
An​other Colorado 14,000-foot sum​mit has closed to hik ​ers. A sign has been posted along the trail to Mount Lind​-
sey, which falls on the San Luis Val​ley’s sprawl​ing Trinchera Blanca Ranch. The sign marks the moun​tain as pri​-
vate and warns: “PUB​LIC AC​CESS IS NOT AL​LOWED.”

The move fol​lows an ​other con​flict this sum​mer on mounts Lin ​coln, Demo​crat and Bross, the four​teen​ers mak​ing
up the heav​ily traf​ficked route known as De​cal​i​bron that was closed
un​til re​cently. In a state​ment to The Gazette, the ranch, owned by bil​lion ​aire investor and phi​lan​thropist Louis
Ba​con, cited the same li​a​bil​ity con​cerns of those min​ing claim own ​ers across the Mosquito Range.
Colorado Four​teen​ers Ini​tia​tive Ex​ec​u​tive Di​rec​tor Lloyd At​hearn and oth​ers in​volved say angst has sim​mered
since 2019, when a fed ​eral court ruled in fa​vor of a cy​clist “se​ri​ously in​jured” at the Air Force Academy. James
Nel​son was awarded $7.3 mil​lion after he “struck a sink ​hole” and “was flung onto the as ​phalt path,” ac​cord​ing to
the rul​ing.
That de​ci​sion, At​hearn said, “has re​ally caused a lot of lawyers and in ​sur​ance peo​ple to sit up and say, ‘Oh my
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god, the pro​tec​tions we thought we had un​der the Colorado Recre​ational Use statute seem to have been whit​tled
away sub ​stan​tially.’”
Leg​is ​la​tors adopted the statute to “make land and wa​ter ar​eas avail​able for recre​ational pur​poses by lim​it​ing
(own​ers’) li​a​bil​ity to​ward per​sons en​ter ​ing thereon for such pur​poses.”
In the Nel​son case, the court iden​ti​fied an ex​cep​tion in the statute re​gard​ing “will​ful or ma​li​cious fail​ure to guard
or warn against a known dan​ger​ous con​di​tion.” The Air Force Academy was found to have “will​fully ig​nored the
dan​ger​ous con​di​tion on the path and chose not to take steps to warn or guard users like Mr. Nel​son against that
dan​ger.”
This ef​fec​tively “lim​ited the scope” of the recre​ational use statue, ac​cord​ing to Trinchera Blanca Ranch’s state​-
ment, “and in​creased landowner ex​po​sure.”
Last year, in a Colorado Moun​tain Club-led panel dis ​cus ​sion about pri​vate prop​erty on four​teen​ers, landown​ers
rec​og​nized un ​sta​ble ground and un​pre​dictable dan​gers across their moun​tains.
“We are in a very liti​gious so​ci​ety,” said Pa​trick Schilken, an at​tor​ney who dur​ing the dis ​cus ​sion showed maps of
his min​ing claims around Park County. “Peo​ple will sue on any​thing for any rea​son, and I can’t be up there ev​ery
day mon ​i​tor​ing ev​ery​body that’s up there.”
Colorado Moun​tain Club’s Julie Mach said the peaks’ in ​her​ent threats posed “loop​holes” in the recre​ational use
statute.
“Where es ​sen​tially,” she said, “even if landown ​ers are pro​vid​ing free pub​lic ac​cess and are pro​tected in a lot of
ways, if there are haz​ards on the prop​erty, they still have this duty to warn.”
John Reiber, rep​re​sent​ing own​ers along De​cal​i​bron, told Colorado Moun​tain Club and Colorado Four​teen​ers Ini​-
tia​tive last month that the moun ​tains were open again after ad ​di​tional signs were placed and agree​ments made
with the town of Alma to cover in​sur​ance.
Still, clo ​sures could re​turn, said Mach, who has worked closely with Reiber over the years.
“I think it also comes down to the vol​ume of use,” Mach said. “When there were a few dozen peo​ple climb​ing
peaks on the week​ends, (landown​ers) might’ve looked an​other di​rec​tion. Now that we’ve got 300 peo​ple on a
Satur​day, it’s dif​fer​ent. The like​li​hood and risks of po​ten ​tial law ​suits has in​creased.”
In his 12 years lead​ing Colorado Four ​teen​ers Ini​tia​tive, At​hearn said he has never heard of a pri​vate landowner
get​ting sued by a hiker. In 2016, At​hearn’s or​ga​ni​za​tion raised about $50,000 and bought three min​ing claims
high on Mount Sha​vano — a means to con ​struct a bet​ter, safer sum​mit​ing path — and has since posted signs
about dan ​gers at 14,000 feet.
“We cer ​tainly have felt that was suf​fi ​cient pro​tec​tion” from li​a​bil​ity, At​hearn said.
The feel​ing, he said, is dif​fer​ent at Mount Lind​sey.
