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Fall in the Four 
Corners is a great time 
to travel. The heat of  
the summer has dissi-
pated for the most part, 
and the hectic tourist 
season is past. Kathy 
and I usually do some 
traveling in late to mid-
September. Sometimes 
our escapades spill 
over into early October.

This fall we decided 
to visit the Grand 
Staircase Escalante 
National Monument in 

south-central Utah. What became ap-
parent to us is that a lot of  retired folks 
and Europeans travel in the fall.

We timed our trip to coincide with 
Everett Ruess Days, an art festival in 
Escalante. Everett Ruess was a young 
artist and vagabond that traveled the 
Southwest in the 1930s. He disappeared 
in the heart of  the Escalante wilder-
ness without a trace. His story has 
been well documented in several books 
and could be the topic of  a separate 
article. 

In all my years of  traveling canyon 
country it might seem strange, and a 
bit of  a surprise, that I had never set 
foot in Escalante country. Sure, I have 
wanted to explore the Grand Stair-

case/Escalante turf  for many years, 
but I never seem to get past the many 
other great places to visit between 
Montrose and Escalante. I bought the 
guide book and topographic map for 
the area, but never used them.  

We were able to reserve a campsite at 
Kodachrome Basin State Park between 
Escalante and Bryce Canyon National 
Park. On the second day of  our trip 
we drove to Red Canyon along scenic 
Highway 12. Our goal was the wonder-
ful cycling around Red Canyon. For 
Kathy it was the relatively tame paved 
bike path that parallels 8 miles of  
Highway 12 through Red Canyon. For 
me it was the nearby Thunder Moun-
tain Trail. 

The plan was for Kathy to ride down 
the bike path while I rode Thunder 
Mountain. The Coyote Hollow road 
provided access to Thunder Mountain 
from the highway; the trail ended at 
the bottom of  the bike path. We would 
meet up at the bottom of  Red Canyon 
then ride back up the bike path to our 
truck. 

After the obligatory trailhead photo 
I cranked up the first climb. It’s an 
8-mile ride rated as expert, so I knew I 
had my work cut out for me. The trail 
starts at 7,800 feet elevation, climbs to 
8,200 feet before making an impressive 
decent to Red Canyon. The simple map 

I carried had the word “switchbacks” 
printed along the route and the trail 
description warned of  technical chal-
lenges. My hope was that if  the riding 
became treacherous I could just walk 
— hike-a-bike is definitely an option 
for me. 

The first four miles of  the trail 
snaked its way in and out of  draws 
high above Red Canyon. Thunder 
Mountain dominated the horizon to 
the northwest. Through the lush pine 
forest I caught glimpses of  colorful 
rock formations. The riding surface 
was hard packed with enough rocky 
outcrops to keep me focused.

Just before the final climb I pulled 
into a small meadow where four rid-
ers were taking a break. They were 
decked out in body armor, seemingly 
prepared for technical riding, but two 
of  their bikes had a kickstand at-
tached. I thought that a bit odd, since a 
kickstand has the potential to engage 
on rough terrain. I wished them a safe 
journey then headed up the trail.

Soon I pointed my bike downhill. 
The initial decent flowed nicely across 
steep slopes and around rocky outcrop-
pings. The trailside vegetation became 
sparse. A few stunted, weathered pine 
trees clung to the slopes. The color of  
the rock reminded me of  the dream-
sicle ice cream treat I loved as a kid. 

The more I descended the more the 
terrain opened up into a world of  hoo-
doos, spires and standing rocks. It was 
like riding my bike through the nearby 
Bryce Canyon National Park, only it 
wasn’t, but it was the same rock forma-
tion. Its color suggested it had iron in 
it. Much to my surprise the hard rock 
formation is limestone, not an igneous 
rock that I had initially thought it was. 

The free-flowing trail eventually gave 
way to the aforementioned switch-
backs. I walked my bike carefully 
down the loose, rocky turns then rode 
off  to meet the next challenge. The 
trail description had also mentioned a 
“fin” — a narrow ridge line that fell off  
at 70 degrees on both sides. I could see 
the fin from above, but it didn’t look 
too bad. I focused my attention on the 
trail alone and cleaned the fin followed 
by a whoop of  joy.

