Cross-country Ski Guide to the Snowy Range

By Amber Travsky

Nordic, or cross-country skiing, can be a great outdoor escape or strenuous workout; or both. Whether racing on a manicured track or breaking trail in the backcountry, the Medicine Bow National Forest has trails to meet a wide range of mode and of ability levels. While skiers flock to the groomed routes at Happy Jack Recreation Area on Pole Mountain, between Laramie and Cheyenne, there are also numerous trails, both groomed and ungroomed, to the west in the Snowy Range.

Paul Blackman, recreation planner for the Laramie District of the Medicine Bow National Forest, said when there’s sufficient snow some of the trails are groomed several times a week, while others are packed every other week. “We also have routes that are left alone for those who prefer breaking trail themselves,” Blackman said. Many of the trails are also suitable for snowshoeing, although snowshoers are asked to avoid the groomed routes or stay off to one side of the trail.

Southern Routes


Not counting the Happy Jack ski trails, the closest place to test the ski legs and get in shape for the season on packed and groomed trails is at Chimney Park, approximately 36 miles west of Laramie on U.S. Highway 230. To get there, continue past Woods Landing for nine miles, heading up the mountain towards Fox Park. Signage indicates a turnoff to Chimney Park Boy Scout Camp, which is also the trailhead for the ski trails. Parking in the designated lot requires a season parking pass or day pass.

Typically Chimney Park attracts a recreational crowd. Laramie skier Peggy McCrackin said it’s an excellent area for beginners. “It’s a great destination for a relaxing, easy ski because of the relatively flat terrain,” she said. “The trails are also quite wide, making it easy to chat with others as you ski along.” The maze of routes offers four trails, ranging in length from 2.9 to 4.9 miles, for a total of 15.2 miles of skiable terrain. 

During the ski season and when there’s sufficient snow, U.S. Forest Service volunteer Wally Chesbro grooms the trails. This year the grooming equipment is upgraded thanks to a grant from the State Recreational Trails Grant Program. Blackman said they have a new snowmobile, groomer and roller. “The condition of the trails will be markedly better than recent years with the new groomer,” he said. 


If you prefer more solitude on flat terrain, continue past Chimney Park for about a mile to the Rail-to-Trails pathway. While the parking lot at this trailhead is closed for the winter, the pull-off leading to the parking area provides limited parking for winter access. The ungroomed trail takes off in both directions. The route heading northwest reaches the small community of Fox Park in 1.6 miles while the route going south reaches the private cabin enclave of Grahm in 3.3 miles before swinging back north and eventually connecting with Highway 230.

Lower Highway 130 Routes


There are two main trailheads off of U.S. Highway 130 above Centennial. The Corner Mountain parking area is about 2 ½ miles west of Centennial and the Little Laramie parking area is another mile down the highway.

Corner Mountain has approximately seven miles of trails that twist and turn through the rolling terrain. Due to several steeper sections, these trails are mostly rated “more difficult” and are suitable for intermediate skiers. Forest Service personnel pack these trails occasionally through the winter but, due to the lower elevation, the trails tend to provide limited ski opportunity until winter gets into full swing.

The Little Laramie Trails mostly follow old logging roads that are interconnected to form a maze with a total of 9 ½ miles of trail. The easiest terrain follows the Little Laramie River, first paralleling the highway, and then heading northeast adjacent to the river. Eventually this route crosses the Sand Lake Road where the return to the parking area has some particularly steep sections. Overall the trails are rated “more difficult.” 


Another option from the Little Laramie trailhead is to ski up the trails until they connect to the Sand Lake Road and then continue along the road. The road is typically well covered with snow and there’s some use by snowmobiles. After another mile, the “unofficial” Lower Potholes Trail heads west via Forest Road 330. This 3.25-mile route is not a part of the Forest Service trail system but was originated by members of the Medicine Bow Nordic Association. It eventually connects to the Upper Potholes Trails and the “end of the road” on Highway 130.  


Medicine Bow Nordic Ski Patrol member, Myron Allen, said the trail is marked with blue flagging, but it’s likely much of the markers are gone by now. “People who ski this route should be comfortable following trimmed trees and terrain clues, not to mention bushwhacking if they get off-route. The trimmed trees have branches cut off for the trail and are a good indicator that you’re on the right route.”


Yet another option is to continue another half mile up the Sand Lake Road to the North Fork Campground. The North Fork Trail is accessed either from the northern edge of the campground by skiing past the campsites to the north, or continue another half mile up Sand Lake Road to the marked North Fork trailhead.


At the trailhead the trail drops down to the North Fork Little Laramie River and then parallels the drainage bottom for approximately 4.5 miles as it climbs to the west. This trail is well marked with dot-dash tree blazes. The Forest Service never grooms this route and it receives minimal use, so you’re practically guaranteed solitude until it connects at its western end to the Brooklyn Lake Road.

