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Experience the Wild 
in Gila National Forest 

Understanding the Gila National Forest’s recreation niche 
 
 From wilderness to western heritage, visitors to the Gila NF have the opportunity to 
“find themselves” in the wildness of the forest. The essence of the Gila is the freedom to 
explore vast expanses of backcountry.  Heritage and cultural connections allow local 
communities, Native Americans, and recreationists to establish long-term bonds with the 
forest. Traditional gathering of forest products and hunting bring visitors from near and 
far. Rivers and lakes, uncommon in the Southwest, provides relief from heat across the 
forest. 
 
Forest-wide Settings, Special Places, and Values: From semi-arid lowlands of juniper, oak, 
and cactus to high, cool mountains of aspen, pine, and Douglas fir, the Gila NF is a lesson in 
landscape diversity. The geology and ecology of the forest provide habitat for distinctive flora 
and fauna, including several protected species. The spirit and history of the West is alive on the 
Gila and prehistoric, historic and cultural heritage sites permeate all aspects of the forest. The 
Gila is home to the first designated Wilderness and has a proud history of wilderness 
management in the Gila, Aldo Leopold, and Blue Range Wilderness areas. National 

 
 
 

designations include the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument (NPS), Catwalk National 
Recreation Trail and Continental Divide National Scenic Trail and two national scenic byways: 
the Geronimo Trail and Trail of the Mountain Spirits.  Local communities’ quality of life and 
economic success are interwoven with the forest’s future.   
 
Solitude – These vast, remote settings include designated Wilderness and other areas that provide 
opportunities for solitude. Visitors’ access extensive backcountry trails via roads to trailheads and may 
spend days without encountering other users. 
Back Country Access – Remote backcountry areas with opportunities for trail and cross-country hiking 
and equestrian use. Visitors drive and ride OHVs to access recreation opportunities.  Visitors relax and 
play wherever roads lead to water. 
Front Country – Located on the southern end of the forest, this setting receives more intense use from the 
Silver City area. The two scenic byways on the forest are located here and provide opportunities to view 
scenery, wildlife, birds, and heritage sites.  Visitors relax and play wherever roads lead to water. 
Destination Water – Reservoirs and streams with concentrated developments. Visitors can find relief from 
the heat and access fishing areas not common in the Southwest. 
 
Forest-wide Activities/Opportunities/Experiences: Big game hunting, forest product 
gathering (i.e., fuel wood, Pinon, medicinal plants, rock hounding), hiking, equestrian use, 
dispersed camping, visiting historic sites, bird watching and fishing occur forest-wide. Families 
and large groups come to the forest to picnic and camp in dispersed areas. Small, rustic 
campgrounds along rivers and streams reinforce the feeling of quiet, less crowded recreation.  
Outfitter and guides facilitate multi-day visits in designated Wilderness. Low-cost, family-
oriented recreation opportunities are readily available. 
 
Solitude – Backpacking, overnight pack trips 
Back Country Access – Driving for pleasure (including OHV riding) while viewing wildlife and scenery 
Front Country – Driving for pleasure, picnicking, mountain biking, designated OHV trails, interpretation 
and education of heritage  
Destination Water – Developed camping, picnicking, fishing and non-motorized boating 
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