, with Crater Lake at its foot. Atop the initial grade, the trail turns west into Minnehaha Gulch. The climb eases as the path wanders through sunny parks punctuated with copses of spruce and fir. The Maroon Bells and the Sleeping Sexton are constant companions, towering above the west side of the gulch. Camping spots are plentiful throughout this stretch. The ascent picks up momentum as the trail strikes a small brook and follows it up past the timberline. Here a spectacular alpine landscape awaits, with crystalline brooks coursing through meadows dappled with wildflowers and marmots whistling from their burrows.


[image: Above the timberline near Buckskin Pass]


  Above the timberline near Buckskin Pass


  As the trail clears the timberline, the valley splits into two lobes. The path first climbs into the northern basin, where it meets the Willow Lake Trail (see hike 8, Willow Lake). It then swings into the more southerly basin, zigzagging up beneath the Sleeping Sexton. An eastward glance reveals awe-inspiring views of Pyramid Peak. After a long upward slog through the tundra, the trail approaches Buckskin Pass. A large snow cornice blocks access to the pass itself until late summer. You may have to follow the bypass trail, which crests the divide at a higher point to the south of the pass. From the rolling tundra of the divide, views stretch westward to include the red cliffs that guard the head of Snowmass Creek. The great granite pinnacle of Snowmass Mountain rises above aquamarine Snowmass Lake, and Capitol Peak rises farthest north.


  The trail descends lazily at first, then dives steeply into the bowl below. Truly one of the most picturesque basins in the wilderness, it is dotted with small copses of fir, and a multitude of pretty mountain brooks course down from its walls. The path traverses the basin floor, then drops across loosely timbered slopes toward Snowmass Creek. The trail bottoms out beside the emerald meadows of the valley floor, and Snowmass Creek meanders lazily through the greenery. There are fine views of the Sleeping Sexton and the cliffs to the south as the trail tracks along the edge of the bogs, sticking to the drier ground.


  Ultimately the trail makes a tricky rock-hop (or silt-bottomed ford) of Snowmass Creek. It then runs west along marshy meadows; look back for final mountain vistas before the trees close in. The path now climbs gradually through a spruce-fir forest, topping a finger ridge before it descends to a trail junction just east of Snowmass Lake. To the right is a cutoff to the Snowmass Creek Trail, while hikers bound for Snowmass Lake and Trail Rider Pass can continue straight ahead (see hike 10, Snowmass Creek).


[image: BUCKSKIN PASS]


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at Maroon Lake trailhead. Follow trail along lakeshore.


  0.2 Junction with West Maroon Pass Trail. Bear right on this dirt track.


  1.0 Cutoff route from Beaver Pond Trail. Stay right.


  1.7 Junction with Buckskin Pass Trail above Crater Lake. Turn right for Buckskin Pass.


  2.0 Trail enters Minnehaha Gulch.


 2.6 Trail crosses creek at Minnehaha Gulch.


  3.5 Junction with Willow Lake Trail. Bear left for Buckskin Pass.


 4.8 Buckskin Pass (turn around for 9.6-mile round-trip). Trail enters Snowmass Creek drainage.


  5.4 Subalpine basin below Buckskin Pass.


  6.8 Trail reaches floor of Snowmass Creek valley.


 7.1 Ford of Snowmass Creek.


 8.0 Trail ends at junction with Snowmass Creek Trail. For Snowmass Lake, continue straight ahead 0.3 mile, then turn right on a 0.1-mile trail to lake.


 8.4 Snowmass Lake. Retrace your steps.


  16.8 Arrive back at the trailhead.


    8 WILLOW LAKE


 WHY GO?


  A challenging day hike or short backpack over a high pass to Willow Lake


  
    THE RUNDOWN


    Distance: 12.4 miles out and back (6.2 miles one-way)


  Difficulty: Strenuous


    Best season: Early July to mid-October


  Visitation: Very heavy to Buckskin Pass junction; moderate beyond


  Elevation gain: 3,020 feet


    Elevation loss: 760 feet


  Maximum elevation: 12,580 feet (Willow Pass)


  Map: USGS Maroon Bells


    Trail contact: Aspen-Sopris Ranger District, White River National Forest, 620 Main St., Carbondale 81623; (970) 963-2266; fs.usda.gov/whiteriver




 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] Maroon Creek Road is closed to private vehicles between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. During the day, shuttle buses run at frequent intervals (for a fee) from Aspen Highlands all the way to Maroon Lake. If you are driving, follow CO 82 out the west end of Aspen to the roundabout and turn left (south) on Maroon Creek Road. Follow this road 9.1 miles, past the West Maroon Wilderness Portal, to park at the trailhead at Maroon Lake.


  THE HIKE


  This trail climbs over the high divide of Willow Pass to reach a remote alpine basin. During clear weather, you can take in spectacular views of Pyramid Peak and the Maroon Bells along the climb. Strong hikers might be able to reach Willow Lake in a day trip, but for most, reaching this lake requires an overnight trip. To begin, follow the West Maroon Pass routing along Maroon Lake, then follow signs for Crater Lake as a rocky trail leads up across the west wall of the valley. After a steady climb, the trail wanders among hummocks of shattered rock, the remnants of an old landslide. The trail then dips toward the foot of Crater Lake, where it meets the junction with the Buckskin Pass Trail (marked Maroon-Snowmass Trail).


