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The Colorado Plateau - Part 2 

Monument Canyon, Colorado National Monument 



 

RRR I D INGID INGID ING    AAAMERICAMER ICAMER ICA ’’’SSS   TTTREASURESREASURESREASURES™  

© Redtail Rider, 2010                                                       www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              2 

The Colorado Plateau The Colorado Plateau The Colorado Plateau ---   Part 2Part 2Part 2   
Colorado National Monument, the Black Canyon, and the Colorado Mining Belt 

It is a beautifully clear day with dark blue skies as the sun rises above the 
horizon and we begin the next stage of our journey through the incomparable 
Colorado National Monument which abuts the southern border of Grand 
Junction.   Riding south on CO-340 we cross the Colorado River and through 
the monument’s West Entrance to begin the twisty ride up onto the 
Uncompahgre Plateau that towers over 2,000 feet above the valley floor.  There 
is very little traffic as we wend our way up the beautifully engineered road with 
spectacular views, through a couple of tunnels, and finally reaching the top of 
the mesa and the visitor’s center. 

Designated as a national monument in 1911 the park preserves spectacular 
canyons cut deep into sandstone and granite by eons of relentless erosion 
carving fascinating rock formations and sheer-walled red rock monoliths and 
buttes.  The 23 mile Rim Rock Drive navigates the length of the monument 

offering breathtakingly vast plateau
-and-canyon panoramic views.  
The drive is a popular bicycling 
and running destination; we pass a 
number of cyclists and runners as 
we ride along the rim.   
     We take our time riding along 
the rim and stopping at the 
numerous overlooks and short 
trails to incredible views.   
      Looking northeast from the rim 
we can easily see the steep Book 
Cliffs that form the western slope 
of the Rocky Mountains.  In 
between is the Grand Valley which 
separates the western slope from 

RATING:  

MILES: 600 

TIME: 2 days 

Comfort Inn 
400 Jurassic Ave 
Fruita, CO  81521 

www.choicehotels.com 

The hotel is near the Colorado River a few 
miles from the north entrance to Colorado 
National Monument.  The rooms were 
comfortable and we enjoyed a pleasant 
continental breakfast in the morning. Colorado National Monument 

Anasazi Heritage Center 

Black Canyon of the Gunnison 
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San Juan Mountains 
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one of two tunnels on the steep ride up Fruita 
Canyon to the top of the mesa 

Monument Canyon from the Rim Drive 

the Colorado Plateau with the city of Grand Junction far 
below and the Colorado River snaking its way westward. 

The ride down the eastern escarpment provides a 
thrilling opportunity to hone our braking and gear 
management skills as we negotiate steep tight curves 
with sheer drop-offs.  Exiting the East Entrance we ride 
east on I-70 into the western slope of the Rocky 
Mountains for a short while before turning onto CO-65.  
We ride alongside Plateau Creek through a tight valley 
as the Grand Mesa looms before us. 

copper bas relief of John Otto the driving force 
behind the creation of the Colorado National 
Monument; he personally  created most of the trails 
throughout the monument and was its first 
caretaker from  1911-1927. 
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(clockwise from upper left) 
sheer escarpment of Monument 
Canyon; twisted juniper clings to the 
hard rock as it reaches for the sky;  
Michael paying homage to the canyon 
gods;  the long and narrow Ute Canyon;  
view into Monument Canyon; the long 
spine of Cold Shivers Point 
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I don’t know man, it looks really dark down there  

from the Serpents Trail on the east side of the 
monument; Grand Junction can be seen in the Grand 
Valley with the Book Cliffs in the distance 

Monument Canyon with the Book Cliffs in the distance 
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the steep and windy Rim Drive is cleaved 
into the side of the mesa escarpment 

along the Serpents Trail; minerals in the 
rock create colorful stains on the Estrada 
sandstone 

view from the Serpents Trail 

the Rim Drive descends to the 
monument’s east entrance 
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The Grand Mesa has the 
distinction of the being the largest 
mesa in the world rising over 5,000 
feet above the surrounding river 
valleys and covering over 500 square 
miles.   Most of the mesa is within the 
Grand Mesa National Forest 
surrounded by dense forest and 
dotted with innumerable lakes.   

The road climbs steeply as the 
terrain and climate begins to change 
dramatically from the hot arid 
weather in the valley to the lush 
forests and chilly temperatures that 
necessitate a brief stop to add a 
couple of clothing layers.   

