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FOREWORD 

The cott onwood smoke hung in a layer just above the tall 
grass over the dry riverbed while Mart ha cooked anothe r skillet 
of beans and meat. Having eaten my fill, I walk ed downstream for 
a better view of the sta r s emerging through the fading sunset. 
Even though the l ar ge herds of buffal o and elk are no longer 
here, the pure earthy s mell that fl o ws down the draws into the 
riverbed couldn't be that much d i ffer en t than when Becknell or 
Kit Carson camped here, I thought. 

It was silent and still when the coyotes announced the 
beginning of their f or ays into the night. Only a horned owl 
answered their primitive cries. Walki ng out of the ri ve r valley 
onto the open prairie, the clear night sky wi th its thousands of 
stars, seemed to extend below our fee t as it met the distant 
horizon. 

It seemed str ange to us for years, that hiking trails were 
not part of the Cimarron National Grassland. Historically foot 
travel wa s the basis of Ci marr on River culture for both the 
Indians and Europeans . Si nce 1983 several of us in Elkhart have 
been requesting that t he National Forest Service allow hiking 
trail s to be part of the recreational choices on the Grassland. 
It is now, with great enthusiasm, that we can sha re with you a 
new trail system on the Cimarron National Grassland. With time 
and cooperation from the National Forest Service, these few 
trails could grow into a major trail system . We hope you will 
come out and experience the High Plains and heart of the Santa Fe 
Trail, one step at a time. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Cimarron Nat i onal Grassland were established by a Con 
gressional Act in the 1930's. From the 1880's to the 1930's this 
area was under private ownership and was used as either farm or 
ranch land. Up until the 1920's the farming was fair because of 
above normal rainfall but when the drought and economic depres
sion of the 1930's hit, farming became unprofitable and the land 
began to blow away. A perceived government solution to this 
problem was to buy the land and put it back into natural grasses. 
The Cimarron National Grassland and many other National Grassland 
throughout the High Plains were established during this period. 

After the land was purchased, much of it was reseeded and 
then left alone to recover by itself. Where there was a problem 
of w~ter erosion, terraces were built and can still be seen 
around Point of Rocks. After several years, cattle were allowed 
to graze on the areas where the grasses had returned. 011 · and 
natural gas production followed and is now a major economic 
activity on the grassland . 

The Cimarron National Grassland, for the most part, is a 
uninterrupted strip of land about 25 miles long by 4 miles wide 
with the Cimarron River winding through the middle. The Cimarron 
River does not flow on a regular basis. Its three basic moods 
are a raging torrent after a good thunderstorm (springtime), a 
gentle stream flowing over a sandy bottom (winter), and a dry 
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za ndy b~<l (most of the t ime). Th e north side o f th e r i ver is 
m~d e u p of a c lay typ e soi l with short grasses gr o wi ng on it . 
Th e r e a r P s mall c any o n s with ri ms up t o 200 feet above the river 
bed i n p l aces. The river bo t to m itse l f is most l y wo oded by 
co ttonwood t r ees and ta marack b us he s. The so u t h s i d e of the 
river consists of sa nd y blo w hill s c o vered wit h tall grasses. 
Each diffe r e n t e nvi r onment support s i ts own va ri ety of plants and 
wildlife. 

Hiking a s a f ormal recreat i o nal activity is r a the r new on 
the Grassland with the first o f ficia l trail s t a rt e d i n the fall 
of 1988 . As more p e ople use t hese Fe deral La nd s , h i k i ng will 
become mo r e impo r ta nt be cause of i ts low impa c t on the e nvi ron
ment. 

WEATHER 

Th e cl imate o f t he High Pl a in s i s unique to North America, a 
lit t le l ik e tha t of the Rocky Mountains b ut wi thout mu c h of the 
ra i n a nd s no w. The a ve rage annua l rainfall is o nly 15 i nches per 
year. It i s us uall y dry and wi ndy but the r e ar e t i mes when the 
air c an be dead c alm wit h c rys tal c lear skies. Be c ause the air 
i s dry and t he h ori z on is open, you can wat c h some of t he worlds 
mos t o u ts ta nd i ng sunse t s fil l e d with deep reds and purp l es . 

Stor ms can bl ow u p i n what seems to be a f ew minutes 
bringing hi g h winds, sno w in the wi nter a nd drivi ng ha il and rain 
i n t he summer. Tornadoes , th o ugh a threa t , a re usual ly of the 
smalle r variety lasting only a short time . This i s due to the 
h i g h ground alt i tude and dry air . Rain s tor ms usua lly last a 
very sho r t ti me. Be c ause of the l ocal q ual i t i e s of these storms, 
wat c h i ng s ummer thunderstorms in the di s t ance wi th the i r phenome
nal l i ghtning displays is a great way to pass an even i ng. 

summer dayti me temperatures ca n exceed 1 00 degrees while 
night temperatures can drop into t he 40's. Wi ntert i me can bring 
anything from warm and sunny d a y s t o snowy bl i zzards. Generally 
though , the weather is mild except f o r the alm ost constant wind. 

Sinc e the weather mimics Rocky Mountain summer weather, with 
fall through spring being most like the mo unta i n c li mate, this 
area i s a good place to continue hi k i ng when the Rock i es are 
sno wed i n . 

