Nellie Creek Trail

STARTING POINT: Intersection of Southwest #1:  Engineer Pass Trail and FR 877
FINISHING POINT: Uncompahgre Peak Trailhead

TOTAL MILEAGE: 4 miles (one-way)
UNPAVED MILEAGE: 4 miles
DRIVING TIME: 3/4 hour
ROUTE ELEVATION: 9,400 to 11,500 feet
DIFFICULTY RATING: 4
SCENIC RATING: 8

Special Attractions:
• Interesting side road from Engineer Pass Trail.
• Scenery ranging from waterfalls to spec​tacular Uncompahgre Peak.
• Access to Uncompahgre Trailhead and the numerous hiking trails of the Uncompahgre wilderness.

History:

From much of the higher section of this trail you view the towering Uncompahgre Peak. At 14,309 feet, it is the highest mountain in the San Juans and the sixth highest in Colorado. The Hayden Survey party made the first recorded ascent in 1874 and it was also climbed by Lt. William Marshall of the later Wheeler Survey. Prior to these times, the Ute used the peak as a lookout.

Hikers find the north face treacherous to climb, but access from the southwest and southeast is relatively easy. The mountain became notorious for its large population of grizzly bears, which was mentioned by both the survey parties. However, evidently not everyone was deterred by their presence because in the late 1800s, the peak became a popular excursion for parties of hikers from the nearby mining towns of Capitol City and Lake City. No major mines were ever found on the mountain itself.

Description:

The initial section of this road is a gentle climb through the forest following the course of Nellie Creek. This lower section of the creek and the nearby forest show the signs of many industrious beavers’ labor. The trail is rough with occasional loose boulders, but generally they are embedded and it is not difficult to drive in a high-clearance vehicle. The biggest problem you are likely to have is passing vehicles you encounter traveling the other way, as some sections are too narrow to pass without one driver reversing to a suitable spot.

There are numerous aspen trees at the lower reaches that add color in the fall to the already very attractive scenery provided by the Nellie Creek, which flows beside the trail for much of the route, and a waterfall located at the 0.7-mile point.  After about three-quarters of a mile, there is a section of shelf road upon which you continue the climb. The road levels off after a little more than a mile and a half and you get a good view of Uncompahgre Peak. After you cross a shallow creek, the climb through the forest continues. The trail switchbacks up to another relatively level segment that can become quite boggy in wet weather con​ditions. The trail becomes rougher at this time and there are a number of shallow creek crossings. This section is the most difficult part of the trail but under dry conditions it only just warrants a rating of 4.  After about three miles, the trail levels off and enters an alpine meadow. A mile fur​ther, the trail ends at the parking area for the Uncompahgre Peak Trailhead.
