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Pikes Peak - America’s Mountain

Pikes Peak is a mere 60 to 70 million years old — in geologic time an infant. Compared to the 4.5
billion year history of the earth, the entire Rocky Mountain chain is a recent phenomenon. Like the Alps
in southern Europe and the Himalayas in Asia, Pikes Peak and the Rocky Mountains were formed as a
result of plate tectonics when the Pacific and North American plates slammed into each other creating a
series of uplifts known as the Laramide orogeny (or the Laramide continental collision).

Prior to that collision, approximately one million years ago in the pre-Cambrian era, a pool of hot
magma rose towards the surface under what are now Colorado and many western states. Some of the
magma reached the surface and created mountains, like the volcanic rift along the Cascades in Washing-
ton and Oregon. But the pool under Colorado stayed underground and slowly cooled. This cooling proc-
ess created an igneous rock (called an igneous intrusion) that crystallized into granite. With the Laramide
uplift, Pikes Peak and the Rockies were thrust up to their current heights, exposing the hardened magma
(the granite).

The magma pool of granite under the Pikes Peak region is called the Pikes Peak batholith (from the
Greek, meaning “deep rock”). It is a large area about 80 miles long, north to south, and 25 miles wide,
east to west. It covers most of the Front Range from the slopes of Mount Evans to Canon City and west
into South Park. While Pikes Peak is the visible monument of the batholith, geologists have found the
pink rock at the bottom of deep wells far out into the prairie east of the Front Range foothills.

The granite of Pikes Peak ranges in color from red to a light pink, the result of vast amounts of iron
minerals and potassium feldspar. The large course crystalline granules causes the rock to be is easily
erodible and crumbly. This accounts for the decomposed granite that makes up most of the unique Pikes
Peak/Ute Pass soil composition. Due to the long slow cooling of the magma, and its chemical composi-
tion, large crystals of feldspar and other minerals (some very pure) were precipitated as a result, includ-
ing smoky and jet black quartz, topaz, amazonite (a bluish feldspar) and the gold ore found in the Cripple
Creek and Victor areas.

The uplifting of the Rocky Mountain region continues to this day as one continental plate rolls
under the other. The effect is countered by erosion and weathering which keeps the mountain heights
relatively constant. It’s a slow process but one that is evidenced by the blanket of loose gravel (the de-
composed granite) that is everywhere up and down the Front Range, and especially in the Pikes Peak/Ute
Pass area of El Paso and Teller Counties.

Before Pikes Peak and the Rocky Mountain uplift occurred, earlier mountains were uplifted and
then eroded away. Back in prehistory most of the western United States was a shallow sea stretching
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The granite face of Pikes Peak is 60 -70 million years old. Lifted up during the Laramide continental collision, Pikes Peak’s elevation is 14, 110 feet.

from the Artic to the Gulf of Mexico. Eventually, from a variety of causes, the sea dried up and was replaced by lush forests, huge trees and heavy
vegetation. The petrified stumps of those gigantic trees can be seen today at the Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument about 24 miles west of
Colorado Springs. During the long period of the uplifting, the area around Denver (for example) was a tropical swamp and dinosaurs dominated the
landscape. Long before man’s short 10,000 year history ever began, the geology of the area had undergone eons of uplifting, erosion and weather-
ing, volcanic activity, glaciered etching and change.

As the Anasazi and later the early American Indians populated Colorado, Pikes Peak became a spiritual symbol to them. Later, it was the
mountain by which the whole Front Range was called during the westward expansion, and the principal name associated with the gold rush in the
late 1850s. Today, it is the first viewable mountain heading west from Kansas. It is our “Sun Mountain” (the Ute Indian name), the second most
visited mountain in the world (Japan’s Mt. Fuji is the first). Truly, Pikes Peak is America’s mountain.  (Sources: Wikipedia, U.S. Geological Survey)
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