Imogene Pass Trail

STARTING POINT: Intersection with Southwest #18: Yankee Boy Basin Trail

FINISHING POINT: Telluride

TOTAL MILEAGE: 12.8 miles

UNPAVED MILEAGE: 12.2 miles

DRIVING TIME: 2 ½ hours

ROUTE ELEVATION: 9,000 to 13,114 feet

DIFFICULTY RATING: 4

SCENIC RATING: 9

Special Attractions:

•
The highest pass road in he San Juan Mountains, with spectacular scenery and a wealth of historical interest.

•
The ghost town of Tomboy.

•
Views of Bridal Veil Falls and the switch backs of Black Bear Pass Trail.

History:

The Imogene Pass road was built in 1880 to access Ouray from the Tomboy Mine. It was named for Imogene Richardson, the wife of one of Thomas Walsh’s partners in the Camp Bird Mine. Wires carrying the first commercial transmission of alternating-cur​rent electricity were strung across this pass in the 1890s. The power was generated in Ames and transmitted to Ouray.

The Tomboy Mine, located in 1880 by Otis C. Thomas, was situated high above

Telluride. Tomboy was Thomas’s nickname. For several years there was little activity at Tomboy because it was so difficult to reach. However, after the silver crash in 1893, prospectors struck gold at the Tomboy, and the mine began to produce handsomely. At its peak, the mining camp supported about nine hundred people. 

In 1901, the Western Federation of Miners called their first strike in the Telluride area. This strike was successful, and non-union laborers were chased out of Tomboy over Imogene Pass. In 1903, the Tomboy Mill again began to use non-union labor, and a second strike was called. The mine owners asked Governor James Peabody to call out the state militia, and the governor, in turn, called on President Theodore Roosevelt to send federal troops. The U.S. army stayed away, but when five hundred state troopers arrived, the violence soon escalated.

The union even brought in a hired gun, Harry Orchard, whom they had previously commissioned to assassinate the governor of Idaho. On union orders, he attempted to murder Governor Peabody, but the plot failed. With the area under military rule, the union and the strike were broken. The union labor was run out of town but set up camp at Red Mountain and plotted to recapture Tomboy and Telluride. Fort Peabody was constructed at the top of the pass in 1903 to protect against such an attack. The attack never occurred.

Although Tomboy’s residents relied on Telluride for supplies, they did not necessarily turn to Telluride for entertainment.  About halfway between the Tomboy and the Smuggler Mine was a renegade district called The Jungle, offering a mix of brothel poker dens, and saloons. The Tomboy Mine was sold for $2 million to the Rothschilds of London in 1897 and continued to operate until 1927. This route was reopened as a 4WD road in 1966, following the efforts of various 4WD clubs.

Description:

Imogene Pass is the second highest pass road in the United States and provides a wonderfully scenic route through the San Juan Mountains. The route passes two major mining camps: Camp Bird and Tomboy.  From the Yankee Boy Basin turnoff, the road deteriorates and becomes 4WD. The track passes through the forest and Imogene Creek Valley. There are a number of creek crossings as the track proceeds toward the pass, although none should prove to be any problem for a 4WD. 

The road narrows for the final ascent to the pass, but there are adequate pull-offs available for passing.  About two miles from the pass, the track enters the ghost town of Tomboy, 2,880 feet above Telluride, three miles distant, with its numerous historic remains. Although the buildings of Tomboy continue to deteriorate from the onslaught of harsh weather, Tomboy remains one of the better ghost towns to explore; many of the foundations and some of the structures are clearly evident.  Some two miles past Tomboy, the road passes through Social Tunnel, a short pas​sage through a rock outcrop that provides a popular photo opportunity. This point also provides spectacular views of the switchbacks on Black Bear Pass Trail and both Ingram Falls and Bridal Veil Falls.

