The North Coulier

Crestone Peak, Colorado

By Christopher Oleata

     From Denver Colorado it’s a two-hour drive south through Colorado Springs, Pueblo then across a valley and towards the jagged Sangre de Cristo Mountains. Thunderstorms moved through as we had lunch then drove up into the forest and to the trailhead. We parked the truck when the road started getting rough and we prepared our gear for hiking as rain began to fall.

     With our rain gear on we hiked an easy three-miles through mud and rocks to reach the upper meadows. Huge flowers all around as we caught first sight of the peaks. Crestone Peak was still hidden. We talked to other hikers coming down as we labored the last mile of hiking. We found a nice spot to camp on a little hill with big trees overhead and a roaring stream just below. On all sides ridges rose and tall peaks leaned over us as rock walls and snow chutes reflected the quickly passing light between rain showers.

     The rain stopped as we made camp, started a fire and dried some clothes. We had a sunset dinner sitting on logs and soon we went to sleep, three in a cramped dome tent. The big moon rose but then later rain and a bad morning wind. We hoped it would let up and luckily it did. At seven a.m., after hot chocolate, pumping water from the stream and a few photos, we began the hike.

     We hiked swiftly through a summer abundance of willow and wildflowers towards the alpine lakes. Three 14,000 foot peaks rose above us, lofty, steep and shrouded in clouds. We hiked towards the tallest one, Crestone Peak. Soon we reached the upper meadows below scarred mountain walls and melting ice packs. We looked around at the three peaks rising from the lakes and saw other teams on different climbing routes. Some were attempting the scary Crestone Needle and others, the Traverse. Our goal, up and around the side of Crestone Peak was the North Coulier.

     It began to get steep as we passed the lakes and made our way up the ice pack. We were thankful to have ice axes as we crossed the ice. Planting the spike safely into rocks and ice full of colors and crystals. Three snow climbs ending in rocky chutes were our choices and we chose right up the middle, clear and straight. A basic rock climb and we reached the gravel of the saddle and the summit ridge called the Bears Playground at 13,000 feet. Strong winds pulled clouds over the ridge but for an instant, Humbolt peak and Kit Carson Peak came into view.

     Climbing ledges and boulders, passing snow banks and chutes we made our way around the side of the peak. We could see down the other side of the mountain range to Durango 10,000 feet below. Another 1000 feet up and we reach the summit. The first chute was not the right one and we climbed a crack of ice and rock around to the next. Across the top of the next were a few easy steps with a long way down. We had no crampons and the snow climb was not secure or easy. This was a free climb with no ropes. Near the end of the crossing I looked back and saw my partner Teri slip and fall thrusting her ice axe to the snow in a perfect self-arrest. I reached and grabbed her and we continued, shaken. Reaching the North Coulier we began rock climbing up through several tall and steep cascades of smooth rock. Reaching the last snow chute. It was just 600 feet to the summit.

     The chute is about 20 feet wide at the bottom and ten feet at the top. The sides were hard ice against a sheer rock face as I led up the narrow chute kicking and chopping steps up slowly. Build a step, ice axe in firm, move, on and on. Working hard I hear the others below and pause to rest and look down the steep angle to see them close using my steps. I climb out of the chute onto the rock face. I was hoping to find a path up and out of the snow. I hit my knee and ouch. I’m dizzy and spinning with the altitude.

     They catch me and Tyger continues up the rock face, vertical class three rock with exposed falls down hundreds of feet. Tyger calls down, ”It’s only 200 feet to the summit. Come on.” Teri says no way and I agree. Besides it was cloudy and time was running out before the afternoon rains. So, down we began, out of the coulier, twisting through the rock. I sat down alone looking out and saw the drop below me of the ridges descending into clouds and wind. It was awesome.

     We soon made it to the sandy saddle looking down the last cliff and chutes to the lakes. We went down a different chute, a scary rock climb and gravel slide. A long glassade sliding down the snow brought us to the end of the climb and to the boulderfield along the edge of the lakes. It was so beautiful, but I was exhausted.

     It took us a while hiking around the lakes and meadow to reach camp. There was so much to see like marmots, views up at peaks and the lakes. But by the time we made it I was feeling sick, AMS, acute mountain sickness. It took all I had to clean up, change my clothes and go off to bed around three, napping all afternoon as rain came and went.

     I ate dinner alone at sunset, had tea and went up a hill to lay on the smooth granite slabs and see the stars. It was all clear except clouds on Crestone Peak. I said prayers and saw a metoer, then another one larger and brighter streaks across the sky. I saw the Milky Way with hidden dark spaces and I recalled the challenges of the day while drinking more water. This is a place of amazement and challenge, beauty and wonder and I look back at the quick three-day trip with disbelief and awe. I hope to return there to believe again in the mighty Crestone Peak and the flower-filled forests of the Rockies. 

