
Redtail Rider 

RIDING AMERICA’S TREASURES™  

Heart of the Rockies 

Dallas Divide and the Sneffels Range 



 

RRRID INGID INGID ING   AAAMER ICAMER ICAMER ICA ’’’SSS   TTTREASURESREASURESREASURES™  

© Redtail Rider, 2010-2011                                                 www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              2 

Heart of the RockiesHeart of the RockiesHeart of the Rockies   
Rocky Mountains of Central Colorado around Ouray, Silverton and Crested Butte 

We ride southeast on US-191 out of Moab leaving 
behind the fantastic arches and weird geology of Arches 
and Canyonlands National Parks through the Spanish 
Valley on the eastern edge of the Colorado Plateau towards 
the imposing wall of mountains that are the heart of the 
Rockies.  It is another of the typically warm and dry 
summer days with deep blue skies and soft cumulus clouds 
that create interesting shadows across the long expanses of 
green scrubland.    

Turning east on CO-46 we circumnavigate the 
southern portion of the La Sal Mountains as the road 
wends through a short series of twisties and emerge onto 
an escarpment that offers an impressive view of the 
Rockies.  We ride into a deep valley carved by the Dolores 
River with the western slope of the Rocky Mountains 
soaring above us on the left in a series of flat topped mesas 
called the Uncompahgre Plateau. 

We enter the heart of the Colorado Rockies as we pass 
over the relatively mild Dallas Divide mountain pass at 
9,000 feet.  But, this pass is one of the most photographed 

passes in the state because it is offers beautiful views of the 
majestic Sneffels Range of the San Juan Mountains 
dominated by the 14,158 ft Mount Sneffels.  There are 
several picturesque ranches at the base of the mountain 
range that create an iconic breathtaking panorama.  After 
leisurely admiring the views for a while we eventually 
rouse ourselves and continue through the nearby town of 
Ridgway where we turn south onto US-550, part of the San 
Juan Scenic Byway. 

Ridgway is the quintessential mining town – gateway to 
the San Juan Mountains for the thousands of gold and 
silver prospectors that staked claims seeking glory and 
riches in the late 1800s and the nexus of several railroads 
that were constructed to transport the precious ore for 
processing and bring in much needed supplies.  Ridgway 
was also known for the many western movies that were 
filmed in the surrounding area, notably John Wayne’s 
academy award winning True Grit and his 1962 epic How 
the West Was Won.   

US-550 follows the Uncompahgre River south to the 

RATING:  

MILES: 700 

TIME: 4 days 

Don and Sandy riding on CO-90 with the La Sal Mountains in the background (photo by Ken Metz) 
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mining town of Ouray (pronounced your’ay and the locals 
are quick to correct your phonetic mispronunciations in 
good humor.   

Named after Chief Ouray of the local Ute tribe of 
Native Americans the town was first settled in 1875 by 
prospectors chasing gold and silver, the town quickly 
grew to support the burgeoning number of mines 
proliferating in the surrounding mountains.  The entire 
center of the town is designated a National Historic 
District since most of the buildings have survived since 
the late 1800s.  This is a remarkable achievement given 
the prevalence of fires that would routinely destroy the 
wooden structures in many of the mining towns. 

We ride into this quaint town that is nicknamed the 
“Switzerland of America” and a major tourist destination – 
aside from the beautiful mountain views and mining 
history, the town is known for its natural hot springs, 

waterfalls, and extensive network of hiking, horseback 
riding, and ATV trails.   

After checking in at the Comfort Suites we pick-up some 
deli sandwiches for lunch and enjoy a picnic near Box 
Canyon Falls.  Over the eons Canyon Creek carved a narrow 
quartzite canyon that culminates as it plummets 285 feet in 
a rushing torrent over the falls.   

The Rocky Mountains recorded the largest snow pack in 
80 years over the winter and the snowmelt is still raging 
down the mountain creeks.  As we hike into the narrow 
gorge we can feel the vibrations through the ground caused 
by the rushing water.  As we climb the metal walkway and 
approach the falls hidden deep within the gorge the sound is 
overwhelming – we can’t hear each other, even if we yell.  
The water is spewing through the gorge with such 
tremendous force the waterfall looks more like an enormous 
firehouse at maximum pressure. 

Covered by a sheen of water from the dense mist created 
by the water’s force through the gorge we finish the hike 
along the narrow walkway back into the warm sun.  We 
spend the rest of the afternoon exploring the shops in the 
quaint town including a short hike to the Lower Cascade 
Falls on the north side of town. 

