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Delicate Arch, Arches National Park 
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The Colorado Plateau The Colorado Plateau The Colorado Plateau ---   Part 1Part 1Part 1   
Arches, Canyonlands and Mesa Verde National Parks 

We depart Castle Rock in the late morning of a warm mid-summer day 
under mostly sunny skies and the promise of hot dry weather as the day 
progresses.  As we gain elevation approaching the Front Range of the Rocky 
Mountains on I-70 the weather begins to change as dark clouds form and the 
temperature drops.  The Front Range is notorious for developing its own 
weather patterns and it appears that we will be given a firsthand lesson in 
the idiosyncrasies and unpredictability of Rocky Mountain climatology.   

The 350 mile trek on I-70 from Denver to Grand Junction is a magnificent 
feat of engineering as it follows alongside the Colorado River and winds 
through a number of Colorado’s fourteeners (fourteen thousand foot peaks), 

interspersed with high 
altitude plateaus and 
narrow canyons, through 
several mountain passes 
and over the Continental 

Divide.   
Although construction of I-70 

began in 1956 it has the distinction 
of also being the last section of the 
Interstate Highway System to be 
completed in 1992, testimony to 
the magnitude of the engineering 
challenges.   

We stop in Idaho Springs, a 
historic silver mining town just 
inside the Front Range for an 
excellent lunch at Beau Jo’s Pizza.  
We continue west on I-70 and 
quickly gain altitude as we wind 
between majestic mountain peaks 
and passes.   

As we approach the 
Eisenhower Tunnel the fickle 
mountain weather turns on us as it 
begins to rain and the temperature 
drops precipitously.  We don our 
rain gear and add another layer for 
warmth.  The clouds begin to form 
into a hazy fog we ride in and out 
of before it gives way to a steady 
drizzle of sleet, a combination that 
is not very biker friendly.   

RATING:  

MILES: 925 

TIME: 3 days 

Fisher Towers 

Mesa Verde National Park 

Arches National Park 

the Hanging Flume 

Island in the Sky 

Lizard Head 
Wilderness 

Needles Overlook 

Castle Rock 



 

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

© Redtail Rider, 2010                                                       www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              3 

the Colorado River  winds through the Fisher Towers NRA 

The tunnel emerges out of the haze and we enjoy the brief respite 
from the weather before emerging on the other side.  At 11,158 feet above 
sea level the Eisenhower Tunnel is one of the highest vehicular tunnels 
in the world and is the longest mountain tunnel at 1.7 miles and the 
highest point of the entire Interstate Highway System.   

Fortunately, the sleet gives way to rain, but for the next three hours 
we ride through a steady downpour that alternates between a light 
drizzle and pounding rain.  Unfortunately, we miss out on the beautiful 
scenery because the low clouds obscure the mountains and we keep our 
attention laser-focused on the road.  Finally, we reach the western edge 
of the mountain range and begin the descent to the expansive Colorado 
Plateau as we approach Grand Junction.  We emerge from clouds and 
the sun returns along with the summer heat – it’s nice to feel warmth 
again! 

The Colorado Plateau is an enormous region extending from the 
northeast junction of Utah and Colorado near Grand Junction extending 
along the Colorado River’s southwest traverse across Utah encompassing 
the high red rock country down through the Grand Canyon and western 
portions of Colorado and New Mexico.  This region is home to the 

greatest concentration of nationally protected 
lands, including seven national parks, six national 
monuments and numerous national forests, 
recreation areas and other sites.   This territory 
was created by the same geologic forces that 
carved the Grand Canyon with eons of erosion 
exposing colorful mesas and sculpting incredibly 
weird geologic formations, including hoodoos, 
domes, slot canyons, goblins, arches, narrows, fins, 
reefs and natural bridges. 