He said he and other part​ner groups are pre​par​ing to lobby for ad​just​ments to the recre​ational use statute in the
next leg​isla ​tive ses ​sion.
“The good news is, I’m not aware of any other four ​teen​ers that have th​ese is ​sues,” At​hearn said.
Along with Lind​sey, Sha​vano
and the trio rep​re​sent​ing De​cal​i​bron, he said he knew of two oth​ers pri​vately held that con​cern hik​ers: Cule​bra
Peak and Mount Sher ​man. The for​mer is owned by a ranch that charges peo​ple to climb and the lat​ter is owned



by a bank​rupt com​pany.
Once own​er​ship is set​tled after an on ​go​ing court bat​tle over Sher​man, At​hearn hinted Colorado Four​teen​ers Ini​-
tia​tive could pur​sue an ac​qui​si​tion sim​i​lar to Sha​vano. But money isn’t around to solve all is ​sues, he said, un​der​-
scor ​ing the im​por​tance of new le​gal lan ​guage.
In last year’s panel dis ​cus ​sion, Reiber and Schilken ex ​pressed their wish for hik​ers to have the same aware​ness of
hunters, who are ex​pected to ask for per​mis ​sion be​fore cross ​ing pri​vate land.
“That they know where they’re at and they have the proper equip ​ment to pro​tect them​selves,” Reiber said. “I
can’t tell you how many times I’ve brought peo ​ple down off of Lin​coln who were not pre​pared.” • A Colorado
school is tak​ing the class ​room to leg ​endary rivers of the Four Cor​ners re​gion.
Du​rango’s Fort Lewis
Col​lege has green​lit the Fort Lewis on Wa​ter pro​gram, or FLOW. The idea is for raft​ing-savvy fac​ulty and staff to
guide stu ​dents on the Chama River through north​ern New Mex​ico and the San Juan River through south​east Utah
to pro​vide an up-close look at the canyon land​scapes and the sto​ries they tell.
The cur​ricu​lum will blend ge​ol​ogy, bi​ol​ogy, con​ser​va​tion and ar​chae​ol​ogy, said An​drew Gul​li​ford, a long​time
pro​fes ​sor of history and en​vi​ron​men​tal stud​ies who has led river trips in the re​gion.
“It’s just a pretty ex​cit​ing op​por​tu ​nity, es ​pe​cially with all this drought we’re fac​ing,” he said. “We’re gonna take
the kids out and show them what th​ese rivers are all about.”
Gul​li​ford is among alarmed on​look​ers ex​pect​ing “a jar ​ring decade” ahead when it comes to wa​ter in the West. In
a year of record lows across ma​jor reser​voirs and rivers, the FLOW pro​gram ar​rives at a piv​otal time, he said.
“If we don’t work to help this younger gen ​er​a​tion get an en​vi​ron​men ​tal con​scious ​ness now, they may not ever,”
Gul​li​ford said. “You put peo​ple on the wa​ter for mul​ti​day trips, and they all of a sud ​den un​der​stand Leave No
Trace ethics, and they re​ally un ​der​stand how im​por​tant rivers are.”
FLOW be​came pos ​si​ble when Fort Lewis bought a raft​ing com​pany’s boats and gear, along with that com​pany’s
cov​eted per​mits for launch points along the rivers. • A scenic lake in western Colorado is poised to be​come the
pub​lic desti​na​tion ad​mir​ers have long en ​vi​sioned.
That’s after the an​nounce​ment of Sweet​wa​ter Lake en​ter​ing the U.S. For​est Ser​vice port​fo​lio.
A re​cent press re​lease promised wildlife pro ​tec​tion and new re​cre​ation ac​cess to the 488 acres in a re​mote pocket
be​tween Garfield and Ea​gle coun ​ties, back ​dropped by Flat Tops Wilder​ness. Pre​vi​ously, the shores had been pri​-
vately held and feared to be in the crosshairs of de​vel​op​ment.
“Save the Lake” was the fundrais ​ing cam​paign waged by Ea​gle Val​ley Land Trust. Last year, in part​ner​ship with
The Con​ser​va​tion Fund, the lake was saved to the tune of $7.1 mil​lion.
Now, thanks to mil​lions of more dol​lars from the Land and Wa​ter Con​ser​va​tion Fund, Sweet​wa​ter Lake has been
trans ​ferred to White River Na​tional For​est. After decades-long short​ages, Congress’s move to fully re​store that
fund last sum​mer was seen as crit​i​cal for fed​eral land man ​agers to take con​trol of the lake.
In the press re​lease, U.S. Sen. John Hick​en​looper praised the fund for pre​serv​ing what he called “one of the
largest and most pris ​tine nat​u​ral bod ​ies of wa​ter in the Cen​ten ​nial State.”
The re​lease noted the area is “largely open to the pub​lic.” The For​est Ser​vice is ex​pected to launch a man​age​ment
plan to in​form fu​ture re​cre​ation and con​ser​va​tion.