We cross over the Grand Mesa at 
its highest point where the GPS is 
telling us that we’re at 10,800 feet!  
The sky is dark blue and the air is 
crisp and cool infused with the 
aromatic scent of the dense pine forest.   

The pine trees at this altitude seem impossibly tall as 
they tower above us.  They are Engelmann Spruce which 
thrive in high altitude alpine regions and can grow to 
almost 200’ in height.  The slow growing hard wood of the 
Engelmann Spruce apparently has unique characteristics 
that make it a popular wood for acoustic guitars. 

As we being the ride down on the south side of the mesa 
the area is dotted by a profusion of lakes.  We finish the 
steep twisty ride down the mesa’s escarpment into the town 

of Cedaredge for a much needed break, some lunch and 
fuel. 

We continue south on CO-65 and turn east on CO-92 
riding alongside the Gunnison River through the river 
valleys at the base of the Rocky Mountains, which loom 
imposingly on our left.  As we enter the Gunnison National 
Forest the road gains altitude and rides along the edge of a 
series of mesas that overlook the Gunnison River far below 

Engelmann Spruce dominate the plateau of the Grand Mesa 

one of the many alpine lakes atop the Grand Mesa 
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(left and bottom left) the 2.5 mile 
Crystal Creek Trail runs along the 
spine of the Black Mesa to the north 
side of the Crystal Reservoir where 
the Gunnison River flows into the 
Black Canyon of the Gunnison 

The Apple Shed 
250 S. Grand Mesa Drive 

Cedaredge, CO  81413 
www.theappleshed.net 

We enjoyed an excellent lunch at this quaint 
eatery in the town of Cedaredge.  The 
sandwiches were delicious; Sandy said she 
had the best BLT ever!  Aside from the 
restaurant there’s also an art gallery with a 
number of fine paintings, sculptures and 
pottery by local artists. 

views from the top of Grand Mesa 
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 Don, Ken and Mike at 
the Hermit’s Rest 

Overlook 
 

the Morrow Point 
Reservoir in the  

Curecanti NRA from the 
Hermit’s Rest 

as it flows through the Black Canyon of the Gunnison 
National Park.  We stop at a couple of the overlooks to 
admire the impressive views of the Cimarron Valley and 
the fjord-like canyon of Morrow Point Lake with the San 
Juan Mountains along the distant horizon. 

We cross over the Blue Mesa Dam in the Curecanti 
National Recreation Area and turn west onto US-50 to the 
entrance of the Black Canyon of the Gunnison National 
Park on CO-347.   

One of the country’s newest national parks, it was 
initially designated a national monument in 1933 and 
elevated to national park status in 1999.  Formed by the 
Gunnison River, the Black Canyon has the distinction of 
having the highest sheer cliffs in Colorado at 2,250 feet 
comprised of extremely hard crystalline rock.   

The canyon obtains its name because it is so narrow 
and deep that sunlight rarely reaches some parts of the 
canyon floor.   

The Gunnison River roars through the canyon at an 
incredible rate, dropping an average of 96 feet per mile; 
including a jaw-dropping 480 feet in one two mile stretch.  
The Colorado River’s run through the Grand Canyon 
seems tame in comparison with an average drop of 7.5 feet 
per mile.  As such, the Black Canyon is considered the 
penultimate technical whitewater kayaking challenge with 
numerous dangerous Class V rapids.   
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The park is also a mecca for traditional 
mountain climbers who are attracted to the sheer 
hard rock walls.  Since the canyon is federally 
protected, climbers are not allowed to use pitons 
or other attachments, resulting in extremely 
technical and dangerous climbing conditions. 

As we peer across the narrow canyon we can 
see light colored stripes that appear to be painted 
across the walls.  These are pegmatite dikes 
created by hot magma that was squeezed over 
eons into the rock layers created by massive 
volcanoes of the San Juan Mountains that 
repeatedly rained ash onto the region.   

The pegmatite dikes are often the source of 
valuable gem stones, so if left unprotected by the 
federal government, the canyon walls would likely 
become the target of serious mining activity.   

As we peer into the dim depths we can hear the 
distant basso thunder of the Gunnison River as it 
pounds through the canyon — and feel the 
vibrations echo off the walls.  We marvel at the 
tenacity of the Douglas fir trees whose roots 
somehow find purchase in the cracks of the hard 
crystalline rock.   

