Lovely Loveland 
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Eyes Right

On the Continental Divide, CO   -  Vehicles with HC are not allowed to pass through the Eisenhower tunnel on I-70 about 60 miles west of Denver.   “HC” is hazardous cargo, and the rationale for its exclusion is simple:  any explosion or incident inside this 1.6 mile tunnel has the potential to not only endanger travelers in the tunnel, but also potentially close one of the major E-W arteries in the nation. 

The tunnel was built from 1968 to 1973 and is the highest vehicular tunnel in the world.  Although it is commonly referred to as the “Eisenhower Tunnel,” in reality only the west bound tunnel has that name.  The east bound tunnel, which runs roughly parallel to the west bound, is named the Edwin C. Johnson Tunnel, after a former Colorado governor.  Getting to either tunnel is challenging in good weather, and daunting in a winter snowstorm.  The approach on both sides of the tunnels is steep and long.  On the day we passed through the area recently a tractor trailer burnt out its brakes descending the western side which slopes at 7 degrees.
The alternate route which HC vehicles must take is U.S. Route 6, one of the more challenging two-lane highways in the nation, at least in winter.  Route 6 takes the traveler over Loveland Pass at an elevation of 11,990 feet.  Its summit is located directly on the Continental Divide and is approached on both sides by a series of dramatic switchbacks.  Frequently during the winter, the pass is closed to traffic, and the HC vehicles must wait for hours on I-70 until the tunnel is closed to all traffic to allow a convoy of state police escorted HC vehicles to pass through.
My vantage point today was from far above both the tunnels and Loveland Pass.  I had driven from the town of Dillon up Route 6, through Keystone Resort and several ski areas, to the summit at Loveland Pass.  There I parked and had the obligatory photo taken alongside the Continental Divide marker, before proceeding along a steep trail up the east side of the pass.  My destination was a peak of approximately 12, 800 ft. to gain a panorama view of the Colorado Rockies in their summer grandeur.

I was not disappointed.  Although the hike required frequent rest stops due to the altitude and the terrain, the wildflowers were in full bloom of deep yellows, blues, and even reds.  There were few fellow hikers, and once at the summit of this peak, I was rewarded with breathtaking views in all directions.  The traffic on I-70 far below could now be seen clearly only with high powered binoculars.  Although it was mid-July, snow banks were still present along the trail.  The temperature had fallen as I had progressed up the trail and was probably around 50 F at the top.  My guidebook had warned that wind was also a factor above Loveland, and today was no exception.  However, the exhilaration of being alone on top of the world (or at least my rather pedestrian variant of it) removed all sensations of cold.
I cannot imagine standing in this location just a few months from now.  The annual snowfall is over 12 ft.  Photographs of Loveland Pass in winter are a scary sight.   Although I had climbed to nearly 13,000 ft., there are at least 10 other summits here in Summit County which exceed 14,000 ft. [There are only 54 in all of Colorado].  These beauties, referred to by locals as “fourteeners,” inspire universal awe, but present a distinct level of danger for climbers of all ability levels.  Those unaccustomed to altitude are particularly at risk from altitude sickness.  Experienced hikers often find themselves in danger due to rapidly changing weather conditions on the mountains.
But if you have not been to this part of our country, I recommend strongly that you fly to Denver, rent a car for a week, and spend some time among these peaks.  It is an experience unavailable at lower altitudes.
I thought you might like to know.
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