Colorado Adventure 2004

BSA Troop 19

Venture Crew “A”
July 31- August 8

Saturday, July 31

We traveled from Manchester to Denver and then boarded a chartered bus to our base camp at Navaho State Park (40 miles east of Durango).  We arrived late in the evening (about 10pm) to our campground.  A very long day and bus ride from Denver. We stopped enroute to pickup fuel for the backpacking stoves and had pre made box lunches while we traveled along the interstate. Our tent sites overlooking Navaho Lake were perfect.  The campground catered to RV’s but we had an isolated section which suited us just fine.  Showers, laundry and a general store were nearby for amenities.  The town of Durango was about a 45 minute drive away.  
Sunday, August 1

Start: Vallecito Creek Trail Head (529)

Elevation at Start: 7500 feet

Distance traveled: 5.5 miles

We spent the morning reorganizing our backpacks and had an early lunch before departing the campground.  We arrived at the trailhead in the early afternoon.  The weather was sunny, dry and in the seventies.  The hike started at the Vallecito Campground amid a ponderosa pine forest.  The trail started easy and before climbing a ridge.  The trail followed the creek with several ups and downs with some open slope views of Vallecito Creek.  We made camp near Second Creek after about 5-6 miles of steady hiking.  A couple of us broke out the fishing gear and proceed to catch trout with spinners.  After dinner we reviewed the trail maps for the next day.  
Monday, August 2
Primitive Campsite near Second Creek to primitive campsite along Johnson Creek Trail before the switchbacks leading upward to Columbine Pass.
Elevation at Start: 9,000 feet

Distance Traveled: 7.5 miles

Our second day on the trail was a moderate day for us with plenty of time for sightseeing.  We hiked through a lot of meadows and aspen groves with some small stream crossings.  Eventually we crossed a bridge over Vallecito Creek and continued along the Johnson Creek Trail.  The weather started to cool down and we had a light drizzle with temperatures in the fifties.  We made camp near the Vallecito Basin Area.
Tuesday, August 3
Johnson Creek Trail over Columbine Pass (13,000 feet) and into Chicago Basin.  Campsite in meadow 700’ above Needle Creek and with views of Sunlight, Windom and Eolus Peaks.
Elevation at Start: 10,500

Distance Traveled: 7.5 miles

The skies cleared today and we were off on a challenging uphill grind to Columbine Pass.  We were treated to outstanding vistas along the way to Columbine Lake.  The wildflowers were in abundant supply and in a blaze of colors.  While resting at the lake, scouts detected a strange odor and found the carcass of a horse that probably had fallen off the ridge above the lake. We also explored an abandoned mine near the lake.  Once we reached the pass, we stayed for about an hour and a half.  The view and weather could not have been better!  We were entertained by a pica and incredible views all around us.  We descended from Columbine Pass and made our way toward our campsite near Chicago Basin.  Along the way, we stopped for our traditional summer snowball fight in a snowfield. We found an excellent campsite above the Chicago Basin Area.  We did attempt to hike lower into the basin but opted to stay put after talking to two hikers that we were better off at our campsite.  Our campsite was about a mile and 700 feet further than where we wanted to be to start our day hike up Windom Peak, but given the outstanding location, water supply and views we were content.  We did make friends with the mountain goats, one in particular we named Sherman.  He seemed to follow you like a puppy and was always nearby—especially when you had to go to the bathroom.  They goats are attracted to the salt in hiker’s urine and would follow us for that reason.  Nate found this out while relieving himself in the middle of the night, when Sherman brushed up beside him!
Wednesday, August 4

Elevation at Start: 11,000 feet

Day Hike at Windom Peak, Elevation: 14,082

Distance Traveled: 10 miles roundtrip
We descended seven hundred feet to the trailhead for Windom Peak.  We encountered a lot of hikers and noticed a lot of campsites in the Needles Creek Area.  We complimented ourselves on how nice and remote our campsite is from the congestion down below—and how the hike backup to the campsite would be tiring after a 14000 footer but well worth it.  At the trail head for Windom Peak we started the ascent to Twin Lakes.  This was a robust climb in itself and prepared us mentally for the remainder of the climb.  From the lakes, the trail ascended to a plateau and then began the grueling assault to the summit.  It was a picture perfect day and many of us summated.  It was a non-technical climb yet there was plenty of loose scree and rocks to scramble over.  The majority of our scouts and leaders made it to the top.   
Thursday, August 5th

Needleton Creek Area of Chicago Basin to primitive campsite along the Animas River.
Elevation at Start: 11,000 feet

Distance Traveled: 9.5 miles
We hiked through the Chicago Basin and then followed the Animas River. Hiking along the Animas River we spotted the Durango – Silverton Train a few times.  We found a secluded campsite away from one of the train junctions.  A lot of day trippers would get off the train here and meander around.  It was a bit melancholy to realize we were getting back to civilization.  We caught some downpours at our campsite.  We did manage to use a pavilion about a ½ mile from the campsite to chill out at.  Some of us used the pavilion to cook dinner.  There was a local scout troop there that set up their tents underneath the pavilion to keep dry for the night!  We were fine in the outdoor elements without any whining or hardship complaints on account of the weather.
Friday, August 6th
Purgatory Trail Head

Distance Traveled: 8.5 miles
The last day on the trail included a good uphill start in the morning before leveling out.  Our final mile was an uphill hike with a 700 foot elevation gain to the Purgatory Trail Head.   We arrived at the trail head ahead of our scheduled pick-up time and did the tourist deal by visiting the shops at the base of the Purgatory Ski Area.
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Participant Remarks

Chris Atkins, Life Scout:

1.  What was the best part of the trip and why? 

The 14000 footer because it was challenging and steep. I liked that we had to climb over huge boulders to get to the top. I also liked the variety of wildlife. And don't forget Sherman! 