Dozens of birds, primarily falcons and swifts, 
fly back and forth riding the air currents that 
turbulently swirl through the canyon. 

Morrow Point Reservoir from the Hermit’s Rest 
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the late afternoon 

sun creates dark 

shadows in the deep 

and narrow canyon 

and crevasses; many 

of the walls are criss-

crossed with 

pegmatite dikes that 

create a painted 

effect  reminiscent of 

the abstract 

expressionist 

paintings by the 

artist Jackson 

Pollock 
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the Black Canyon’s logo emphasizes 

the contrast of light and shadow that 

defines the park 

The Red Barn 
1413 E. Main Street 

Montrose, CO  81401 
www.redbarnmontrose.com 

Won the Best of the Valley 2009 Peoples 
Choice Award and is well deserved.  Pleasant 
home town atmosphere,; this family 
restaurant is known for excellent steaks, 
burgers and beers.  Our meal was excellent in 
a relaxed and friendly environment. 

As the sun slides towards the horizon we exit the park and head back to 
US-50 into the nearby town of Montrose for the night.    

It’s another gorgeous morning with clear blue skies with scattered soft 
cumulus clouds.  We ride south out of Montrose on US-550 along the 
western slope of the Rocky Mountains and into southwest section of the 
Colorado Mineral Belt.  This region extends diagonally from Boulder in the 
northeast to Durango in the southwest and is most famous for the gold rush 
of the late 1800’s.  We turn west onto CO-62 and then south on CO-145 into 
the San Juan Mountains to the ski town of Telluride. 
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San Miguel Mountains in the 
Uncompahgre National Forest 

We make a brief pass through 
Telluride on our way south on CO-
145 to the Anasazi Heritage Center 
overlooking Montezuma Valley 
and the McPhee Reservoir at the 
base of the San Juan Mountains.   

This archeological museum is 
dedicated to the culture and 
history of the Ancient Pueblo 
people, who lived in this region  
from about 750 BC to 1300 CE.  
There are over 6,000 archeological 
sites within this rugged and vast 
monument.   

The museum offers a 
fascinating glimpse into the 
extensive history of these people 
who mysteriously abandoned the 
area en masse for no known 
reason. 

We walk the short trail to one 
of the sites, the Escalante Pueblo, 
named for Father Francisco 
Selvestre Velez de Escalante, the 
first Spanish explorer to discover 

the region in 1776.  Located on a 
hilltop overlooking the valley and 
reservoir we take in the beautiful 
views of the San Juan and Ute 
Mountains.   The partial excavation 
has determined the building was 
constructed in the 1120s CE.   

We head east to Durango on 
CO-184 and CO-160 across the arid 
Colorado Plateau as scattered 
clouds begin to form in the early 
afternoon heat.   

Durango is a crazy busy city 
that looks like any other city in the 
country.  After so many miles on 
remote roads and small cattle 
towns we are visually overwhelmed 
by traffic and the stores.  We cut 
through Durango as quickly as we 
can, riding north on US-550.   

As we leave the city limits 
behind it’s a remarkably rapid 
transformation back to remote 
countryside surrounded by 
beautiful mountains.   

Econo Lodge 
 2100 E. Main Street 
Montrose, CO  81401 

www.choicehotels.com 

Clean, pleasant rooms with very comfortable 
beds.  Easy access to food and fuel in 
downtown Montrose.  We enjoyed the 
continental breakfast, which included make-
your-own Belgian waffles. 
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Telluride is 

located in a box 

canyon along 

Bear Creek on 

the western 

slopes of the San 

Juan Mountain 

range 

the historic mining town of Telluride 
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Escalante Pueblo  

the 13,100’ Lizard Head is actually the remnants of an ancient 
volcanic plug and considered one of the most difficult mountain 
climbing challenges in the San Juan Mountains 

The Depot 
 520 Railroad Ave 

Dolores, CO  81323 

Basic fare of burgers, hot dogs, fries, tacos, 
and milkshakes.  The air conditioned dining 
area  provided a cool break from the summer 
heat. 
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the McPhee 
Reservoir was 

created in 1986 when 
the Dolores River was 
dammed to provide 
irrigation to the 
surrounding 
Montezuma Valley 

The road begins to twist and curve as we gain 
elevation into the heart of the San Juan Mountains.   
We ride into the high mountain town of Silverton, a 
former silver mining camp established in the 1870s.  
While the mines have long since been depleted, the 
town’s historic district is a popular tourist destination 
in addition to the numerous hiking, mountain biking 
and four-wheeled drive forest roads in the area.   

