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RIDING AMERICA’S TREASURES™  

The Colorado Plateau - Part 3 

McClure Pass, Elk Mountains, Colorado 
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The Colorado Plateau The Colorado Plateau The Colorado Plateau ---   Part 3Part 3Part 3   
Curecanti National Recreation Area and the High Passes of the Rockies  

The sixth day on our trek across the Colorado Plateau of western Colorado 
and eastern Utah begins with crystal clear blue skies and crisp cool air as we 
head into Gunnison.  The town is situated at the bottom of several valleys 
created by the Elk Mountains to the north and the San Juan Mountains to the 
south and alongside the Gunnison River which flows to the west through the 
Curecanti National Recreation Area and the Black Canyon of the Gunnison 
National Park.   

This unique location is surrounded by several of the highest peaks of the 
Rocky Mountains which causes cold air to flow down the mountainsides and 
settle in the valley.  As a result, Gunnison has the distinction of being the 
second coldest city in the continental U.S. behind International Falls, 
Minnesota along the Canadian border.   

Gunnison is also known as the place where Wyatt Earp and Texas Jack 
settled for a few years following the infamous “Gunfight at the OK Corral” in 
Tucson, Arizona in 1881.  Wyatt eventually moved on to a very colorful life 
from the Alaskan Klondike gold rush to becoming a fixture in Hollywood.  In 
fact, in the 1920s near the end of his life he befriended a young prop boy and 
stuntman who took on the persona of Wyatt’s Wild West machismo and 
changed his name to John Wayne before he became one of the great stars of 
the silver screen. 

Heading west on US-50, also known as the West Elk Loop scenic byway, we 
ride along the Gunnison River and enter the Curecanti National Recreation 
Area.  The Curecanti consists of three large fjord-like lakes formed by dams 
along the Gunnison River surrounded by a stark landscape before the river 
flows into the deep gorge of the Black Canyon.   

The cold waters reflect the deep blue of the early morning sky and are 
known for its Kokanee Salmon and several varieties of trout that attract 

RATING:  

MILES: 425 

TIME: 2 days 

Rodeway Inn 
37760 W. US-50 

Gunnison, CO  81230 
www.choicehotels.com 

This recently renovated hotel offers basic 
amenities in very clean rooms with 
surprisingly comfortable beds.  Located on 
US-50 just south of Gunnison it is only a few 
minutes from the town center.   
 
The continental breakfast consisted of a wide 
range of cereals, fruit, yogurt, eggs, Belgian 
waffles, coffee and juice. 
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anglers from near and far.  
There are few boats on the lakes as the cool morning 

breeze creates shimmering ripples across the placid 
waters.  There’s little traffic as we cruise along the lake’s 
perimeter following the outline of the finger-like mesas 
that tower over a thousand feet above us.  The landscape 
is devoid of any trees and only lightly covered by low 
bushes, so the bluffs along the mesas stand out against 
the blue skies and the dark blue waters.  We cross over 
the lake at a couple of points that offer terrific long views 
where we can see the steep canyon walls begin to form.   

We turn north onto CO-92, which continues as the 
West Elk scenic byway, and cross over the Blue Mesa 

dam that forms the lake.  The 
road immediately begins to 
climb steeply as we ride our way 
up the Black Mesa that overlooks 
Morrow Point Lake.   
      At this point the road is 
cleaved into the side of the 
canyon wall with tight twisties 
and curves.  As we round each 
bend we are treated to a different 
view of the spectacular gorge 
that becomes the Black Canyon 
of the Gunnison National Park.   
      We finally crest the top of the 
mesa, which is the western slope 
of the West Elk Mountains that 
extend into the distance with 
many of their magnificent peaks 
still sporting some snow.   
      The ride down the other side 
of the mesa is a thrilling 4,000 
foot descent of twists and curves 
that are beautifully designed.  
Our motorcycles glide through 
the curves with ease as we shift 
left and right in a steady rhythm.    
      When we finally reach the 
flat plateau we’re tempted to 
turn around and redo the ride.  
Alas, we don’t have the time and 
with heavy sighs we promise to 
return another day as we 
continue across the broad valley.   
      We ride through large cattle 
and bison ranches surrounded 
by low mesas that front the 
West Elk Mountains.  In the 
small cow town of Hotchkiss we 
turn east onto CO-133, which 
continues the West Elk scenic 
byway, and ride into the heart of 
the West Elk Mountains.  The 
road runs alongside the North 

downtown Gunnison 

Blue Mesa Lake, Curecanti National Recreation Area 
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regal natural 
horsepower 
poised to run 
across the 
valley with The 
Needle in the 
distance 
surrounded by 
the West Elk 
Mountains 

