Crested Butte - Washington Gulch Ski tour
by Dave Cooper
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My only previous winter trip to Crested Butte was many years ago, to ski at the Mount Crested Butte ski
area. I remember at least a foot of fresh powder greeting us each morning as we headed to the slopes to test
our telemarking skills on the mountain. It wasn’t until this winter that we returned to ski some of the
backcountry trails in the area. It was nice to find similar, wonderful snow conditions on this trip.
With much rolling terrain and open
valleys, the area around Crested Butte is
ideal for ski touring. Some areas have
been designated as primarily for ski and
snowshoe travel. One of these is
Washington Gulch, where snowmobile
use is controlled through a permit
system.
Washington Gulch is popular both for
trail skiing, and for skiing the slopes
known by locals as Coneys, the east
facing slopes of the Anthracite Mesa. In
fact, the majority of skiers we met on
our visit were headed for Coneys,
though with the recent avalanche
activity evident along some sections of
the ridge, we elected to avoid those
slopes and instead tour to the old
mining town of Elkton.
Clouds and snow greeted us as we
drove towards Crested Butte, only to
clear as we gained elevation. Stunning

Getting to the Trailhead: Drive on Highway 50 to the town of Gunnison.
Turn north onto Main Street (Highway 135), and drive north to the town of
Crested Butte. Continue on Highway 135 through town, towards the ski area of
Mount Crested Butte. Turn left onto County Road 811at the intersection 1.5
miles north of Crested Butte and drive 2.4 miles to the trailhead parking area.
GPS coordinates for trailhead (NAD83): 38°54'55"N, 107°0'5"W, 9455 feet.

Statistics: The route described here gains and loses a total of 1270 feet in 10
miles round trip.
Difficulty: The gentle trail, along a roadbed, offers something for all skill
levels. Novices will enjoy tracking a few miles along the road, while strong
intermediate skiers may want to head up to Elkton before turning around.
When conditions are safe, the slopes further up the valley, and notably the area
known as Coneys, offer terrain for advanced skiers.

Guidebook: Winter Trails Colorado, 2nd Edition: The Best Cross-Country
Ski and Snowshoe Trails By Tari Lightbody, Andy Lightbody
USGS Quad: Oh-Be-Joyful, CO.

views were revealed as we reached the parking area.
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Trail Description
The route follows
County Road 811
for many miles,
through the very scenic Washington Gulch. For the first 1.6 miles, until reaching the Forest Service
Boundary, the road passes through private property, so stay on the road.
From the trailhead, start skiing northwest along the hillside below Snodgrass Mountain before entering a
large open valley with good views of Gothic Mountain. The road crosses this open area before reaching the
Forest Service Boundary, where it enters the trees for a short distance before again entering an open area.
The road curves to the west then north as the valley narrows, and shortly the tempting, open slopes of
Coneys become visible on the west side of the drainage.

Signs of recent avalanche activity on the slopes known as Coneys - small.jpg

At mile 2.9 the road enters land administered by the Crested Butte Land Trust and
continues north, entering another large clearing. This area, at around mile 3.6, makes a
good lunch spot, or continue on the road as it skirts the right side of the open area,
passing a house on your left. The road continues to climb steadily until reaching Elkton at
mile 4.9, where several cabins are located, some available for overnight rental.
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GPS Latitude / Longitude NAD83 (Deg., Min., Sec.)
Trailhead Parking,38,54,55,-107,0,5,9455 feet
Forest Service Boundary,38,55,53,-107,0,44,9619 feet
Crested Butte Land Trust sign,38,56,44,-107,1,42,9996 feet
Elkton,38,57,50,-107,2,25,10708 feet