  From Crater Lake, the Buckskin Pass Trail winds upward through aspens and willows. Along the way, you can take in periodic views of Pyramid Peak, with Crater Lake at its foot. Atop the initial grade, the trail turns west into Minnehaha Gulch. The climb eases as the path wanders through sunny parks punctuated with copses of spruce and fir. The Maroon Bells and the Sleeping Sexton rise to the west, towering above the gulch. There are abundant camping spots throughout this stretch. The climb increases as the trail strikes a small brook and follows it up past the timberline. Here a spectacular alpine landscape awaits, with crystalline brooks coursing through meadows dappled with wildflowers and marmots whistling from their burrows. As the trail clears the timberline, the valley splits into two lobes. The path first climbs into the northern basin, where it meets the Willow Lake Trail.


[image: Clouds shroud the Maroon Bells in this view from near Willow Pass.]


  Clouds shroud the Maroon Bells in this view from near Willow Pass.


  From this junction, the Willow Lake Trail climbs steadily into the alpine basin to the north. Along the way, wildflowers illuminate the alpine meadows, and marmots scurry between their rocky burrows. To the south is a fabulous panorama of the Maroon Bells and the Sleeping Sexton. The
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[image: EAST SNOWMASS CREEK]


[image: Alpine scenery at the upper end of East Snowmass Creek]
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[image: The middle reaches of Snowmass Creek]


  

  

  

  

[image: Snowmass Lake]
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[image: Approaching the ford of Snowmass Creek]
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[image: Capitol Lake and Mount Daly]




[image: Alpine basin beyond the Capitol Creek divide]
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[image: Reddish cliffs guard Williams Lake.]
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[image: Alpine meadows along the Hell Roaring divide]
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[image: Mount Sopris rises beyond one of the Thomas Lakes.]


  

  

  

[image: Capitol Peak as seen from the shoulders of Mount Sopris]
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  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  

  

  

  

 

 

 

  

  

 

  16 AVALANCHE CREEK


 WHY GO?


  

 
    

    

  

    

    

    

  

    

    

  



 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  

  THE HIKE


  

  

  

  

[image: Avalanche Lake]
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[image: Elk frequent the high meadows above Gift Creek.]


  

[image: Elk on a snowfield in the headwaters of Gift Creek]
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[image: Ragged Mountain as seen from the cliffs above Hawk Creek]
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[image: Looking down the valley of Carbonate Creek]
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[image: A rusting boiler along North Lost Trail Creek harks back to the silver mining boom.]
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[image: Looking down the West Fork of Avalanche Creek]
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[image: Blossom-lit tundra along Silver Creek divide]
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[image: The alpine basin above Geneva Lake]
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[image: Looking down the North Fork of the Crystal River]
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[image: HASLEY BASIN]


[image: Looking down the Hasley Basin toward Snowmass Peak (at center)]
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[image: Tall forb meadows in bloom along the East Fork of the Crystal River]


  

  

[image: Looking west to Crystal Peak from the East Fork of the Crystal]


  

[image: Flower-spangled meadows along the East Fork of the Crystal]
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 MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  

  

  

  

  

 

  

 27 RUSTLER GULCH


 WHY GO?


  

  
    

    

  

    

  

    

  

    

  



 FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  

[image: Precarious Peak rises above Rustler Gulch.]
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[image: A sea of peaks is visible to the west of Triangle Pass.]


  

  

  

[image: White Rock Mountain and Copper Lake]
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  APPENDIX A: USEFUL ADDRESSES

  


  PIKE AND SAN ISABEL
NATIONAL FORESTS


  Forest Supervisors Office


  2840 Kachina Drive


  Pueblo, CO 81008


  (719) 553-1400


  www.fs.usda.gov/psicc


   Leadville Ranger District


  810 Front Street


  Leadville, CO 80461


  (719) 486-0749


   Salida Ranger District


  5575 Cleora Road


  Salida, CO 81201


  (719) 539-3591


  WHITE RIVER NATIONAL FOREST


  Forest Supervisors Office


  PO Box 948


  900 Grand Avenue


  Glenwood Springs, CO 81602


  (970) 945-2521


  www.fs.usda.gov/whiteriver


   Aspen Ranger District (open seasonally)


  806 West Hallam Street


  Aspen, CO 81611


  (970) 925-3445


   Aspen-Sopris Ranger District


  620 Main Street


  Carbondale, CO 81623


  (970) 963-2266


  GRAND MESA UNCOMPAHGRE
AND GUNNISON (GMUG)
NATIONAL FORESTS


  Forest Supervisors Office


  2250 Highway 50


  Delta, CO 81416


  (970) 874-6600


  www.fs.usda.gov/gmug


  Gunnison Ranger District


  216 North Colorado Street


  Gunnison, CO 81230


  (970) 641-0471
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