We find a small ice cream parlor and enjoy a nice 
break walking around the town.  The clouds begin to 
thicken and turn dark gray – it looks like we might be 
in for some rain before the day is finished. 

We continue north on US-550 and after a few miles 
we reach the Red Mountains, which is a particularly 
historic mining district.  Within this 30 mile area 
there are over a hundred abandoned mines that 
yielded tons of gold, silver, zinc, iron, cadmium, 
copper and other metals from the 1870s until the last 
mine shut down in 1978.   

The Red Mountains are named for the bright 
orange streaks on the mountainside caused by the 
iron ore in the soil.  We can see the remnants of the 
Yankee Girl Mine, which was one of the highest 
producing silver mines ever when a massive pipe of 
almost pure silver was discovered in 1882.   

The pipe extended over 1200 feet into the ground 
and took sixteen years to extract the silver, which was 
valued at over $100 million in today’s dollars.   

(middle and lower right) Hermosa Cliffs near 
the Purgatory and Durango Mountain ski 

resorts 
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Hermosa Cliffs and the 10,441’ Castle Rock peak, San Juan Mountains historic town of Silverton 
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the 12,000’+ Red Mountains and the abandoned 
Yankee Girl Mine with a terminus of the Silverton 
Railroad in the foreground 
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Silverton Railroad trestle and the 12,804’ McMillan Peak, Red Mountains 

tunnel over US-550, the Million Dollar 
Highway scenic byway, south of Ouray 

Bear Creek plummets to the 
Uncompahgre River outside of Ouray 
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It looks like we’re not going to get 
rained on as the dark clouds begin to 
give way to blue sky.  We continue our 
trek north on US-550 winding through 
the rugged San Juan Mountains on 
this incredibly twisty scenic road 
surrounded by dense forests with 
periodic waterfalls cascading off the 
mountainsides.   

We emerge from this wooded 
wonderland into the arid plateau and 
approach the town of Montrose.  We 
turn east onto US-50 and ride along 
the southern border of the Black 
Canyon of the Gunnison National 
Park into the Curecanti National 
Recreation Area. 

The Curecanti abuts the eastern 
border of the national park and is 
actually formed from three reservoirs 
created by dams along the Gunnison 
River before it flows into the Black 
Canyon.   

(upper right and lower left) US-550 
is a narrow windy road initially 
built in 1881 by Otto Mears, known 
as the “Pathfinder of the San Juans”  
for the thousands of miles of roads 
and railroads he built to support 
the region’s mining industry 
 
(bottom right) the town of Ouray 
where True Grit, the movie that 
earned John Wayne his only Oscar, 
was filmed. 



 

RRR I D INGID INGID ING    AAAMERICAMER ICAMER ICA ’’’SSS   TTTREASURESREASURESREASURES™  

© Redtail Rider, 2010                                                       www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              23 

 

ROADS 

Excellent well maintained roads.  The Rim Drive through the 
Colorado NM is amazing.  The San Juan Mountains offers 
challenging technical riding on narrow twisty roads. 

 

SCENERY 

Beautiful scenery and vistas throughout; the Colorado National 
Monument has particularly stunning views.  The rugged San Juan 
Mountains are impressive and picturesque. 

 

AMENITIES 

Food, fuel and lodging are available in the towns, however long 
stretches of remote roads requires careful fuel planning.  Cell phone 
service is spotty outside of town limits. 

story and photography by Don Metz 

Greg, our brother and friend—we miss you man 

sunset over Blue Mesa Lake, 
Curecanti National 
Recreation Area 

These fjord-like reservoirs 
are surrounded by a stark 
landscape of panoramic mesas 
cut by deep, narrow canyons.  It 
is a mecca for fishing and 
boating enthusiasts who flock to 
the lakes for Kokanee salmon 
and several varieties of trout. 

The sun is beginning to set 
as we ride along the lake shores.  
The temperature begins to cool 
off as the heat of the day 
dissipates and a light breeze 
comes across the lakes.   

As the sun’s final rays give 
way to pitch black darkness we 
roll into the town of Gunnison 
for the night.  It was a long and 
satisfying day of riding with a 
number of places we’ve noted 
for return visits. 