WATER 

Wi th summertime temperatures e xceeding 100 degrees and the 
humid ity always low, an adequate water supply i s xe r y i mportant. 
When Wi lliam Sublette and Jedediah Smit h were cross i ng the open 
pra i r i e between the Arkansas River and the Ci marron Ri ver during 
the summer of 1831 in t h e ea r ly d ays of t he Santa Fe Trail, they 
lost thei r way and r a n out of wa t er. To quench their thirst, 
they would cut the ears off the ir mules and suck the blood out. 
In desperat i on, (when they ran out of e ars) Smith took out on his 
own to find water and was killed by Ind i ans . There are other 
accounts of parched Sant a Fe Tra il travelers killing buffalo just 
to take the wa t er out of the an i mals ' stomachs . 
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In the summer you should carry at least one gallon of 
drinking water per person per full day of hiking. In the winter 
1/2 gallon of water per person per day would be a minimum. 

Local people drink water from the many windmills but this 
water has not been tested for human consumption so use it at your 
own risk. To be safe, use some method to disinfect this water. 
Don't count on the windmills to be pumping water as they are 
sometimes shut down for maintenance. In the winter they are 
almost always shut down as freezing temperatures can damage the 
working parts. Be sure though, that you fill your canteen from 
the water flowing out of the well pipe and not out of the tank 
itself. Every imaginable creature has drunk, swam, and died in 
those stock tanks. On a hot summer day a windmill stop can be 
very refreshing. Please though, if a windmill is turned off 
(yes they can be turned off and on) leave it off, likewise if it 
is pumping water, leave it on. Windmills can be ruined by 
careless use leaving some very thirsty cattle and angry 
cattlemen. 

Don't use any water out of a stock tank without a windmill. 
These tanks are filled from overflow water from another stock 
tank uphill someplace. This water has already been drunk out of 
once and it is nasty. This water makes a mule's ear look good. 

FOOD 

Food problems can be approached differently here than in 
wetter climates. It has become common in the past few decades to 
pack in freeze dried or dehydrated foods, and at the campsite add 
water and cook to the hiker's desire. These foods are good in 
most popular hiking areas where water is plentiful and distances 
between civilization are long. Desert hiking means that you can 
only depend on the water that you are carrying. Since you 
already have to carry the water why not just use common canned 
foods. This reduces the water and fuel that you would normally 
carry for cooking . It also greatly increases the variety of food 
choices. Don't feel ashamed eating a can of Pork & Beans out 
here when your friends are eating their fill of partially 
reconstituted freeze dried Shrimp Creole. The pioneers have done 
it for years. Be sure to pack out your cans and not bury them. 
Because of the dry climate, they take decades to rust away. 

FIRES AND WOOD 

Building an open fire is discouraged by the Forest Service 
Administration year round and forbidden during times of drought. 
The cottonwood trees growing on the Cimarron National Grassland 
are pioneer plants that have covered the riverbed only since the 
1940's. Because of the dry climate, these trees will only germi
nate in the riverbed after a small flood. These trees grow old 
and die and the area where they grew will return to grass . You 
can see this progression by observing the different sizes of the 
trees in relation to their closeness to the riverbed. In some 
places the trees have lived out their lives and the prairie has 
already moved in. The dead wood is used by the animals for homes 
and as the wood finally decays, nutrients are returned to the 
soil. 
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If you want to have an open fire, try using dried cow 
nure. This fuel source is abundant and renewable. The 
choice though is a backpacking stove. There is less danger 
fire and your meal will be cooked in less time. 

WHERE TO CAMP 

ma
best 

of 

It is always wise to check with the local ranger for suit
able camping areas since changes in the Grassland management and 
use can change recommended camping areas. There are plans to 
develop new camping areas around the ponds that will include 
potable water wells. The Grassland office will have the most up 
to date information on this. 

Wi nd will be your main problem in camping on the Grassland. 
On the north side of the river where the trees meet the short
grass prairie, there is usually an old dirt bank formed by the 
river years ago. If you pitch your tent close to one of these 
small bluffs you will be sheltered from the north wind and in 
full view of the winter sun. Make sure that you are far enough 
from the river that a flash flood will not drown you. Even 
though you might be camped under clear skies, a thunderstorm in 
the mountains miles away can cause a flood here. 

In the summer, find one of the sandy mounds covered with 
cottonwood trees or tamarack. These mounds will block the south
west winds that generally blow during the warm months. By plac
ing your campsite to the northeast of one of these mounds you can 
be out of the wind and in the shade. These mounds seem to be 
more numerous on the south side of the river. 

Leave your campsite like you found it. Someone passing by 
where you camped should not be able to find your abandoned camp
site. Do not bury your trash, pack it out. Be careful with fire 
and destroy your fire - ring when through. Do not cut green wood 
and use a stove if you have one. One important word of caution, 
DO NOT CROSS THE RIVER IF IT rs RUNNING MUDDY WATER! YOU CAN 
EASILY LOSE YOUR FOOTING IN THE SOFT MOVING SAND AND DROWN. The 
sand grains have been worn into a round shape just like the 
larger rocks that are in the river bottom. When the sand becomes 
wet, these sand grains tend to roll. This action results in a 
mild form of quicksand. Where there is a large volume of water 
moving fast, the sand will support very little weight. If there 
is just a trickle of clear water flowing over the riverbed, 
crossing through it should be no problem. 