Ouray also has the distinction of being the ice climbing 
capital of the US.  The numerous waterfalls along the 
Uncompahgre Gorge, up to 200 feet in height, attract thrill 
seeking climbers to conquer the frozen waterfalls. 

The next morning we awaken to cloudy skies and the 
smell of impending rain in the air.  We depart Ouray and 
ride south on US-550 towards the old mining town of 
Silverton.  This 23 mile stretch of US-550 is called the Million 
Dollar Highway and follows the path of early intrepid gold 
and silver miners into the heart of the mining country in the 
Rocky Mountains.   

enjoying a pleasant picnic lunch at Box Canyon 
Falls Park 

view of Clear Creek emerging from the Box Creek 
Canyon gorge as it flows towards the town of 
Ouray 
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Clear Creek sonorously thunders through Box Creek Canyon 
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Lower Cascade Falls is the last of seven cascades that carries snowmelt over red stone cliffs that become Cascade 
Creek as it flows through the center of Ouray 
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the  high, rugged and red San Juan Mountains  

It was originally built in 1883 as a toll road 
by Otto Mears, an entrepreneur who 
constructed roads and railroads to reach the 
lucrative mining districts around the 
Uncompahgre Gorge and Red Mountain.   

The origin of the name “million dollar 
highway” is lost to history, but the most 
common belief is that it refers to the cost per 
mile to build; which is an astounding amount 
of money considering the time period.  The 
engineering required to build this road using 
the tools available in the late 1800s defies 
belief.   

This is one of the classic mountain rides 
that offers stunning views while the road 
twists and winds through challenging 
switchbacks.  We spot dozens of abandoned 
mines and their tell-tale tailings piles; these 
mines produced millions of troy ounces of 
gold and silver before petering out by the turn 
of the century. 

We enjoy a pleasant lunch in Silverton and 
wander through some of the shops along the 
main street.  However, the storm clouds 
continue to build and we decide it’s time to 
continue the 170 mile trek north to Crested 
Butte, the day’s destination.   

As we retrace our route north on US-550 
the skies finally let loose; after quickly 
donning our rain gear we mentally prepare 

historic downtown Ouray 

Ouray Brewery 
607 Main Street 

Ouray, CO 
www.ouraybrewery.com 

 

A quaint local micro-brewery offering 14 
different brews housed in a nicely restored 
circa 1900 historic building.  Excellent 
burgers and sandwiches; loved the fries!  The 
rooftop tables offer great views of the 
surrounding San Juan Mountains. 
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views of the Sneffels Range from the Dallas Divide 
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the Uncompahgre River flows alongside US-550 as the red cliffs of the San Juan Mountains tower above us 

the friendly Sheriff of Silverton is an avid motorcyclist and offered 
some great advice on places to ride in the area 
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ourselves for a long day of riding in rough weather.   
Even in inclement weather however, the mountains are 

beautiful.  The swirling clouds cover the sky in fascinating 
patterns as we ride through periods of light to moderate 
rain.  Fortunately, we do not encounter any lightning or 
strong winds.  So, we maintain a leisurely pace through the 
town of Montrose and east on US-50 past the Black Canyon 
of the Gunnison National Park and the Curecanti National 
Recreation Area.  Our original plan was to stop at the Black 
Canyon and ride the rim drive, but we decide to bypass it 
this time and forge ahead to Crested Butte. 

One of the aspects of weather we love about this part of 
the country is that it is rare that clouds completely cover 
the sky from horizon to horizon and stormy weather rarely 
carries over to a second day.  As we approach Crested Butte 
we can see the edge of the storm and the promise of a 
beautiful day for tomorrow. 

And true to form, the next morning dawns to a beautiful 
summer day with scattered clouds and bright skies 
scrubbed clean from prior day’s rain.  We swap our 
motorcycles for mountain bikes and embark on a day long 
ride of the single track trails in the Elk Mountains on the 

west side of Crested Butte.   
The mountainous terrain is challenging as we cross over 

ridgelines into beautiful valleys surrounded by snow-
capped peaks and dotted with lakes and creeks overflowing 
with cold snowmelt runoff.  We can see the tailing piles of 
long abandoned mines; a couple of them still have a few 
collapsed wooden structures and the random remnants of 

stormy weather at the Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park cut short our plans to spend some time 
riding the rim drive and hiking along canyon’s steep edge 
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Crested Butte is the birthplace of mountain biking; the 
first mountain bikes were  built to enable local intrepid 
adventurers cross the Elk Mountains and the Maroon 
Bells-Snowmass Wilderness to Aspen  

old railroad tracks for transporting ore. 
A leisurely stroll through the historic downtown of 

Crested Butte and dinner at the Eldo Brewery and 
Taproom celebrates our journey’s last night and caps a 
terrific day; although our weary muscles look forward to a 
long night’s rest. 

