Colorado’s Rock Arches
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tah's famous stone arches eclipse all others in the world, but Colorado has a few to brag about. Arches usually form because of wind abrasion of a soft rock unit, but they can also form from rock collapsing over a hole, or water carving a channel under a hard layer of rock. 

Royal Arch - Boulder (Fig. 1) 
The Royal Arch is very near the metropolitan area, accessible by a trail that winds upward from the Chautauqua parking lot west of Boulder. Climbing up the trail to the arch, through the valleys and forests is delightful, and can be strenuous in spots. Essentially you are hiking between and up through the Flatirons, with interesting rock 

formations at every switchback in the trail. The final ascent to reach the semi-flat spot under the arch with its huge boulders strewn about is fairly steep. The rocks you hike through are the Lyons and the Fountain Formations, sandstones and conglomerates that date from about 250 million years ago where Colorado looked like beaches along the Sea of Cortez today. There were great alluvial fans along the mountains called the Ancestral Rockies, and later, vast sand dunes along the desert shoreline. 

Although less royal than the regal arches of Utah, this arch appears to have been formed when one rock pile started to collapse, but got hung up on the opposing one - but you can make your own determination once you get there. 
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Rock Arch - Platte Canyon (Fig. 2) 
In 1870, early Denver photographer photographed the scene from under another Natural Rock Arch along the Denver & South Park Railroad, across from the Deer Creek water tower. In 1900 Louis Charl McClure took a stunning photo of the arch where a block of rock apparently had dropped from under a joint in the Idaho Springs Formation, leaving the support and top behind. It has probably collapsed or been buried in dam and water line construction. 

Elephant Rock & Phoebe's Arch - Palmer Lake (Fig. 3) 

Like the Royal Arch, this arch was carved in sedimentary rock, but much younger layers of Tertiary gravels and sandstone called the Dawson Arkose. William Henry Jackson, who was fascinated with the rock sculptures around Monument, photographed this arch in the late 1880s. G. B. Richardson, a USGS photographer who wrote a geologic road log --  Geological Survey Bulletin 707 -- to read while riding the railroad south, photographed it forty years later. Still visible from the road to Palmer Lake (Highway 105), it doesn't seem to have changed much. 
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The Keyhole - Garden of the Gods, Colorado Springs (Figs. 4 & 5) 

The Keyhole stands within the picturesque spires of the Garden of the Gods, penetrating through a soft layer in the red Lykins Formation. In 1870, in his usual penchant for obtaining magnificent "framed" artistic scenes, William Henry Jackson captured Pikes Peak through the Keyhole, one of his more famous photographs. The Keyhole is part of the "Siamese Twins" natural rock sculpture, still accessible for modern photographers like John Fielding to try to walk in Jackson's footsteps. 
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The Keyhole - Larimer County (Fig. 6) 
Another "Keyhole" is an arch in the Morrison Formation high in the Devil's Backbone above the Buckhorn Valley west of Loveland in Larimer County. A natural declivity, the hole penetrates through a great north-south hogback where rocks have been almost turned vertical. A trail takes hikers up to the Keyhole from a trailhead at the eastern base of the hogback. 
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Fenestras/La Ventana - Del Norte (Fig. 7) & South Platte River Road (Fig. 8) 

Volcanic terrains are rugged and exhibit many unique land forms. The magma that fills cracks in the volcano between volcanic eruptions cools quickly; columnar jointing typical of basalt flows form, but instead of being vertical, are horizontal. After the dike is exposed to weathering, if it is oriented perpendicular to the direction of the prevailing winds, it will be sandblasted until a pinhole gets opened in the rocks. Then the hole draws the wind through it, enlarging it as it continues its relentless abrasion. A hole in volcanic rocks is called a "fenestra" or window. A large fenestra called "La Ventana" has broken through a huge dike which strikes north from an old, small volcano called Summer Coon in the volcanic field north of Del Norte (Fig. 7). Small fenestras occur in the dikes that radiate out from the Spanish Peaks at La Veta. There are even a few fenestras on North Table Mountain in Golden. Easily accessible by roads through the BLM lands north of Del Norte, "La Ventana" is a site all rock hounds should visit on their way to collecting famed Del Norte agates. 
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Other fenestras occur in the dikes of the Spanish Peaks, particularly in the dike along the La Veta Golf Course. Along the Shelf Road between Cripple Creek and Canon City there are a number of small fenestras in Precambrian rocks as is the one pictured along the South Platte River Road near Foxton (Fig. 8). There are also some fenestras in the ancient lahars on the west side of Wolf Creek Pass at the scenic overlook. 
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Natural Rock Bridge - Lake County (Fig. 9) 
On Lake Creek three miles above Twin Lakes, a great granite boulder once became stranded and suspended over a deep crevice, under which the creek flowed. William Henry Jackson photographed the rock in 1873 when one of his geological survey cronies actually hiked out on the boulder. Jackson said the rock was of "glacial origin." Whether this rock is still in place is unknown. 
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Toltec Arch (Barely into New Mexico) (Fig. 10) 

Like Jackson, Arthur Lakes was fascinated with erosional forms, particularly in volcanic terrains. One of his favorite train rides was down the Cumbres on his way to Durango, an operating railroad today that dips into Chama, New Mexico. There, sitting high above the canyon, was a sublime arch in volcanic tuffs which Lakes drew; he used the sketch in a number of articles. Is this arch extant? 

Unnamed mini-arches, Willow Creek Road, Morrison (Figs. 11a-b) 

This pair of arches in the Fountain Formation is hard to photograph because of a formidable four-strand barbed-wire fence along the top of a narrow bank between the road and the outcrop. But if I tell you where they are, will you promise not to deface them? From Route 8 south of Morrison, take the Willow Creek Road (just 

north of the intersection of 285 with Route 8). The mini-arches are on the east side of the road, just under the highway bridge.

Fig. 8. Fenestra in Precambrian rocks along South Platte River Road near Foxton (Simmons photo)