ANIMALS ALONG THE TRAIL 

The environment of southwest Kansas at first seems void of 
all life but if you stop and closely observe the landscape a very 
active plains animal community seems to spring forth. Springtime 
here brings out some of the most spectacular bird mating behavior 
in the United States. Small song birds also seem to go wild with 
song and displays during the spring. Turkey, pheasants, and 
prairie chickens all perform their own unique and spectacular 
mating dances. The Forest Service even provides special blinds at 
one of the prairie chicken booming grounds in the spring for 
visitor viewing. 
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not 
best 
round 

Waterfowl do mi grate through here in the spring and fall but 
in large numbers. "Puddle jumping" the small po nd s i s your 
bet for viewing the ducks and geese. Magpi es are a year 
species that are not overly shy. During t he migrating 

it is not uncommon to s ee blue herons, golden and bald 
turkey vultures, ospreys, hawks and othe r var io us large 

seasons 
eagles, 
birds. 

Large mammals on the grassland i nclude whitetail and mule 
deer, a few antelope, elk, coyote, bobcat and badger. Smaller 
mammals include many small rodents, beaver, porcupine and musk
rat. It is much harder to observe the mammal population since 
their portion of the habitat is disturbed by human activity and 
they have grown rather shy. Don't overlook the cattle that graze 
this land during the summer. They are allowed to range freely 
over thousands of acres and have behavior patterns very similar 
to buffalo. 

Reptiles are rare ou t here. During the warmer months of the 
year and even during warm periods in the winter watch out for 
prairie rattlesnakes . They are shy as far as snakes go but 
still capable of inflicting a serious bite. As a general rule, 
most people are struck while trying to kill a snake so if you 
don't want to be hurt by one, just leave it alone. Besides, they 
have their place in the env i ronment . Horned toads can be occa
sionally be found as well as other small lizards. 

WHAT TO BRING 

DAY HIKES 

While you can venture out and walk to your heart's desire 
with nothing more than the clothes on your back, there are a 
few things listed below that can make your trip safer and 
more comfortable. 

1. A day pack large enough to carry all your dally supplies. 

2. Some sort of water bottle. At least one gallon of water per 
day is recommended for the summer. 2 liter pop bottles work 
very well. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

First 
It's 
time. 

Hats! 
cold. 

aid kit, compass, sunscreen and insect repellent. 
a good idea to carry these things in your car all the 

One with a brim for the sun and a warm one for the 
In the cooler months, both kinds come in handy. 

Long sleeve shirt or light jacket and long pants in the 
summer. You will need protection from the sun in the day 
and the cool air on those dry nights. Long pants will also 
protect your legs from sharp blades of grass and insects. 

6. Comfortable shoes . We would recommend that you wear leather 
boots s i nce the prickly pear cactus seem to sneak up and 
attack your feet . 
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7. Warm and windproof jacket, gloves or mittens (socks in a 
pinch) , and long under wear in the winter. 

8. Hat c hes in a waterproof container. 

9. Toiletrie s and a plastic trash bag for your tras h and trash 
left by others. 

10. This trail guide, a Grassland Visitor Map, and animal and 
plant field guides all ava ilable at the Grassland Office in 
Elkhart and the First State Bank of Elkhart. 

OVERNIGHT HIKES 

You should take everything listed above and bel ow along with 
extra food and clothing . 

1 . Backpack. Frame packs are the most comfortable . 

2 . Sleeping Bag. Even in the summer, night time temperatures 
can drop down to uncomfortable levels. 

3. Tent . Make sure that your tent can stand up to the wind . 
Some of the new l i ghtweight 'biking' tents don't do s o well 
in the wind since their flys' tend to blow up over the 
uncoated fabric. Since the wind almost always blows when it 
rains this makes conditions inside a tent uncomfortable. We 
have found that the good old puptent made of coated ripstop 
nylon tied up between two trees is fairly reliable. It is 
usually dry enough here that condensation is not a problem 
inside a coated tent. If you have a free stand ing tent, be 
sure to stake it down. 

4. Stove and cooking utensils. Wood fires are discouraged here 
since wood is already scarce and it is used by the animals 
for homes. While it might seem exotic, cow chips (manure) 
make excellent fuel for cooking and there are plenty of them 
for the taking. Be sure to use the dry ones and flip them 
over with a stick rather than your fingers since there might 
be a critter underneath . A plastic trash bag is handy to 
carry them and is less embarrassing if someone comes by . To 
use cowchips, dig a trench in the ground about 4 inches 
deep, 8 inches wide, and 2 feet long. Move all inflammable 
grass and debris away. Set one or two chips down flat into 
the trench as a base for the fire. After you have the base 
prepared, build an 'A' shaped house out of some more chips. 
Now break one piece into the size of your fist and cover i t 
with about 4 tablespoons of cooking oil and one tablespoon 
of kerosene or other quick lighting fluid. Place this piece 
in the middle of your chip house and light it. In just a 
few minutes you will have a hot, quiet and clean burning 
fire. There is an old cowboy saying that if you cook pork 
chops over a cowchip fire, they will taste like beefsteak. 
You can try that on your own, I'll keep a pot between my 
chip fire and the food. 
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TRAILS 

Thi s guide is vritten describing seve ral different valks 
available on the Grassland. Mileage in the na rrative is given in 
miles from the starting point of each trail. Trail conditions are 
sometimes described in the narrative because of the vide varia
tion in trail quality throughout the Grassland. The East Turkey 
Trail is the only trail to be marked by the Forest Service. The 
West Turkey Trail, tho ugh not marked, is easy to follov. The 
Pr ickly Pear Trail is only a collect ion of cattle trails and 
takes some skill in folloving. During the fall of 1988 the 
Prickly Pear Trail vas marked vith orange streamers and flags. 
Some of these markers might still be in place. 