The stark beauty of this landscape is enveloped 
by a sere, almost desiccated, environment that 
functions as nature’s ultimate preservationist.  
This is one reason why such a large expanse of the 
region is protected.  Unlike other environments 
with seasons that provide some malleability to the 
ground which allows it to recover from marring by 

the endless expanse of the 
Colorado Plateau 
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Two of the Fisher Towers on the right, King Fisher and Ancient Arts, are 
dwarfed by the 6,700’ mesa.  This area is renown for some of the most 
popular and challenging rock climbing in the country. 

humans or Mother Nature, this 
environment preserves every rut or 
mark for eons.  Our exploration of 
this harsh milieu begins in Arches 
National Park, a fitting starting 
point given the incredibly diverse 
collection of geologic formations 
formed 300 million years ago when 
the region was a large sea.   

The transition is dramatic as we 
continue riding west into Utah 
across the hardscrabble desert-like 
Plateau surrounded by long sharp-
edged flat topped mesas.  Shortly 
after crossing into Utah we turn 
south onto UT-128, the Upper 
Colorado Scenic Byway, which 
follows the Colorado River as it 
snakes across the plateau and along 
the southeast border of Arches 
National Park.   

We ride through the Fisher 
Towers National Recreation Area, 

Sleep Inn 
1051 S. Main St. 

Moab, UT  84532 
www.choicehotels.com 

The Sleep Inn is just south of 
downtown Moab on US-191, only a 
few miles from the entrance to 

Arches National Park.     
The rooms were clean with 

free internet Wi-Fi access, in room 
refrigerators, and access to laundry 
facilities.   

A continental breakfast 
is offered each morning 
with the usual staples 
of coffee, juice, cereal, 
fruit, etc.  You can also 
make your own Belgian 
waffles!   
  The staff was very 
friendly and provided 
scrap towels for us to 
clean the dirt off our 
bikes 
The hotel has easy 

access to the main roads and 
several restaurants and eateries in 
town. 

one of the most outstanding scenic regions of Utah’s 
Colorado Riverway.  These rock pinnacles soar over 
900 feet above a maze of red rock canyons and 
impressive sheer escarpments topped by flat mesas.  
The setting sun illuminates the canyon walls with 
blazing colors while darkness envelopes us inside 
along the river.   

This area is also noted for being a frequent 
backdrop in countless Westerns, notably John 
Wayne movies including The Commancheros, Rio 
Grande, and Rio Conchos.   

As civil twilight gives way to the achromatic ebon 
of desert night we check into the Sleep Inn hotel in 
Moab for the night.  The next morning we greet the 
early sun and enjoy the light continental breakfast 
and fresh Belgian waffles before riding into Arches 
National Park. 

It’s a beautiful warm morning with intense blue 
skies devoid of any clouds.  We ride through the 
park amidst the sculpted rock scenery towards the 
Delicate Arch, the park’s iconic symbol.  Arches was 
originally designated as a national monument in 
1929 and elevated to as a national park in 1971. The 
park consists of 119 square miles that preserves the 
greatest concentration of arches in the world with 
over 2,000 natural sandstone arches and a plethora 
of unique and fantastic geologic formations many of 
which seem to defy the laws of gravity (or maybe 
gravity just hasn’t caught up to them yet).   

These dramatic landforms were formed over 100 
million years of violent natural forces of winds and 
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floods that relentlessly carved through the layers of 
compressed rock. 

  We park our bikes and hike the 1.5 miles over ancient 
slick rock through small groves of twisted juniper to the 
natural rock amphitheatre that surrounds this magnificent 
arch.  The arch is perched on the brink of a steep canyon 
with the La Sal Mountains as a backdrop.   

We clamber around the rocks as the morning sun begins 
to warm the air and hike back to our bikes.  We ride through 
the park stopping frequently to marvel at the bizarre geology 
and nature’s freakish sculptures. 

Exiting the park we turn north on US-191 for several miles 
then west onto the Island in the Sky road, also known as the 
Dead Horse Mesa Scenic Byway, to the north section of 
Canyonlands National Park.   