2.  What was the funniest thing that happened to you or someone else on the trip? 

Sherman kept following people around when they had to go to the bathroom. He also followed us halfway up the 14000 footer. Also the jokes Rob told one night.  

3.  What part of the trip did you like least and why? 

The rain because it made everything wet and if you're wet you're not very comfortable.  

4.  What is the most memorable view and/or experience that you remember? 

The view from the top of the 14000 footer was magnificent. It was a cloudless day so you could see for miles.  

5.  What did you see for wildlife? 

I saw about three bucks and seven doe, a couple picas (high altitude chipmunks), marmots that chased you off there property, goats that shed everywhere they went, and Sherman.  

6.   Would you go on this trip again?  Why or why not? 

Yes. But it would have to be on a different route for variety.  

7.   What would you do differently if you were to go back again? 

Bring a bigger day pack for the hike up the 14000 footer.  

8.   What skills or experiences have you learned from this trip? 

Pack light and have fun.  

9.   What do you want to tell the scouts that have not been to the San Juans? 

If you like hiking and have good lung capacity this is the trip for you. 

  

10.  Other comments 

Next stop: Boundary Waters 
Mr. Gerlitz:

1.  What was the best part of the trip and why?   
The best part of this trip was the challenging climb up the 14,000 foot peak.  This was a unique opportunity for East Coast bound hikers.  The hike was like nothing available in the Appalachian Mountain range presenting a great challenge and unmatched views.  During this climb we learnt that there exists a sub-culture in the Rockies wherein individuals set goals to reach a specific number of 14,000 foot peaks during their life time.  It was a unique experience to become a 14,000 “peaker”.

 

2.  What was the funniest thing that happened to you or someone else on the trip?

 The funniest event was to watch Mr. Gordy Harris take a swim in the river during our first evening on the trail.  While attempting to gather up himself and gear after casting a few lines into the river (no fish??), Mr. Harris decided a cool refreshing swim was in order.  Next time he should take his biodegradable soap.

3.  What part of the trip did you like least and why?

 The worst part of the trip was getting home.  The end of the long bus ride was too hot and the days to get home took too long.  Once were we out of the woods we were all ready to sleep in our own beds – immediately.

4.  What is the most memorable view and/or experience that you remember?

 The most memorable experience was the final hike from Columbine Lake up to Columbine pass.  We were still relatively unaccustomed to the altitude, the climb was the steepest (with full packs) of the entire trip, and we had to endure the ever present stench of a dead pack horse that had come to rest about 100 feet below the trial mid way up.

5.  What did you see for wildlife?

Yes. 

6.   Would you go on this trip again?  Why or why not?

I would do the trip again with modifications.  Less bus time, a new route, maybe another 14,000 footer, and quicker home return travel time.
 
7.   What would you do differently if you were to go back again?

 I would increase the time on the trail.  It would be fun to find a route to get a 14,000 footer in on Tuesday with another on Thursday.  Or move the schedule to the right by spending fewer days on the return.

8.   What skills or experiences have you learned from this trip?
Found out how hard it is to climb at elevation.  Learnt that the tops of these mountains are just a big pile of lose rocks and boulders.  Re-learnt what kind of food to take on a week long walk through the woods.

9.   What do you want to tell the scouts that have not been to the San Juans?

 In life these types of trips are rare.  Many of us that live in the East have few opportunities to spend this type of time in the Rockies.   If you enjoy the outdoors, a trip like this should not be missed.

Eric and Joe Desjardins:

1.  What was the best part of the trip and why?

The best part of the trip was hiking on day 3 when we reached Columbine pass, because of the scenery and the challenge.

2.  What was the funniest thing that happened to you or someone else on the trip?
 Nate's close encounter with Sherman.
 3.  What part of the trip did you like least and why?
 The fact that we didn't have enough time to acclimate to the altitude. Also, the bus ride was very long.

 4.  What is the most memorable view and/or experience that you remember?
 The view from Columbine Pass. 

5.  What did you see for wildlife?

Picas, goats, marmots, dead horses, trout. 


6.   Would you go on this trip again?  Why or why not?
Absolutely! Because it was fun. The solitude was very relaxing.
 
7.   What would you do differently if you were to go back again?
Allow more time to get used to the altitude. Bring less food. 

8.   What skills or experiences have you learned from this trip?
 
9.   What do you want to tell the scouts that have not been to the San Juans?
 If you get the chance, go for it!