Our final day’s ride retraces CO-135 south along the 
edge of the Elk Mountain range to Gunnison to US-50 
east.  We ride alongside Tomichi Creek past cattle, bison 
and horse ranches as we continue to circumnavigate the 
southern portion of the Elk Mountains.  Looming in the 
distance we can see the approaching sharp-edge 
mountains of the Sawatch Range.  The road begins to 
climb and twist as we quickly gain elevation; the views are 
magnificent as we enter the depths of the mountain range 
with steep mountainsides rising on both sides of the road.  
We cross the Continental Divide at the 11,312 foot 
Monarch Pass – one of the most beautiful passes 
accessible by road in the Rocky Mountains.   

We stop to enjoy the views; Ken, Joan and Grace take 
the aerial tram up to the 12,000 foot Monarch Ridge while 
Sandy uses the opportunity to soak up some of the warm 

ready to take on the single track mountain biking trails 
around Crested Butte 



 

RRRID INGID INGID ING   AAAMER ICAMER ICAMER ICA ’’’SSS   TTTREASURESREASURESREASURES™  

© Redtail Rider, 2010-2011                                                 www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              11 

downtown Crested Butte 

Slate River flowing through the West Elk Mountains, Crested Butte 

sun and I wander around taking photographs.  Eventually, we 
reluctantly decide it’s time get rolling.  We depart the heart of the 
Rocky Mountains as we ride down the eastern slope of Monarch Ridge 
into the valley of the Arkansas River headwaters.   

We spend the next several hours riding in a sublime state of ataxia 
surrounded by the incredible beauty of the mountains as US-285 turns 
into US-24 across the vast grasslands of the South Park Basin and the 

end of our journey into the heart of the Rocky Mountains.  RTR 

Eldo Brewery & Taproom 
215 Elk Avenue 

Crested Butte, CO   
www.eldobrewpub.com 

A local micro-brewery in a comfortable 
setting that captures the ambience of the 
town’s mining heritage.  Offers a basic menu 
of salads, burgers and sandwiches and live 
music.   

The food is excellent served by friendly 
staff in a pleasant atmosphere with an 
outside deck that offers terrific mountain 
views 
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quiet sunrise over Nicholson Lake, Crested Butte 

looking across the East River Valley to the Elk Mountains and the Maroon Bells-Snowmass Wilderness 
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the East River flows through a lush narrow valley surrounded by the Elk Mountains 
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Aspen trees along Gothic Road glow warmly in the early morning sun 

Gothic Road approaching the dramatic and rugged arête of the Ruby Range  north of Crested Butte  



 

RRRID INGID INGID ING   AAAMER ICAMER ICAMER ICA ’’’SSS   TTTREASURESREASURESREASURES™  

© Redtail Rider, 2010-2011                                                 www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              15 

Crested Butte is also known as the wildflower capital of Colorado; during the summer months vast meadows 
are covered by a carpet of colorful wildflowers while the surrounding Elk Mountains and Ruby Range remain 
snowcapped  

Crested Butte is a historic 
coal and silver mining town 
from the late 1800s that fell 
on hard times until the 
Mount Crested Butte ski 
resort opened in the 1960s 
 
The town’s resurgence has 
also been fueled by world 
class mountain biking trails 
and competitions 
(including hosting the X-
Games), wildflower 
festivals, and a quirky 
artistic community that 
emerged more recently 
 
With well restored historic 
buildings, excellent eateries 
and plenty of shopping  
Crested Butte has 
something for everyone 
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Monarch Pass is one of the most beautiful and picturesque mountain passes in the Rocky Mountains 



 

RRRID INGID INGID ING   AAAMER ICAMER ICAMER ICA ’’’SSS   TTTREASURESREASURESREASURES™  

© Redtail Rider, 2010-2011                                                 www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              17 

 
ROADS 

Excellently maintained roads; well designed with properly banked 
sweepers and twisties.  Scattered road construction, but did not 
cause any delays or challenges. 

 
SCENERY 

Beautiful panoramas from mountain overlooks with lush valleys.  
The sandstone mesas and canyons are breathtaking. 

 
AMENITIES 

Food, fuel and lodging are available throughout, although there are 
long stretches with no services. Good cell phone coverage in 
populated areas, but spotty to non-existent in the mountains or 
remote regions. story and photography by Don Metz 

Greg, our brother and friend—we miss you man 

Black Canyon of the Gunnison 
National Prk 

Monarch Pass 

Silverton 

Ouray 

Dallas Divide 

Arches National Park 

Crested Butte 

South Park Basin 