WEST TURKEY TRAIL 

(5.6 miles from the Picnic Ground to the Atvood Rec. Area) 

The Turkey Trail vas originally a collection of Off Road 
Vehicle 'ORV' tracks connecting Highvay 27 vith the Wilburton 
Road staying mainly vithin the riparian or forest environment. 
Currently, hikers must share the vest part of this trail vith 
various ORV's and pipeline company vehicles . 

The name Turkey Trail vas a local name given to the trail in 
the early 1980's because locals vould drive through this part of 
the grassland using a 4vd and observe the graving turkey flock. 
Once more people used the trail, it grev from tire tracks in the 
grass to a vell vorn trail. This increased use caused the local 
animal populations to either move or just decrease due to attri 
tion. Moreover, recent use of the trail and surrounding land by 
the popular 3 vheelers and dirt bikes has led to a marked in
crease in erosion, habitat destruction, and noise pollution. 
This trail ls still open to motorized traffic. 

The trail starts at Highvay 27 (0.0) in the Cimarron Nation
al Grassland Picn i c area . This park vas built by the Elkhart 
Lions Club in the 1950's and ls maintained by local U. S . Forest 
Service personnel. At the park a fresh vater spigot and rest
rooms are available along vlth picnic and playground facilities. 
There is a short trail beyond the turn-style that goes to the 
river bed. The park ls not patrolled by any lav enforcement 
agencies on a regular basis so if you park your car here please 
put all valuables in the trunk and lock it up. 

Following the road through the park will bring you to a pipe 
gate (.4) vhich is the entrance to the trail. The north fork 
vill take you to the river and on to the Prickly Pear Trail vhile 
the east fork ls the Turkey Trail. For the next fev miles the • 
trail will be well vorn from excessive ORV traffic, If the trail 
forks stay on the most vorn section. At (1.3) you vlll come to 
the 3 vheelers playground. This is an example of environmental 
destr uct ion caused by excessive use of ORV's. 

On the north side of the trail (1.5) a small road goes off 
to the river. It is only a short valk and gives a good viev of 
the bluffs on the north side of the river. (1.8) At this point 
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the trail for k s and you have th e choice of hiking either trail 
and coming out at the Cities Ser vice oil well (2.41 described 
later. The nort h fork is the shortest way and winds through an 
area of middle aged co ttonwood tree s and tall grass. (2.0) A 
side trail heading north leads to the river . It is only a 70 
yard di stance to th e river. The main trail bends and turns 
ending in a straight shot through a tunnel of trees and tamarack 
bushes at the Oxy US A oil well (2 .4). 

The south fork back at ( 1.8) if you chose to take i t 
skirt along the sand - sage prairie with the trees to 
north. This side trail intersects with an oil service 
(. 5) fr om the fork. Turning south will lead you to the 
road between Hig hway 2 7 and the Wilburton Crossing. 
connect back with the main trail, turn north and you 
end up at the Oxy US A oil well. 

will 
the 

road 
main 

To 
wi 11 

Heading east from the well leads you into a thinning forest 
over very level ground. Water tends to stand in the trail during 
the wet months and there are places of very tall grass. (2.9) A 
bulldo zed hole in the ground down to water level is positioned 
clos e to the trail. These water holes were made for wildlife 
wate ring stations. This water is so nasty that the only animals 
who use it are cattle and blackbirds. (3.0) Another path to the 
north takes you to the river bed 300 yards away . 

(3.31 You will now enter an old stand of gnarled trees 
thr ough wh ich the trail winds. During the summer when the leaves 
are in their fullest, the trees seem to gather the sunlight and 
keep it to themselves. Large bird nests of hawks, owls, and 
magpies add to the foreboding feeling of this passage. This is 
an interesting place for an overnight stay. (4.01 The dense trees 
decrease in influence opening into a grassy meadow with isolated 
large trees. The trail turns to the south and goes past a wind
mill (4.5) and meets with another trail at 2 gate fence (4.6). 
If you take the south road into the sand-sage prairie and then 
turn eas t on the main road you will end up at the Atwood Recrea
tion Area. This short cut is very boring. The main trail turns 
north at 2 gate fence passing by a lone cottonwood tree before it 
crosses a ridge of tamarack (4 . 7). 

at 
will 

If you are in the mood for bushwhacking turn southeast 
the tamarack and stay to the west of the ridge. This 
quickl y take you to the western pond of the 
Recreat i onal Area. 

Atwood 

Just beyond the ridge you will come to a fork in the road 
(4.8). The north fork goes to the river while the east fork is 
the ma in trail . The fork that crosses the river continues to the 
north bank and connects with the Prickly Pear Trail. 

Following the main trail on east you will walk close to a 
fence on t he south side of the trail. Follow this fence until 
you arrive at a four way ~rossroad with a cattle guard (5.4). 
The north path will take you to the river and connect with the 
Prickly Pear Trail while the south path will take you to the 
Atwood Recreation Area (5.6). If you continue east you will be 
on part of the East Turkey Trail. The Atwood Recreat i onal Area 
is a popular place for motorized campers and the fishing is poor. 
There are four ponds all within a few minutes walk of each other. 
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The Atwood Recreation Area was named after George Atwood, 
the first supervisor of the Cimarron National Grassland. Mr. 
Atwood took the job during the 1930's when this area was one big 
blowout. During his term as supervisor he had the land reseeded 
and terraced so the soil erosion could be stopped. Being an avid 
outdoorsman, he had most of the present fishing ponds built. 