Established as a national park in 1964 the park’s 338,000 
acres preserves a primitive wilderness of rock carved into a 

juniper twisted by the harsh environment 

the slick rock trail to the Delicate Arch 

(l) Michael perched on a hump at the base of one 
of the arch’s legs; (r) Don, Ken and Michael atop 
the same sandstone pillar they climbed with Greg 
over twenty years ago - it hasn’t changed any! 

the morning light shines through an arch 
illuminating an oasis in a barren sandstone 
basin 

view of the North Window arch  across the Cache 
Valley from the Delicate Arch trail 
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the Delicate Arch in the early morning sunlight with the La Sal Mountains in the distance 
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the Three Gossips 
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colorful landscape iron-oxide rich canyons, mesas and buttes 
by the Green River and Colorado River, whose confluence 
dominates the center of the park.   

First explored by the John Wesley Powell Geographic 
Expedition of 1869 he recorded his journey through this area 
in his journal as a “weird grand region of naked rock with 
cathedral like buttes towering hundreds or thousands of feet, 
cliffs that cannot be scaled, and canyon walls that shrink the 
river into insignificance.”   

Today the park is a popular whitewater rafting destination 
due to its powerful whitewater rapids similar to those found 
in the Grand Canyon. 

We ride through the Island in the Sky region, a wedge of 
mesa situated between the Green and Colorado Rivers, 
stopping to hike along the rim where incomprehensible views 
from the mesa top stretch across a multitude of canyons to 

at the Island in the Sky entrance to Canyonlands 
National Park 
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the horizon over 100 miles distant.  Peering into the canyons 
we see glimpses of the Colorado and Green Rivers 2,200 feet 
below.   

We backtrack to US-191 and ride south to the Needles 
Overlook Road.  At 6,295 feet the Needles Overlook offers 
dizzying panoramic vistas across the confluence of the 
Colorado and Green Rivers.  

As the late afternoon sun creates long shadows and the 
sizzling summer heat begins to abate we head south on US-191 
and then east on US-491 across the plateau back into Colorado 
to the town of Cortez for the night.  We enjoy a pleasant and 

the Green River from the Green River overlook 

hey dude, that’s a long drop down! 
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relaxed dinner of steaks at the Main Street Brewery and 
then settle in at the Econo Lodge for some much needed 
rest. 

We awaken to another bright beautiful day of clear 
blue skies and warm dry summer weather.  We ride east 
on US-491 for nine miles to Ruins Road and the entrance 
to Mesa Verde National Park.  Created by President 
Theodore Roosevelt in 1906 to protect some of the best 
preserved cliff dwellings in the world it is also a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site.  Spanish for “green table” Mesa 
Verde preserves a fascinating history and evolution of 

hundreds of years of habitation by the Ancestral 
Puebloan people, oftentimes referred to as the Anasazi, 
which translates to “ancient foreigners.”   

The park contains hundreds of ruins, cliff dwellings, 
kivas, towers, and other structures dating back to 600 CE 
built into shallow caves, under rock overhangs along the 
canyon walls, and on top of the mesa.  The structures 
were primarily built from blocks of hard sandstone and 
plastered with adobe mortar.  The Ancient Puebloans 
lived and thrived for hundreds of years, but their sudden 
abandonment from the area around 1275 is still 

unexplained.   
    We hike along the mesa rim to 
viewpoints of the impressive Cliff Palace, 
the largest cliff dwelling built under an 
overhang inset in the canyon wall 
surrounded by lush pinon pine and juniper 
forests.  We pass several other ruins as we 
ride back through the park to US-491 
where we ride west to Cortez and north on 
CO-145, the San Juan Skyway scenic 

partial view of an upheaval dome 
created 60 million years ago when a 
meteor estimated to be about one-
third of a mile in diameter struck the 
earth creating a 3/4  mile deep 
impact crater and vaporizing  
everything around it 



 

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

© Redtail Rider, 2010                                                       www.redtailrider.com                                                                                                              12 

the Monitor  (right) and the Merrimac (left) buttes comprised of 
Entrada sandstone tower over 600 feet above the surrounding Navajo 
sandstone base; their Civil War namesakes altered maritime warfare 
forever with the introduction of iron war vessels 
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the Colorado River from the Needles Overlook we enjoyed a terrific dinner at the Main Street Brewery 
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byway, into the rugged and steep San Juan Mountains. 
Through the 1970s the San Juan Mountains were a major gold and 

silver mining region and while large scale mining has ended independent 
prospectors still work claims throughout the range.  We ride through the 
Lizard Head Wilderness surrounded by dense forests towards the ski 
resort town of Telluride.  Founded in 1878 the town supported numerous 
gold, silver, lead, copper and zinc mines in the area.  In 1972 when the 
last of the mines closed the town made a successful transition to 
becoming a ski resort.   