Fork Gunnison River as the steep slopes of the mountains 
crowd in on both sides.  We ride deeper into the mountains 
as the road gains elevation and we glide  through one curve 
into another.   

After gaining over 3,400 feet of elevation we reach 
McClure Pass under blue skies dotted with soft cumulus 
clouds.  We hike up the short distance to the pass summit 
for a spectacular view of the valley with the Crystal River 
flowing through its center surrounded by mountains 
streaked by snow. However, looking behind us we see dark 
ominous clouds bearing down on us and it appears that our 
pleasant summer weather may give way to the 
unpredictable inclemency of the Rockies.   

The road down from the pass is steep and windy before 

it levels out and follows north alongside the Crystal River.  
The 12,660 peak of Mt Sopris rises dramatically and 
dominates the skyline as we approach the town of 
Carbondale.  Turning east onto CO-82 we ride along the 
Roaring Fork River towards the silver mining town turned 
glitzy ski resort town of Aspen.  The town is a haven for the 
rich and famous beautiful people, which is apparent by the 
conspicuous displays of wealth from the extravagant homes 
to the dense proliferation of exotic cars.  We ride through 
the crowded streets as quickly as possible and flee into the 
magnificent scenery of the Sawatch Mountain Range.   

The road twists and curves as we gain over 4,000 feet of 
elevation and the temperature drops; we stop to add a 
couple of layers for warmth before continuing towards 

CO-92 along the Black Mesa overlooking Morrow Point Lake and the Black Canyon of the Gunnison 
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Muddy Creek and the West Elk Mountains 

view from McClure Pass of The Raggeds 
Mountains 
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view from McClure Pass of the Elk Mountains and the Maroon Bells-Snowmass Wilderness 

view from McClure Pass of the Crystal River flows through the valley created by The Raggeds Mountains  
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riding above the tree line as we 
approach Independence Pass 

the Crystal River with 12,660 ft 
peak of Mt Sopris in the 
distance 

Independence Pass on the Continental Divide.  The road bends 
from twisties into tight switchbacks with a 6.5% gradient as we rise 
above the tree line to tundra terrain.  At 12,095 Independence Pass 
is the second highest paved mountain pass in Colorado and is 
open for only a few months of the year.  The road is so steep that 
trucks and other large vehicles are prohibited. 

From the pass we have panoramic views of the Rocky 
Mountains, including Mt Elbert, the highest peak at 14,433 feet.  
The pass summit is dotted with small alpine lakes and tundra 
streaked with snow.  The temperature hovers just above freezing 
with a strong gusty wind as the stormy weather finally overtakes 
us.  The distant peaks become shrouded in clouds and the rain 
turns to sleet; when lightning flashes in the clouds and the air 
vibrates with deep rolling thunder we decide that it’s time to get to 
lower ground.   

The ride down the steep switchbacks is slippery with sleet and 
low clouds obscure our vision – this is the most challenging 
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views from the summit of 
Independence Pass as cold stormy 
weather begins to roll in complete 
with lightning, thunder and sleet 
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the Sawatch Range Mountains 
surround Independence Pass and 
offer dramatic examples of the 
rugged peaks of the High Rocky 
Mountains 

motorcycle riding we’ve done.  The remainder of the ride is 
a blur as we maintain a laser focus on the road while the 
weather continues to worsen.  We finally ride into the town 
of Frisco where we’ll spend the night and enjoy a satisfying 
soak in the outdoor hot tub that overlooks the valley.   