EAST TURKEY TRAIL AND CLAY BLUFF OVERLOOK 

(3.8 miles from the Atwood Rec. Area to the Wilburton Crossing) 

This trail can be started from the east end of the Turkey 
Trail, the east end of the Prickly Pear Trail or from the Atwood 
Recreation Area. This trail gives several options of hiking. 
One option is to walk it from its start all the way to the Wil
burton Crossing. Another option is to hike a loop from the 
Atwood Recreation Area to the Clay Bluff Overlook looping back to 
the Atwood Recreation Area. A third option is to hike to the 
Mallard Ponds on the trail and back to the Atwood Recreation Area 
on the service road. The trail covers a variety of habitats 
giving good views of the river to the north and the sand sage to 
the south. If you are confused, take a look at the map. 

The trail starts at the Atwood Recreation Area heading 
north. This road, if followed, will take you across the river 
and onto the Prickly Pear Trail. Just beyond the cattle guard 
(.2) the road intersects with the West Turkey Trail on the west 
and the south loop of this trail on the east. Following the road 
on north you will find the trail head on your right (.3). It is 
a single lane path that heads east north east through the trees 
veering north to intersect with an old jeep trail (1.3). If you 
walk west down the jeep trail for about 300 yards, you will come 
to the Clay Bluff Overlook. These bluffs were formed by the 
river cutting into a clay hill. It makes a good place for 
picture taking. Back on the trail intersection head east for 
about .2 miles to the next intersection (1.5). This side trail 
to the south will take you back to the Atwood Recreation Area via 
a south loop. Back on the trail at the intersection keep heading 
generally east. The trail will wind through cottonwood trees and 
stands of tamarack There will be times when you will be walking 
along the south bank of the river. You will come across another 
intersection at (2.0). This is another two track road that leads 
back to the Atwood Recreation Area. This road follows a fence 
and we consider it a rather boring walk. 

If you plan to exit the trail at the Mallard Ponds turn 
south at the yellow painted trees (2.5). The ponds are just over 
the ridge to the south , about 200 yards away. In the spring and 
early summer thousands of blackbirds nest in the cattails on the 
shoreline of these ponds. Fish ing is just as bad in these two 
ponds as in all the others. Give it a try if you wish, but don't 
make a special trip out here for the fishing. If you wish you 
can walk south to the ponds and return to the Atwood Recreation 
Area on the service road, but we consider this a boring walk. 

Staying on the trail you will pass through a grassy area of 
the riparian environment. The trail then passes by a bend in the 
river where the trail heads up a bluff (3.0) into the sand sage. 
Follow the trail through the sage all the way to end in a stand 
of old cottonwood trees at the Wilburton Crossing (3.8). 
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PRICKLY PEAR TRAIL 

(6 . 5 miles from the Picnic Ground to the Atwood Rec. Area ) 

This trail is a collection of cattle and game trails, pieced 
together . It was marked by orange streamers in the fall of 1988. 
When we checked i t in March of 1989 there were still quite a few 
of these markers left. Don't depend on these streamers staying 
as the birds like to steal them. 

This trail meanders through shaded cottonwood meadows, out 
onto the sage brush covered prairie and into dense tamarack 
brush. The trail will give you a taste of walking down the 
Indian hunting trails which were used for 6,000 years before 
white men arrived. 

At different times there can be as many as three cattle 
trails all going in the same direction . We attempted to pick the 
one in each section that seemed best choice for human walking . 
If you think that you are lost along this trail just find the 
fence or the river and keep walking i n the direction that you 
started either, east or west, and you will come across the trail 
in a short time. 

There are two ways to start off on this trail. The first 
way is to begin at the Picnic Ground and hike to the Cattle guard 
(.4) described at the beginning of the Turkey Trail. At the 
cattle guard the road fork s with the Turkey Trail heading east 
and the Prickly Pear Trail heading north . This short stretch of 
road ends at the river bed (.5). Just across the r i ver you will 
see an opening in the trees which is the beginning of the trail. 
From there hike north to the last large cottonwood tree (.8). 
There the trail turns east. 

You can also start at the north end of the bridge on Highway 
27. Head east along the sandy ridge keeping the trees on your 
right. After about 500 yards you will come upon the tree just 
described above. 

The trail heads generally east through some tall grass and 
weeds until you get to a small dug out pond (.9). Hike with the 
fence to your left and the trees on right until you pass under a 
large cottonwood tree (1 . 0) . Just beyond the tree is a bend in 
the river (1.2). From here you will walk through the type of 
range that g l ves th i s trail its name. The ecosystem is made up 
of buffalo grass, prickly pear cactus, yucca plants and sage 
brush. 

(1.5) The trail then moves off the sage and down i nt o the 
trees. After you pass through a grove of old trees you will come 
to a draw where the trail moves back up into the sage (1 . 7) . 

A short walk north, up the draw, will bring you into a large 
open canyon with a windmill in it. This is one of the most 
scenic places on the Grassland . 

Ba c k on the trail you will walk through an area of old 
gravel pit s (2.0). These hills are unnatural but interesting. 
The t r ai l he re was made by dirt bikes and 3 wheelers . Because of 
this, the t rail is wider than the normal cattle trails. (2.5) A 
side trail made by ORV's cuts across the main trail and heads 
d o v n t o t he ri ver . 

Durin g c ertain times o f the year tall growing weeds will 
block y o u fr o m walk i ng d o wn th e trail . If you have this pr o blem 
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just walk along the outside of the weed growth until you come 
back onto the trail. 

The hiking trail forks off the ORV trail under a large 
cottonwood (3.0) and passes by an old oil drum. As you leave the 
gravel pit area you will walk back through an area thick with 
tamarack passing by a (3.1) wildlife water hole. 

If you miss this fork, the ORV track turns into a two track 
road that leads straight to the stock tank mentioned below. 

