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HIKING

TRAIL #251 SKYLINE Part 1, Santa Fe Ski Area to Lake Katherine

LENGTH:   6 miles (11 km)

DIFFICULTY: Difficult

HIKING TIME: 7 hours
USE: Heavy

SEASONS: Early summer to mid fall

LOWEST HIGHEST AND POINTS: 12,200’ down to 11,050’

MAP(S): USGS Aspen Basin, Cowles 

TRAIL ACCESS: From Santa Fe follow SR 475 past Hyde Park towards the Ski Basin.  Trail 251 can be picked up at its actual starting point near the top of Tesuque Peak by hiking the Tesuque Peak Road from the Aspen Vista Picnic Area to just before the summit.  You will pick up the trail where it leaves the road just before the summit of Tesuque Peak.   Leave the road at the last switchback, and follow the trail along the ridge heading north.  Trail 251 can also be accessed from the Ski Area by hiking along the Triple Chair lift to the top of the ridge.  

NARRATIVE:  Following Trail 251 north from the road, you will climb along a high ridge through mixed conifer forest with the closed Santa Fe Watershed to your east. Enter the Pecos Wilderness, and you will soon emerge above treeline, into a low scrubby alpine tundra environment.  Follow the rock cairns uphill, being careful to stay on the well established route; alpine tundra can be very susceptible to damage from excessive foot traffic. After a short climb you will arrive at the summit of  Deception Peak, with Nambe Lake directly below you to the north.  Just across a small gap to the northeast is the summit of Lake Peak.  A steep scramble to the east is neccesary here to get from Deception Peak to the faint trail along the shoulder of Lake Peak, and to continue along the narrow rocky ridge that separates Lake Peak and Penitente Peak.   Travel here with stock such horses or llamas is not possible. You will again pick up the trail on this ridge, with a drop to a saddle between the peaks and another climb to the wide grassy top of  Penitente Peak.  The area south of this ridge is the Santa Fe Watershed providing water to the City of Santa Fe.  This entire drainage area is closed to all entry and recreational use.  

From Penitente Peak, follow the trail down the gentle northeast ridge by following the rock cairns, and watch for the spot where the trail again enters the timber.  After a descent with several switchbacks you will find a junction with the Winsor Trail #254.  Turn left here and follow the combined Skyline and Winsor Trails to the grassy meadows of Puerto Nambe.  Look for the post and sign marking the junction, where the Skyline Trail again parts company with the Winsor, and turns to the north, climbing steeply up the shoulders of Santa Fe Baldy.  After several switchbacks you will arrive at a high saddle below the summit of Santa Fe Baldy.  From here one can follow the ridge to the west, where there is a well worn route to access the peak, or continue along the Skyline Trail to Lake Katherine, which sits in a high glacial cirque.  

The trail down the north side of this saddle is normally snowpacked until the end of June and often into July, even when the rest of the trail is clear.  This section has some very steep switchbacks, and travel with stock is not recommended.  Continue on the Skyline Trail to Lake Katherine. 

OF INTEREST: Trail 251, the Skyline Trail, is the longest trail in the Pecos Wilderness, traversing approximately 50 miles of ridges and high passes all the way around the Pecos drainage basin.  The trail crosses three Ranger Districts and falls within both the Carson and Santa Fe National Forests.  Hikers must be in good physical condition and acclimated to high altitudes.  Careful planning is required to avoid exposed ridges and high passes during inclement weather and lightning storms.  These high exposed ridges are best hiked first thing in the morning before the storms build up.  
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