Ophir Pass Trail

STARTING POINT: Intersection of Colorado 145 and FR 630 south of Telluride

FINISHING POINT: Intersection of FR 679 and US 550 between Ouray and Silverton

TOTAL MILEAGE: 9.8 miles

UNPAVED MILEAGE: 9.8 miles

DRIVING TIME: 1 3/4 hours

ROUTE ELEVATION: 9,500 to 11,789 feet

DIFFICULTY RATING: 3

SCENIC RATING: 9

Special Attractions:

•
The long, narrow shelf road set into the talus slope on the west side of the pass.

•
Varied scenery; with exceptional views from near the summit toward the west.

History:

This route was first called the Navajo Trail and was a well-used Indian hunting trail. The remains of an Indian camp were still visible near the pass in the 1880s.  Trappers were the first white men to use the pass. Explorers and prospectors followed them in the 1860s, and the road across the pass developed as a recognized route. In the mid-1870s after the Brunot Treaty opened up the region, a wagon road was built across the pass. The wagon road was converted into a toll road in 1880. When Otto Mears built his railroad through the area in 1891, the need for the pass road began to decline.

Throughout the mining period, the name Ophir referred to two towns near each other:

Old Ophir and Ophir Loop. Located at the foot of Ophir Pass, Old Ophir, or just Ophir, was established in 1870, shortly before Ophir Loop. Early settlers named the towns after an Old Testament reference to a region rich in gold, in hopes that the nearby mines would bring similar fortunes. The first claims were staked in 1875, after which time prospectors worked the area sporadically.  By 1885, the population of Ophir grew to two hundred. In three years, it blossomed to five hundred. Ophir had five saloons, sev​eral churches, a school, and its own electric​ity and water works.

The town was often snowbound because of avalanches. In December 1883, a mail carrier named Swen Nilson left Silverton to deliver sixty pounds of Christmas packages and letters to Ophir and was never seen or heard from again. Although some people believed he had stolen the mail and fled the country, Swen’s brother set out to search for him. After two years, he finally discovered Swen’s skeleton with the mail sack still around his neck.

New Ophir, or Ophir Loop, was found​ed in the mid-1870s two miles from Ophir. Although a railway in this area seemed inconceivable, Otto Mears did not know the word impossible. Getting trains started up the steep grade to Lizard Head Pass was a true feat of railroad engineering. Mears oversaw the construction of three tiers of tracks with loops crossing above and below each other and trestles as high as one hun​dred feet. Over this incredible structure, the railroad ran from Telluride to Durango. Two cars of ore were shipped from Ophir Loop each day, and the town accumulated a small population as a few of Ophir’s residents moved closer to the railroad. The population of Ophir dwindled after the turn of the century, and the area was close to being a ghost town by 1929. In 1960, it was listed as one of four incorpo​rated towns in the United States with no res​idents. However, the town is now home to a number of summer residents.  The current 4WD road was opened in 1953.

Description:

The turnoff from Colorado 145 at the site of the Ophir Loop starts this track; but it is not well marked, so we recommend that you measure the distance from Telluride on your odometer. Those with GPS receivers will be glad to have the benefit of modern technology. (GPS: N37 51.74’ W 107 52.11’)Across the highway from the start of this trail is a short road to the township of Ames, the site of the first commercial, alternating-current electricity generating plant in the United States.

As you leave the old township of Ophir, the road starts to ascend immediately through scenic woods and aspen stands. As the ascent continues, the road rises above the timberline and becomes a narrow shelf road cut into the talus slope with some tight switchbacks and high, steep drop-offs. This section is the most difficult part of the route. For a short section, passing requires careful negotiation. Traveling slowly and carefully, moderately experienced drivers should not have any difficulty. The road is certainly easier than the Black Bear Pass Trail, but those who are tempted to take the route too lightly should heed the lesson offered by the remains of a wrecked vehicle that rolled off the road at this point.

From the summit of the pass to US 550, the route is much easier. Although the road is wider and the footing more sound, it remains a shelf road for much of the balance of the journey. The varied scenery offers some particu​larly panoramic views on the west side. The east side is more heavily wooded than the west side, and the wildflowers in the valley add color.  The intersection with FR 820 offers an alternative route to US 550. The road, about 1.5 miles long, at times provides a challenging crossing through Mineral Creek. It joins US 550 0.7 miles north of where the main route intersects. Ouray is about eighteen miles north and Silverton five miles south of the intersection with US 550.