(3.3) The trail intersects with an old jeep road as it 
leaves the tamarack. If you walk toward the fence to the north 
you will come to a stock tank. Don't use this water as it flows 
in from another tank uphill from here. This water is so full of 
critters that it even makes the cattle gag. To stay on the 
trail, walk east along the tree line to your right until you find 
the trail heading back into the trees (3.4). There is an old 
fence post standing by itself where the trail heads into the 
trees. 

You will enter a meadow filled with straight growing cotton
wood trees. This is a good place for songbird watching in the 
springtime. rt ls one of the most tranquil meadows on the Grass
land. (3.7) The trail then moves back onto the sage where you 
will be walking parallel with the Santa Fe Trail just to the 
north of the fence. 

If you are hiking from east to west, the hiking route leaves 
the cattle trail up on the open ground before the trees meet 
the fence. If you miss the turnoff into the meadow just 
follow the fence until you arrive at the stock tank. From 
the stock tank head down the old dirt road toward the river 
about 100 yards and turn west into the trees along the 
cattle trail. 

The trail passes through the open prairie meadow before 
entering a stand o f old growth cottonwood trees (4.1). The trail 
is sandy as it passes by two wildlife ponds ( 4.2). The trail 
then moves up on top of a small bluff overlooking the riverbed 
(4.5). This is a good place for pictures. Just east of the bluff 
are some old ranch house foundations (4.7) and farther up the 
hill the graves of the two children that drowned in the 1914 
flood. The graves are protected from the cattle by a green wood 
fence. 

From the house foundations just stay between the river bed 
and the fence. There are about 6 different cattle trails here 
and they all lead to a stock tank (5.0) . Do not drink any water 
out of this tank as it is overflow from another stocktank . 

There are two ways to finish the trail from here. The more 
boring route would be to follow the fence to the river, cross the 
river and follow the road on the other side. This road will 
intersect with West Turkey Trail. 

The other option is to cross the fence and keep heading east 
along the jeep tracks. You will come to a Tin the road (5.5) at 
wh ich point you will head south and cross the river (6.0). From 
here you can go to the Atwood Recreation Area (6.5), head back to 
Lhe Picnic Grounds on the West Turkey Trail or continue to the 
Wilburt on Crossing on the East Turkey Trail. 
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Sources for local i nformation 

First State Bank 
412 Morton Street 
P. o. Box 797 
Elkhart, KS 67950 
316-697-2101 

Cimarron National Grassland 
Joe Hartman - District Ranger 
P . O. Box J - 737 Vilymaca 
Elkhar t, KS 67950 
316-69 7- 4621 

Chamber of Commerce 
(Located in the Flower Shoppe) 
507 Morton Street 
Elkhart, KS 67950 
316-697-4600 

Local Acc ommodations 

City of Elkhart Camper Park 
304 Southwest Street (by the old green grain elevator) 
for inf ormation write or call ... 

Elkhart City Clerk 
City Hall 
P. o. Box 574 - 433 Morton st . 
Elkhart, KS 67950 
316-697-2171 

The Elkhart City Hall is an adobe building built during the 
1930's by the W.P . A. 

El Rancho Motel 
604 Highway 56 
Elkhart, KS 67950 
316-697-2117 

NOTI CE TO ARTIFACT COLLECTORS 

The NATIONAL HISTORI C PRESERVATION ACT o f 1979 makes it 
illegal t o d i sturb or colle c t c ultural artifacts, f ossils and 
h~stori c remnants on all Nat ional Forest and National Grassland 
property. Vi o lation of this Federal law is c onsidered a felony 
wi~h fines up t o $500 and impr isonment up to 10 years . 

(Edit or's note: This area was inhabite d by nomadi c peoples 
up until Whit e Men arrived. Because of this lif e style, t here was 
never a large amount o f artifacts available to collect . Dur i ng 
the 1930's when the land was exposed by the wind, local c o llec 
tors removed most of the artifacts . Since that time thi s area 
has grown up i n g ra s s covering a lmost a ll traces o f pas t human 
use of this land. Ar ti f ac t co lle c t i ng o n the Ci marr on Nati onal 
Grassland is like the f i s hing here, very poo r . ) 
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LI ABILITY WAIVER 

Due to the possibility of personal error, typographical 
error , mi sinterpretation of information and the man y changes both 
natural and man made, Walk s and Rambles on the Cimarron National 
Grassland, its owners, employees and all othe r persons or compa
nies directly or indirectly associated with this publication 
assume no responsibility for accidents , injury , damage or any 
losses by individuals or groups using this publication. 

In rough terrain and hazardous areas we advise that a ll 
per so ns be a ware of possible changes due to the elements o r those 
hazards whi c h may be man made that can occur along any of the 
hiking trails and that these persons make all effo rt s poss ible t o 
evaluate any hazard which may be present or anticipated . 
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SANTA FE TRAIL SUPPLENENT 
TO 

NALKS AND RANDLES ON THE CI"ARRON NATIONAL GRASSLAND 

Since this guide was printed there has been an increased interest 
in the Santa Fe Trail (SFT). Because of this interest and since the 
hiking trails described in this guide are close to the SFT we decided 
to include this trail supple1ent. 