Upper Highway 130 Routes


In the winter, Highway 130 is plowed for approximately five miles, ending just before the Green Rock Picnic Area. Plowing from there is done privately to allow access to the Snowy Mountain Lodge. The parking lot at Green Rock is designated for non-motorized users only and requires a season pass or day permit. Blackman said there’s some difficulty in keeping the parking lot plowed. “We have a contract to get the lot plowed or we do it ourselves but, when we do it, we have to wait until the road leading up to the lot is clear,” Blackman said. “Because of those limitations, it takes a couple days after a storm before we can get the lot cleared. Also, due to wind action, the lot can get snowed in fairly quickly.”


Two official trails and one “unofficial” route are accessed from the Green Rock parking lot. The Libby Creek and Barber Lake trails both exit via the same trail, which initially meanders through the picnic ground and then parallels Nash Fork Creek before dropping down towards Libby Creek. After approximately a quarter mile the route splits with the Barber Lake Trail continuing down the hill and the Libby Creek Trail heading uphill and along the ridgeline of Libby Creek Canyon.


The 6.0-mile long Libby Creek Trail loop is not groomed but it can be well packed by skier and snowshoer use. It’s a steep climb to the ridge summit and, consequently, is recommended for intermediate to advanced skiers. Once on the ridge, the route meanders through the trees before dropping down to Libby Creek. Backcountry travelers often exit the trail at the distal end of the loop and continue on up the Libby Creek drainage to enjoy the open slopes that rise up from the creek bottom. The return loop of the Libby Creek Trail passes by Libby Falls and then climbs out of the canyon before tying into the Barber Lake Trail.


The Barber Lake Trail is typically a one-way exit off the mountain with skiers arranging a vehicle pick-up at the end of the Barber Lake Road. The 4.5-mile trail is rated “most difficult” due to its narrow width and need for quick turns as it follows a combination of old roads and ski trails.

 
A backcountry option from Green Rock is locally known as the Sally Creek Trail, although it’s not a marked trail and likely involves some bushwhacking. Once ski season is underway, there’s often a skier-packed route that parallels Sally Creek upstream from the Snowy Mountain Lodge to a major fork in the creek. At that point, there’s a big meadow that’s called, for reasons lost in the depths of time, “Skinny Dip Meadow.” If the snow is good, this meadow is worth a few runs to work on telemark turns. 

From there, the route is likely less certain and untracked but it’s possible for good routefinders to ski up along the south fork of Sally Creek and continue southward into the Libby Creek drainage. The route passes through the Snowy Range Natural Area with its old growth spruce and fir forest. Those looking for a daylong outing often cross the Libby Creek drainage and continue to Bear Lake. From Bear Lake a little easterly routefinding meets up with the west end of the Libby Creek Trail. “This is a beautiful loop, suitable for experienced and fit backcountry skiers who are comfortable with bushwhacking,” Allen said.


If you prefer trekking in the direction of Medicine Bow Peak or Brown’s Peak the best route, which avoids the snowmobile trails, is the unofficial Upper Potholes Trail. This advanced trail is initially tricky to locate off the end of Highway 130. Head straight uphill (north) from the first “No Parking Between Signs” sign and look for the route marked with blue flagging and the trimmed trees. The trail heads nearly straight uphill for a half mile before leveling off and following a meandering path past numerous pothole ponds. After about 2 ½ miles, the trail ends just shy of St. Albin’s Chapel above Little Brooklyn Lake.  From the Brooklyn Lake end of the Upper Potholes Route, it's possible to follow the Lost Lake Trail (which is not marked for winter use) to the Glacier Lakes, perched in a spectacular alpine setting.

The Grand Loop


Backcountry trekkers looking for a challenging all-day trip can make the Grand Loop. Start the trek on the Upper Potholes trail and follow it all the way up to the Brooklyn Lake Road.  Follow the Brooklyn Lake Road for about a mile to the North Fork trailhead and take the North Fork Trail all the way over to the Sand Lake Road.  Next, go down the Sand Lake Road to the route for Lower Potholes and take that back up to the head of the Upper Potholes Trail.  

A shorter route is to use two vehicles, parking one at the Little Laramie parking lot and continuing up to the end of the road with the second vehicle.  This eliminates the Lower Potholes Trail segment. Total round-trip distance for the entire Grand Loop is approximately 12 miles or about 9 ½ miles for the shorter loop. The trail can be tough with considerable segments requiring trail breaking due to the lack of use by other skiers. Go prepared with survival gear and plenty of high-energy food to ensure a safe trek. 

