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Trail Name:  
South Colony trail (Trail# 1339, TH Elev. 9725’) from the upper trailhead parking area to the upper lake.  

Other hiking options in the basin are briefly described as well. 

Trail Location: 
From Westcliffe, CO, take highway 69 south for 4.5 miles to County Road 119 (Colfax Lane). Turn right 

on to CR 119 and follow it till it ends then turn right, this is the South Colony Road. The lower trailhead 

parking is about one mile up South Colony road – park here if you DO NOT have a high clearance 4WD 

vehicle. The upper South Colony trailhead is an additional 2.5 miles (and about 1000’ vertical) up South 

Colony road beyond the lower parking area. 

Trail Summary: 
NOTE: Info below is relative to starting at the upper parking lot.  If hiking from the lower parking lot, add 

about 5 miles (total, out and back) and 1000’ vertical. 

Accessibility:  This trail is in the Sangre deCristo Wilderness Area and is accessible via foot/horse travel 

only.  If hiking from the upper parking lot, a high clearance 4WD vehicle is necessary. 

Trail Length and Type:   8.25 miles total, in and out 

Vertical Gain and Steepness:   2075’ gain, 60% E, 25% M, 15% D 

Surface/Terrain:  90% E, 10% M 

Trail Experience: 
South Colony basin is a heavily trafficked area in the summer – perhaps the busiest hiking area in the 

Sangre de Cristos.  Three 14er peaks can be accessed from the basin – 1) Humboldt, 2) Crestone Peak, 

and 3) the Crestone Needle.  Another popular peak accessible from the basin is Broken Hand, which 

stands at 13,573’. The basin used to be accessible by 4WD vehicle until 2010, at which time they closed 

the road. 

The hike to the upper lake can best be described in three different sections.  Section 1 follows the old 

mining road from the upper parking area to what you might call the “entrance” to South Colony basin.  

This section is about 2.6 miles long, covers 1235’ vertical, and basically follows South Colony Creek for 

the entire way.  There are a few segments of this section that are moderately steep, but for the most 

part this is a very pleasant and relatively easy walk through the forest. It is obvious when you get to the 

Key:  
Vertical Gain/Steepness:  E=Easy, 0’ to 400’ gain per mile 

   M=Moderate, 400’ to 800’ gain per mile 

   D=Difficult, 800’ to 1200’ gain per mile 

   X=Extreme, 1200’ + gain per mile 

Surface/Terrain:  E=Easy, mostly sand, dirt or pine needle covered on established trail 

   M=Moderate, small rocks and roots present on established trail 

   D=Difficult, loose and rocky on established trail 

   X=Extreme, very loose, with large rocks  and possibly scrambling required. Trail  

         may not be established or easily recognizable 
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entrance of the basin for three reasons; 1) there are informational signs describing the area and history 

to your left, 2) terrain flattens briefly, and 3) you feel like you are walking into a massive, natural 

cathedral, with Humboldt to your right, the Needle directly ahead, Broken Hand slightly to your left, and 

Marble Mountain immediately to your left. Standing at this point, facing due west (towards the Needle), 

you will see the start of Section 2 of this hike slightly to your right.  The old mining road veers off to your 

left – see further below for some details relating to this optional route. 

Section 2 follows the north edge of the basin from the informational signs to the lower lake.  Initially, 

this trail section actually drops a few feet before it flattens out for a bit while it meanders through the 

heavily forested area of the basin.  As it is with any trail in the Sangre de Cristos, the flat terrain does not 

last long and you will soon be working a bit harder as you work your way up through the trees.  

Eventually (just after 3 miles total) you will begin to work out of the trees, at which point the trail 

becomes large rocks that sort of act like steps.  These rock steps last for less than a ¼ mile, after which 

the trail works back into tree cover for another ¼ mile before it breaks out of the trees for the 

remainder of this section, and hike.  At mile 3.55 you will reach a junction (to your left) with a loop trail 

that goes back to the old mining road mentioned earlier, which is highlighted in yellow below. 

 

The trail to the old mining road is worth exploring either as an excursion while visiting the basin and the 

lakes, or as a destination.  The southern most point of this loop lies beneath the abandoned mine.  The 

mine is about 200’ above the road and requires scrambling to get there, so if you decide to explore this 

area, exercise extreme caution.  Standing at this point below the mine, looking up at the peaks of 

Broken Hand and Marble Mountain, you get a sense of just how grand the Sangre de Cristo mountains 

are.  Taking this loop as an alternate to section 2 of the hike up to the upper lake will add about 0.6 

miles one way and perhaps 100’ vertical. 
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Going back to the main hike up to the upper lake, at the lower lake (just beyond mile 3.55 and the 

junction to the old mining road loop), the trail continues to the upper lake.  It is an additional 0.55 miles 

and about 360’ vertical to the upper lake. This section of trail is essential all above the tree line, so you 

are much more exposed to the elements.  The grand views everywhere can take your eyes away from 

the ground, and the trail can get pretty tight because of encroaching shrubs, so watch your step.  When 

you get to the upper lake you will be standing below the massive Crestone Needle.  The trail continues 

due north from the lake, which is the route to Humboldt peak.  While 

we won’t cover this in detail in this trail summary, here are some 

basic details regarding making this summit.  First, the section going up 

to the Humboldt saddle (shown in yellow to the right) is about 0.6 

miles long, with about 740’ vertical. As you can imagine, the views 

from the saddle are spectacular. If you are inclined to do so, the 

saddle is a fantastic place to have lunch – you’ll definitely be ready for 

it by the time you get there.  

If you are inclined to attempt the summit, from the saddle you will need to hike an additional 0.75 miles 

and about 1200’ vertical.  The trail to the summit is not clearly defined, but it basically follows the ridge 

all the way up.  As 14ers go, this is perhaps the easiest one in the Sangre de Cristos. But don’t allow that 

to lull you into a false sense of security.  If you are attempting this summit as a day hike from the upper 

parking area you are looking at an 

eleven mile round trip with over 4000’ 

vertical.  For an average fit person this 

translates to about 9 hours of hiking 

round trip.  Since afternoon storms are 

always a possibility in these mountains, 

an early start is a must. 

So whether you are interested in a day trip, camping for a few 

nights, summiting a 14er, fishing for beautiful cutthroat trout, 

wildlife photography, or serious introspection, South Colony Basin 

has it all. It is one of the grandest and most beautiful places in the 

Sangre de Cristo mountains.  If you decide to visit, please 

remember, leave no trace!  If you pack it in, pack it out. Bury 

human and dog waste at least 6” deep, and at least 300’ away 

from waterways. And respect the privacy and solitude of other 

visitors.  And above all, be safe! 
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Map – South Colony Lakes Trail from Upper Parking Area (Trail # 1339):  

  

 

 

 

 

The Legal Stuff:  The information contained in these trail summaries is intended to be a supplement to the 

typical tools and references used by people who are well prepared to venture into the mountains. Always carry a 

map specific to the area you are exploring. Failure to have the necessary experience, physical conditioning, and 

supplies or equipment can result in injury or death. Trails For All provides no warranties, either express or 

implied, that the information provided in our published Trail Summaries is 100% accurate or reliable. By using 

any information provided, you agree to absolve Trails For All from any responsibility for damage or other liability 

arising from the use of Trails For All Trail Summaries. 

 