The SFT location described in this supple1ent, we believe, 
closely follows the route that Josiah Gregg traveled over on his trip 
to Santa Fe. For references about his trip concerning this area read 
pages 12-13, 59-76, and 159-160 in the book The Co11erce of the 
er~irig§ by Josiah Gregg, published by University of Nebraska Press, 
Lincoln. This book is available at ■ost National Park locations along 
the SFT. George Sibley also traveled through this area when he ■apped 
out the trail. He seemed to travel close to the river where the new 
hiking trails are now located. According to Si~ley, "The Se■erone 

meanders thro' this valley fro■ side to side, and is so extre■ely 

crooked in its course that in the distance of 6 1/2 tiles, upon a 
direct line, I crossed it not less than a dozen ti ■es;•. Pages 90-93 
of his book The Road to Santa Fe by George Cha■ plin Sibley, University 
of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque, deal with this area. This book is 
out of print. 

The SFT described in this supplement roughly follows the service 
road that is drawn on the map. Only between the Wilburton Road and 
Middle Springs does the SFT closely follow a road, all other parts of 
the SFT are set back in rather re■ote places on the CNG passing on and 
off of private property. The U.S. Forest Service and U.S. Park Serv
ice have plans to build so1e kind of hiking trail beside the SFT in 
the future but as of this printing they have no definite trail design. 
Until they have developed a hiking trail we are reco11ending that SFT 
travelers follow the existing road. Unless you have strong enough 
ankles to handle the 1any holes, obstacles and rattle snakes that are 
on the SFT you will find that your experience on the trail will be 
much ■ore enjoyable on the road. Besides, the original travelers on 
the SFT followed the easiest path available, in your case it is the 
service road. 

Before you dis1iss this service road as taking so■e of the au
thenticity away fro■ your experience, stop by and take a look at it, 
It is generally a one lane gravel path. You can only travel it in a 
car during dry periods as the 1ud puddles can beco1e quite large. 

There is a lot of loose gravel large enough to knock the oil pan out 
of your car. In fact, we had a rock knock a hole in our gas tank on a 
Forest Service road near this one. The cattle that graze here are not 
fenced off of the road so you get the feeling that you are out in the 
1iddle of the High Plains prairie. It is a very lightly traveled road 
1aking it a wonderful place for riding horses and wagons. All of the 
cattle guards have a gate in the fence beside the guard. 

The SFT on the CN6 is located out on the open prairie giving the 
hiker full exposure to the ele■ents. If you are hiking we would 
suggest that you carry at least one gallon of water per person per 
day. Even that is less than what we carry when we hike out in the 
open. During the warier 1onths the hot dry winds see■ to sap all of 
the water fro■ your body. As we said before, on the actual trail the 
walking is very difficult because of high weeds, hidden holes and old 
pieces of barbed wire. If you are most interested in hiking we would 
suggest that you hike on the trails described in the guide and drive 
the service road getting out of your car at points of interest along 
the SFT. 

There are actually two branches of the SFT between the Wilburton 
Road and Middle Springs. By studying old aerial photos we found a 
branch to the north of the SFT mapped on official govern■ent 1aps. It 
is our theory that the north branch was the 1ain branch of the SFT 
since it lays on level gro1md and follows a straighter route. But 
since the land where the north branch lays has been far ■ed for ■any 

years it has all but disappeared. The south branch is still 
recognizable in 1any places and lays co■pletely on National Forest 
property in the area described in this supplement. These two branches 
separate a few ■ iles east of the Wilburton Road and cote back together 
a few miles west of Middle Springs. There are connecting trails at 
the False Point of Rocks and at Middle Springs. 

NILBURTON ROAD TO NIDDLE SPRINGS 
(11.1 ■iles) 

North of the river on the Wilburton Road (County Road 116) be
tween the CNS service road and the County 1aintained section line road 
(County Road IN)is a gravel pit on the east side of the road. About 
half way between this gravel pit and the section line road on the east 
side of the Wilburton Road is a Daughters of the American Revolution 
Santa Fe Trail Narker. It can be hard to find in the tall grass. 

This 1arker is in the right place and the SFT can be seen heading 
north east over so1e distant hills. This is your starting point. The 
SFT ruts are very hard to find as they head southwest. Now get in 
your car or put on your boots and go south down the Wilburton Road 
until you get to a turnoff to the west (.9). Travel west down this 
road to an old gravel pit on the north side of the road (1.3). The 
SFT passes through the tiddle of this pit and there is a SFT marker on 
the east side of the pit. The SFT changes directions fro■ south west 
to al1ost directly west as it passes through the pit. 

For several 1iles you will be unable to see the trail from the 
road and it you are walking on it you will have trouble following it. 
The trail passes by a wind ■ ill (1.3) and you will pass another gravel 
pit on the south edge of the road (1.7). Fro■ here the trail and road 
separate as the road ■oves closer to the river passing through some 
deep draws. The SFT always see■s to skirt the tops of these draws. 
(3.6) A windmill is just to the south of the road. Just beyond this 
windmill are the Clay Bluffs. This is one of the best overlooks of 
the river bed and very much worth your time to stop. Try to stay back 
from the edge of these bluffs as they are unstable and could break off 
at any ti1e. (4.2) This side road crosses the river and continues on 
to the Atwood Recreation Area. 

(4.51 This is one of the deeper draws on the CNG and could have 
been a semi-reliable spring in the SFT days. The SFT passes just to 
the north of the trees that you see fro■ the road. As you travel west 
out of the draw you will cote to a cattle guard and a small road. 
This road leads to a wind1ill seen to the north. If you are driving, 
park your car and take a walk to the windmill for an excellent view of 
the trail. Don't drive this road as it is deeply rutted. As you· 
approach the windmill cross to the east side of the fence. Looking 
east toward the draw you will see another fence with corner posts made 
out of wood. The SFT passes right through the corner posts, down into 
the valley and up the other side. It is a rough walk to the other 
side but the view is great. There is a SFT marker on a wood post on 

the east side of the draw. The wagons so ■etimes traveled beside each 
other and evidence of this can be seen on the east side of the draw. 
We have counted at least four sets of ruts side by side there. Back 
at the wind1ill look to the north. The north branch of the SFT passes 
through the yard of the farm house that you can see. 

