California Gulch Trail

STARTING POINT: Animas Forks

FINISHING POINT: Intersection with Southwest #14: Silverton to Lake Como Trail

TOTAL MILEAGE: 4.2 miles

UNPAVED MILEAGE: 4.2 miles

DRIVING TIME: 1 hour

ROUTE ELEVATION: 11,400 to 12,930 feet

DIFFICULTY RATING: 4

SCENIC RATING: 9

Special Attractions:
• Spectacular scenery, especially the view from California Pass.

• Many historic mining sites and structures.

• A short, moderately easy 4WD trail.

• Part of a large network of 4WD trails.

History:

Numerous mines and mills operated in California Gulch and plenty of evidence of this activity remains today. The Columbus Mine, located at the northern edge of Animas Forks, was discov​ered in the early 1880s. The mine yielded a large tonnage of ore, but it was low-grade and high transportation costs meant that the mine was barely economic. As a producer of zinc, it had some of its best years during World War II. The mill, located at the mine, was built in 1927. The whole operation closed in 1948.

The Bagley Mill, built in 1912 to treat ore from Frisco Tunnel, was regarded as one of the best mills in the area; it had a capacity of 150 tons of ore a day. Construction on Frisco Tunnel, which burrows over a mile into Houghton Mountain, began in 1904 and took four years to complete. The mining operations ceased in about 1915. About a mile farther is Vermilion Mine, which started operations in the early 1900s, with the mill being constructed in 1909.  Close to the pass as you climb out of the gulch is Mountain Queen Mine, which was discov​ered in 1877 and operated until the 1940s. Rasmus Hanson owned the mine, and it has been speculated that Thomas Walsh man​aged it before he made his fortune from Camp Bird Mine.

Description:

This route departs to the northwest of Animas Forks and is clearly marked to California Gulch. Traveling along California Gulch is a relatively easy road, entirely above timberline, with numerous mine remains and open mine portals in evidence. The road ascends to California Pass, which provides a spectacular 1800 view. It looks down onto Lake Como and Poughkeepsie Gulch, back to the road to Animas Forks, and across to Hurricane Pass and Hurricane Peak.  The section of the road descending from California Pass is the harder part of this route and traverses quite different ter​rain. There is a series of tight switchbacks along a narrow shelf road. At times, the road is steep, and passing other vehicles can be difficult. 