Telluride is also known for two historical events.  In 1889 the San 
Miguel Valley Bank in Telluride earned the distinction of being the first 

bank robbed by Butch Cassidy, escaping with $24,580.   
Secondly, in 1891 the bitter “War of Currents” 

electricity battle between alternating current (AC) 
proponents George Westinghouse & Nikola Tesla and 
direct current (DC) evangelist Thomas Edison reached 
a critical point when Westinghouse and Tesla 
successfully built the first commercial grade 
alternating current power plant for the Gold King 
Mine. 

We continue north on the Unaweep/Tabeguache 
Scenic Byway, CO-145, deep into the San Juan 
Mountains.  Turning north onto CO-141 the scenic 
byway continues alongside the San Miguel River as 

the awe inspiring Cliff Palace 
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afternoon clouds form into pockets of rain showers, which 
we somehow manage to weave around without getting 
wet.   

This region is dotted with dozens of mines scattered 
throughout the surrounding mountains.  We stop at 
Dolores Canyon to marvel at an engineering oddity.  In 
1888 the Montrose Placer Mining Company was using 
hydraulic techniques to mine gold which involves using 
gravity to compress water into smaller and smaller 
diameter pipes resulting in a tremendously powerful jet of 
water, like a fire hose, that was used to wash the ore 
sediment into sluice boxes where the gold ore and flakes 
were separated.  

This technique required a copious supply of water, so 
the company spent four years building an ingenious 
thirteen mile long canal and flume to divert water from 
the San Miguel River to the mine site.  The last five miles 

Point Lookout near the park entrance the Lizard Head Wilderness 
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of the wooden four foot deep, five foot 
wide flume actually clung to the wall of 
the Dolores Canyon 150 feet above the 
river and carried over 23 million gallons 
of water a day.   

Unfortunately, this dazzling 
engineering accomplishment did not 
extend to the mine itself which fizzled 
out three years later.  However, the 
flume remnants provide a fascinating 
testament to the extraordinary endeavors 
prospectors would undertake in the 
quest to strike it rich.   

We ride alongside the Dolores River 
as it twists and curves its way through 
the mountains and flat topped mesas 
until we reach US-50 where we turn 
north towards Grand Junction.  As the 
late afternoon sun begins to slide 
towards the horizon we turn west onto 

the remnants of 
the Hanging Flume 
are suspended 
above the Dolores 
River in this region 
dotted throughout 
by hundreds of 
long abandoned 
mines 
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the Palisades mesa towers 2300 feet 
above the valley floor 

riding on CO-141 along West 
Creek through tight canyons 
with towering palisades, and 

mesas all around us 

the Coke Ovens Overlook in 
the Colorado National 
Monument 
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ROADS 

Excellent roads throughout.  Road construction in Mesa Verde 

National Park required diligent technical riding over loose gravel 

and rough roads. 

 

SCENERY 

Stunning mountain vistas, mesas, and the weird geology from eons 

of erosion.  The ancient ruins of Mesa Verde are fascinating. 

 

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 the Colorado River 
CO-6 and ride through the stunning Colorado 
National Monument along the rim at the top of the 
canyons. We emerge from the northwest entrance and 
are treated to a beautiful sunset as we cross the 
Colorado River into the town of Fruita. 

We check into the Comfort Inn and walk across the 
street for dinner at the El Tapatio restaurant.  By the 
time we’re finished eating the sun has fully set and we 
can see the silhouetted outline of the flat topped mesa 
escarpments of the Colorado National Monument set 
against the dark starry sky.   It was a beautiful day for a 
ride, but now we’re exhausted and comfortable beds 
await. 