Except for additional switchbacks 
not listed on the trail map I finished 
the ride without incident. A nicely 
buffed trail brought me to the trail-
head and my waiting wife. As we rode 
up the paved trail I recounted the high-
lights of  my Thunder Mountain ride 
— the Bryce Canyon that welcomes 
mountain bikes.
Bill Harris is a registered nurse and author of “Bicycling the 
Uncompahgre Plateau.” He has traveled the backcountry of 

the Colorado Plateau since 1976.
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A variety of standing rocks are seen along the trail.

Thunder Mountain Trail — a Bryce Canyon experience
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The young hunter 
had left his camp in 
the predawn hours of  a 
Sunday morning of  the 
second weekend 
of  Colorado’s 
Second Rifle Elk 
season. The day 
had started clear 
and was sunny 
and warm, with 
temperatures 
reaching into 
the 50s by early 
afternoon. Little 
did the young 
man realize that 
it was all about to 
change.

The man had 
packed relatively 
light, having only 
the clothes on his back, 
A rifle and some ammu-
nition. As he would walk 
along, he would find dis-
tant landmarks, such as 
a mountain, outcropping 
or similar landscape 
feature. His plan was to 
meet his hunting buddy 
back in camp for supper 
at dark.

Around 3 p.m., a fast-
moving cold front en-
tered the area bringing 
strong winds and snow. 
As the snow increased, 
the temperatures 
dropped dramatically. 
The man lost sight of  his 
landmarks and began 
walking in circles. He 
did not realize how grave 

a danger he was in. 
Fortunately, his buddy 
was in camp and did not 
waste much time in seek-

ing help, once 
darkness fell.

His hunting 
buddy called the 
Sheriff ’s Office 
and the Posse 
was dispatched. 
The posse com-
menced a strong 
ground search, 
with around 12 
people respond-
ing. Fortunately, 
the search team 
located the man’s 
footprints in 
the newly fallen 
snow. By mid-

night, he was located 
and brought out to safety. 
He was soaking wet, 
wearing no jacket, just a 
vest and T-shirt. He was 
shivering uncontrollably, 
a mere couple hours at 
most from death by hypo-
thermia and exposure.

The lessons we can all 
learn from this goes back 
to preparedness. You 
must take a pack along 
with you, containing at 
least the basic items of  
survival as we have dis-
cussed previously. Also, 
extra clothes for sudden 
weather changes are 
imperative. Hypothermia 
causes a person to lose 
rational thought, clouds 

their judgment and 
causes poor decisions. 
If  our young hunter had 
clothes to keep warm, 
along with a pack of  
sorts, he could have safe-
ly holed up somewhere 
until the storm passed.

It is also worthy of  
mention something 
about proper footwear. 
The hunter in this case 
wore tennis shoes. While 
they may be great for a 
run around the neigh-
borhood or a trip to the 
store, they are less than 
useful for a trip in the 
mountains. Choose your 
footwear wisely, think-
ing about insulation and 
waterproofing. There 
are products out there 
that can be applied to a 
boot and make it reason-
ably waterproof  or you 
can purchase boots that 
have Gore-Tex material 
or similar used in their 
construction. Keeping 
your feet dry and in good 
working order is as im-
portant as anything else 
you may do in the woods. 
Remember, those feet are 
your running gear and 
the shoes or boots are the 
tires. 

Whenever out hiking it 
is always a good idea to 
use a GPS, map and com-
pass to orient yourself  at 
all times. Taking a note 
of  prominent topograph-

ical features and keeping 
them in view is one of  
the secrets of  “staying 
found.” When the vis-
ibility goes away because 
of  snow or darkness, the 
compass and GPS will 
get you home. Otherwise, 
hole up somewhere until 
it passes. A person, who 
does not use landmarks, 
or other visual cues 
while walking, will walk 
in a circle when lost. Add 

to that, the problems 
with hypothermia and 
the loss of  mind func-
tion; you have a disaster 
in the making.

In order to truly enjoy 
the outdoors, you must 
maintain a confidence 
that you have the abil-
ity to take care of  your-
self. Try to give some 
thought as to what you 
would do in an emergen-
cy situation, such as be-

ing lost, injured or both. 
By mentally preparing, 
then physically prepar-
ing, your enjoyment 
of  the trip will be that 
much more, and your 
safety will not be at such 
a high risk. See you on 
the trail.

Mark Rackay is a freelance writer 
who serves as a director for the 

Montrose County Sheriff’s Posse. For 
information, call 970-252-4033 (leave 
a message) or email info@mcspi.org.
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Posse members treat a hunter who was lost and suffering from the effects of 
hypothermia. 