The next morning is an amazing transformation – from 
cold stormy weather to beautiful clear blue skies.  We get 
another early start and the temperature is cool in the High 
Rockies where we are surrounded by imposing mountain 
peaks.  We ride out of Frisco south on CO-9 along the 
perimeter of the Dillon Reservoir through the ski resort 
town of Breckenridge.  The Tenmile Range of mountains 
parallels us on our right as we approach Hoosier Pass on the 
Continental Divide.   

Tight switchbacks and an 8% gradient create a thrilling 
and challenging ride as we gain over 2,500 feet of elevation 
to Hoosier Pass at 11,542 feet.  From the pass summit we 
have terrific views of the Tenmile Range to the west.   

We visit with a group of nine men on bicycles that are 
resting from their arduous climb up the same route we just 
completed.  Theirs is an amazing story of endurance and 
fortitude.  They are thru-cycling from the Atlantic Coast of 
Virginia to the Pacific Coast of California and have been on 
the road for over three months.   All nine of them are in 
their 60s and simply decided this was an adventure they 
wanted to do.  An inspirational testimony to what we are 
capable of accomplishing, regardless of our age. 

We wish each other safe travels and ride south along the 
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a quaint farm along Lake Creek running high with 
runoff as we ride down from Independence Pass  
through the Sawatch Range and in the shadow of 
Mt Elbert towering above us 
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what a dramatic overnight transformation; view from the hotel balcony looking across 
the town of Frisco at the 10,855’ peak of Wichita Mountain 
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Dillon Reservoir and the Williams Fork Mountains 

Mosquito Mountain Range into the historic town of Fairplay.  Founded in 
1859 in the early days of the Pikes Peak Gold Rush it is on the north border of 
South Park, an enormous thousand square mile grassland basin.  Fairplay 
was made mildly famous as the town depicted in the animated television 
series South Park.  One of the co-creators of the series grew up in the nearby 
town of Conifer and drew upon a number of area locations in the episodes.  

We turn east onto US-285 and ride across the flat terrain of the South 
Park Basin through vast cattle ranches.  The high peaks of the Front Range 
are in front of us from horizon to horizon.  We reach the east side of the 
basin and the road gently glides up into the Front Range in long sweeping 
curves up to Kenosha Pass at 10,000 feet.  From the pass summit the views 
back across South Park are vast with the Mosquito Mountains in the 
distance.   

Comfort Suites 
276 Dillon Ridge Road 

Frisco, CO  80435 
www.choicehotels.com 

The most picturesque Comfort Suites 
we’ve patronized.  Hotel has a nice pool and 
outdoor hot tub that overlooks the valley.  
Rooms are large and well appointed with 
very comfortable beds.  Continental breakfast 
is excellent. 

Walking distance to several restaurants 
and shopping.  Several major ski resorts are 
located within a short driving distance. 
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from Hoosier Pass looking north towards Dillon Reservior and the Front Range Mountains 

view of the 13,822 ft Mt Silverheels from Hoosier Pass 
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view southeast from Kenosha 
Pass across the South Park Basin 
and the Tarryhall Mountains 

view south from Kenosha Pass to 
the Mosquito Mountains on the 
far southwest side of the 
immense South Park Basin 

low clouds roll over Reinecker 
Ridge as it rises above the 
South Park Basin; the basin 
consists of vast cattle and bison 
ranches that extend for miles in 
every direction 
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ROADS 

Excellent well maintained roads.  The roads across the numerous 
high mountain passes are steep with tight switchbacks that provide 
thrilling technical challenges.  Inclement weather can develop at 
any time and should be treated with great respect. 

 
SCENERY 

Beautiful scenery and vistas throughout; the high mountain passes 
offer incredible tableaus while the valleys provide scenic vistas of 
rivers and mountain ranges 

 
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 

The afternoon temperatures begin to rise as thermal 
activity creates towering cumulus clouds and isolated cells of 
showers.  We manage to avoid any rain as we wind our way 
through the Front Range and the outer environs of Denver.   

We make a brief detour into Deer Creek Canyon which is 
an incredibly tight canyon where we ride alongside Deer 
Creek with the towering canyon walls above us.  The canyon 
is so narrow there are no shoulders, which makes for some 
very technically challenging riding and a fitting end to our 
weeklong adventure across Colorado and Utah.       

 

(right & bottom)  view from Castle Rock of a dramatic 
sunset over the Front Range  


