
 

                Tabegauche Peak : and a Flirt with McCoy Gulch  

Summit Elev.: 14,155 feet 

Trailhead Elev.: 10,500 feet 

Total Elevation Gain: 3,930 feet without McCoy Gulch error 

RT Length:  
7.4 miles 

Trailhead:  
Jennings Creek  (closed) 

 

Climbers: Rick Crandall, Shan Stuart and Laura Welch                   July 24, 2012 

This climb was to Tabegauche Peak (pronounced ñtab-a-watchò) in the Sawatch Range not far 

from Salida Colorado. It all started with great preparation, highly documented warnings what to 

avoid and a touch of adventure re-creating a route that avoided the sections which warranted its 

closing in 2002. This route was reportedly more beautiful and shorter than the new standard 

route, but it didnôt quite go as planned. So this story is about how we got into some trouble, 

figured it out quickly and got ourselves out of it without Mountain Rescue! 

What were the challenges? (We had issues with all three) 

¶ Weather ï weôre still in July and the seasonal monsoons have been bringing daily 

electrical storm displays mostly between 1pm and 5pm ï donôt want to be anywhere on a 

high ridge or summit when that happens. So to get off the summit at 14,155ô, re-cross 

the false summit at 13,936ô and traverse the very long approach ridge and saddle, we 

needed to start at dark/dawn in the morning. 

¶ Hidden trailhead ï abandoned and disguised by the U.S. Forest Service in 2002 to keep 

climbers away from the heavily eroding standard trail up a scree slope and ridge. Some 

recent climb reports found a way up this Jennings Creek valley avoided the problem 

ridge and we decided to explore that route. 

¶ Strong warnings to avoid a dangerous gully (McCoy Gulch) that gives the false 

appearance as an attractive way down but traps climbers into steepening very loose rock, 

difficult to retrace and miles away from the trailhead even if climbers could get all the 

way down. 

 

Our first attempt was a few weeks ago. We 

overnighted in Salida to get an early start the next 

morning. Salida is one more Colorado town weôve 

been fortunate to visit on the way to fourteener climbs. 

This town is larger (pop: 5500) and has been promoted 

by several magazines and newspapers , from the New 

York Times (" The Outdoors Life With No Attitude," 

December 2008) to the U.S. News and World Report 

Magazine ("one of the top ten affordable retirement 

communities in the US"). In late 2008, Diversion 

Magazine called Salida "one of the 10 best places 

you've never heard of. 

 

http://www.14ers.com/Xinf_01.html
http://www.14ers.com/Xinf_03.html
http://www.14ers.com/php14ers/trailheads1.php
http://www.14ers.com/php14ers/trailheads2.php?thparm=sw15


  

We woke up the next morning 

ready to start the day at 4:30am 

only to see problem weather 

and a forecast for storms all 

day. We decided to abort and 

headed back to Aspen over 

Independence Pass. Near the 

top of the Pass we broke 

through the cloud layer at about 

11,800ô to quite a sight ï 

mountaintops poking through a 

sea of cloud.  

 

 

On July 24
th
, we opted to try again, also overnighting in Salida and starting our journey at 

4:30am in the dark. 

The research on how to find the abandoned and disguised trailhead was to travel 3.8 miles past 

the Angel of Shavano trailhead on CR 240 (using the trusty 4-Runner in off-road conditions in 

the dark) and locate a 12ô boulder which is just past some tree stumps at the mouth of the 

trailhead. Well, we missed it the first time, hunted and finally coming back down the road in 

dawning light, found the boulder. Here are some pictures for those wanting to do this climb this 

way. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 12ô boulder   The abandoned Jennings Creek trailhead 

Since we were doing some invention, I had done a ton of research on how to navigate this climb 

and how to avoid the risks. Iôd also purchased a Garmin Oregon GPS that has the ñtrackbackò 

feature as a further assist in staying on-route for the descent. I thought I pretty much understood 

how to use it, but there were a few important things Iôd missed and its screen is hard to see in 

cloud-cover conditions which was to be the case this day. Also before the end of our long day, 

the fully-charged lithium batteries ran out ï Iôll bring spares next time. 

Anyway, the trip reports of other climbers Iôd read on the internet did explore this Jennings 

Creek modified route but had plenty of warnings to avoid descending from the ridge too early 

into McCoy Gulch. There were so many warnings that I created a warning chart and made sure 

we all studied it the night before we went climbing.  

 



Here is McCoy Gulch 

ñMcCoy Gulch  
One of the classic 14er route finding errors is to drop south from Tabeguache  too early when 
descending the Jennings Creek route. This puts one into McCoy Gulch instead of the Jennings drainage 

and has led  to numerous calls for search and rescue teams to locate stranded hikers. What appears to 
be another reasonable route off the mo untain turns out to be an invitation to a narrow, difficult 
canyon not visible from above. ò 

ñWARNING!  Hikers descending from Tabequache should not descend into McCoy Gulch! This is a 
dangerous route and a number of climbers have been injured or killed.ò 

ñWARNING!  Hikers descending from Tabequache should avoid McCoy Gulch!! This gulch is very deceiving in that it 
appears easily accessible but is in reality blocked by steep cliffs. Numerous hikers have become trapped over the 
years and several deaths have re sulted from descending McCoy Gulch.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of the unpleasantness awaiting a climber 
attempting to descend McCoy Gulch 



 

 

My briefing chart about McCoy Gulch. 

²ŜƭƭΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŦ aŎ/ƻȅ ƎǳƭŎƘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘǳǊƴ ƻǳǘ to be part of our adventure 
ς but that will be further down in this story. 

So, at 6:20 am, later than we wanted due to extra time finding the trailhead, we started up the 
Jennings Creek valley. At first the old trail was obvious, and after about a half hour we saw 
where to bushwhack off it to avoid the deteriorated old scree route. 

 

 

 

 

 

The route was simple: stay left 
of the talus (on the right), stay 
right of the willows until mid-
valley where you cross the 
creek to the left and head for 
the saddle at the end of the 
beautiful valley that opens up.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Approaching the 
saddle climb, all 
the way to the 
left, and then the 
route heads up 
the long ridge 
with continuing 
elevation gain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the 12,500' saddle, the view north was exciting. From there it is a steep but not difficult 
hike along the ridge towards Pt. 13,935', the first false summit along the ridge. Following the 
ridge was easy work, and staying on rock the entire time is completely reasonable.  

 

 

 



 

Making our way up the ridge, it was simply a matter of choosing the easiest lines, as the views 
expanded in every direction.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Laura and Shan 
on typical Class 2 
rock 

 

 

I chose the very top of the ridge, at times involving a bit of rock scrambling but solid rock. Laura 
chose a bit further down the slope where the terrain was looser scree, but she declared she 
ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ άǎƘƻǊǘŜǊ ƭŜƎǎΦέ   

 


