Land, Water and People
Journey into the center of a volcano
By Mike Blakeman


The tall, solid, red-brown rock wall extended south along the ridge like the Great Wall of China. Unlike the Great Wall though, once it reached the top of the drainage where I sat, it disappeared into the ground only to reappear on the north side of the hill. I was sitting on a hill within the Summer Coon Volcano and the wall I was looking at is called a volcanic dike. 
Spring is an excellent time to visit the Summer Coon Volcano, which is located just a few miles north of Del Norte. The remnants of this stratovolcano were once about the size of Mount Shasta in California – over a mile taller than it is now and 12 to 15 miles across the base. The vertical change from base to top would have been somewhat similar to looking up towards Pintada Mountain from Monte Vista. 
Thirty plus million years of erosion have left behind the jagged core of the Summer Coon composed of cliff-faced hills and small mountains, and long rock walls of various heights. Many of the cliffs and outcrops are old ash flows composed of fist-sized rocks cemented together by fine grained material. These steep rough faces include an abundance of nooks and crannies that provide the perfect structure for ravens, hawks, and cliff swallows to build their nests.
Summer Coon is best known by geologists for its hundreds of volcanic dikes that radiate out from the center of the ancient volcano. These long, narrow rock walls come in various lengths, widths and heights. Some of the dikes are just barely exposed on the surface of the ground standing only a foot tall, while others have high sections that tower forty feet into the air. The dikes were originally formed under the ground from magma pushing up and along cracks in the rock. The surrounding ground wasn’t as hard as the dikes, so over time it eroded away leaving behind rock walls. 
The Natural Arch, also known as La Ventana, is found in one of the tall volcanic dikes. This large natural hole in the rock wall formed from a freezing and thawing process. In this common weathering process, water finds its way into the cracks of the rock and then expands when it freezes leveraging chunks off the cliff face like Paul Bunyan prying at the wall with a crowbar. 

It is easy to see the largest dikes radiating out from the center of the Summer Coon Volcano from an aerial view. You can check it out at the Rio Grande National Forest website at www.fs.usda.gov/riogrande. Click on the magnifying glass and map on left side of the home page to bring up a Google map. The Summer Coon volcano is located about ½ inch to the right of the “e” of “Rio Grande.” Move this to the center of the page and then start zooming in. The circular formation is the Summer Coon Volcano and the straight line spokes extending out from the center are volcanic dikes.

It’s more fun to visit the Summer Coon in person than looking at it on a computer. Forest Service Road 660 runs right through the center of the volcano and FSR 659 dead ends at the Natural Arch.  Although there are few trails in the area, it is a great area to hike, especially in the spring and fall.

The area is not only worth a visit because of the geology, but also for its wildlife viewing. Raptors, turkey vultures and ravens can often be seen floating on the thermals above the cliffs and herds of pronghorn are always roaming the open lowlands. If you get out and hike, you might even get lucky and see a few bighorn sheep.

As I sat peacefully in the sun, a caw directed my attention to two ravens soaring above the dike. At one point they faced into the breeze and hovered motionless in the air and then tilted to one side circling around and zoomed off with the wind. It was time for me to zoom off too after spending a wonderful afternoon wandering around the center of the volcano.
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