Now, take the time to walk west away from the windmill toward the 
SFT marker and on to the top of the ridge. Fro• this ridge you can 
see a bluff in the distance. This bluff resembles Point of Rocks , a 
land ■ark just west of Middle Springs. It is our theory that this 



bluff or False Point of Rocks was 1istaken for the real thing. The 
proble■ with Point of Rocks was that if you stayed on the river side 
of the bluff, you were forced to take your wagons down into the sandy 
river valley. l ■agine, pulling 6,000 pounds of baggage with 6 to 8 
draft ani■als over sandy soil. There is a side trail close to that 
False Point of Rocks that leads to the north branch of the trail. Ne 
think that travelers, ■istaking this bluff for the real thing were not 
willing to chance being caught in the river bed and changed courses 
there. 

Back on the ■ain service road, you will co1e to the graves of the 
two children that drowned in the 1914 flood (5.1). (5.8) The trail 
crosses the road by the trail ■arker. If you stand at the trail 
■arker and look east north east to the windmill you can so■eti ■es ■ake 

out the trail by the different color of the vegetation. (6.1) About 
500 feet south of the service road on this turnoff is a trail ■arker. 

The trail is so■ewhat visible here. (6.6) There is a trail marker in 
the botto■ of the draw. It is just beyond this point that the side 
trail to the north branch starts. It is almost i ■ possible to find it 
on foot. (7.5) There is a trail ■arker on the open ground about 200 
feet south of the road. 

(7.9) There is a s1all road heading south fro■ the service road 
and a wind ■ ill in a canyon to the north of the service road. This 
location is the best place for viewing trail ruts close to a road, 
Walk south down the road and stop just before you get to the dead 
cottonwood tree. From here you can see the SFT entering the draw from 
the east and heading out of the draw to the west. There are two sets 
of ruts heading out of this draw. The bluff just to the west is the 
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False Poin t of Ro cks. For a better view walk out of the vall ey on the 
SFT heading east, about 50 yards, until you get to the service road 
and look back west. Now listen closely, you can al ■ost hear the oxen 
bellowing, the wagons creaking, and the ■en cracking whips urging 
their stock on. This is also a good location to get onto the Prickly 
Pear Trail as it is only about 100 yards south, just across the fence. 

Sack on the service road heading west you will round the point of 
the bluff and ■aybe get stuck in a mud puddle. That ■ud puddle is the 
SFT crossing the service road (8.0). (8.3) There are two posts ■ark

ing the trail just to the north of the road and these ruts are very 
visible as they continue past the grove of dwarf trees (8,5). (9.2) 
Just before highway 27 you will cross a cattle guard. The SFT crosses 
over to the south side of the service road. 

Cross the highway and continue west on the service road. There 
is an old service road built in the late 1930's that roughly follows 
the SFT and can be confusing. Generally, the SFT is not visible from 
here to Niddle Springs. (10.6) There is a side road heading south 
that ends at so■e ponds. Partway down this road is a SFT marker and 
the ruts are so■ewhat visible. Fro■ this ■arker on to Niddle Springs 
we have been unable to find any visible re■ains of the SFT. 

Traveling on to Niddle Springs you will co■e to bend in the road 
and cross a cattle guard (11.1). According to old aerial photos, the 
trail enters and crosses Niddle Springs just north of the cattle 
guard. The SFT then continue~ west up on top of the ridge just to the 
west of Niddle Springs until it connects with the north branch of the 
SFT. There are other trails co1plete with ruts leaving Niddle Springs 
but the one mentioned see1s to be the ■ain one. There is an old trail 
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that leads from Ni ddle Springs to the botto1 of Point of Rocks but we 
be lieve that this is a 'drive way' for the Point of Rocks Ranch that 
was located at the bottom of Point of Rocks. 

Turn across the next cattle guard (11.2) and into the Niddle 
Springs area, There is a very good historical marker here. The 
Spring was da■■ed up in the 1940's to ■ake a fishing pond. During the 
SFT days there were no trees and probably no grass as everybody 
stopped to water their stock here. It is 1/2 1ile north from the 
service road to the end of the springs. 

Back on the service road keep traveling west. One branch of the 
SFT crosses the Point of Rocks Ridge just to the north of the road. 
(12.2) This side road heading south leads to the Point of Rocks 
overlook. From this overlook (12.4) you can see miles both upstream 
and downstrea■ for miles. You can also see into Colorado to the vest 
and into Oklahoma to the south. The Point of Rocks Ranch was located 
down where the trees are now growing right at the bottom of the po int. 
The river bed used to be where the south line of trees is now. 
According the Gregg, there were no trees in the river during the trail 
days and only pools of water. 

We hope that this supple■ent stirs your interest in this part of 
the trail. We hope to have a detailed hiking guide out for both the 
Santa Fe Trail and the National Cattle Trail located on and near the 
Ci ■arron National Grasslands in the near future. Have fun and please 
be careful, we don't want you to end up like Jedediah S■ ith or the 
NcNees. 

(Copyright (Cl 1989 by Stephen Hayward, Elkhart, KS) 

Authors 5 miles East of Middle Springs on the Santa Fe Trail. 
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