
Five Hikes in and around Aspen that Inspire and Rejuvenate  
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To many, Aspen is a retreat away from the hustle and bustle of the big city. Solitude is easy to 

find nestled between the mountains where you can see the Milky Way with the naked eye. The 

proximity to nature is especially helpful to students who flee metropolitan areas to study and 

perform at the Aspen Music Festival and School (AMFS). The mountains and trails in Aspen 

provide more than just exercise and scenic views to AMFS students—they also offer inspiration 

and rejuvenation.  

 

“I’m based in Manhattan, where you can see stars if you squint, but it’s certainly not a given,” 

says Conrad Tao, renowned pianist and AMFS alum. He often returns to Aspen as a guest 

artist. “To be in a place with such a capacity for natural openness is undoubtedly nourishing for 

my playing.”  

 

Opera student Sydney Baedke says the Festival is about nurturing yourself along with your 

instrument, and the outdoors are a component in that process. “I find that having the opportunity 

to go on these hikes and explore everything that Aspen and the surrounding area have to offer 

encourages you to make sure you’re taking care of your entire self,” says Baedke. “It’s really 

good to be somewhere you can have the chance to take a step back, gain some perspective, 

and then bring that to your performing.” 

 

Some students find that Aspen’s natural setting helps them manage their workload at the 

Festival. Violin student Djumash Poulsen, who lives in London during the year, describes the 

intensity of playing five shows in one week. “If I were to do five concerts in a week in London, I 

would be very, very miserable because you don’t get peace and quiet there,” he says. “In 

Aspen, it is all easily accessible. You go outside, and you’re surrounded by mountains. Just 

going for a run is refreshing enough for me to take on the mental challenge of delivering five 

performances.” 

 

Aspen Conducting Academy student William Walker says that Beethoven and Mahler would 

leave the city to go into nature to gain inspiration. Similarly, Walker says, “Even though I’ve 

been busy going to rehearsals every single day, I still feel that being in this environment—as 

opposed to being in a big city—has been really relaxing and refreshing; it’s kept the batteries 

going.” 

 

Martin Pratissoli is a cello student from Bolzano, Italy. He points out that, like Aspen, many 

music festivals in Europe take place in the mountains. “Being outside of the place you live 

during the year is something that is positive for the art and music,” he explains. Pratissoli, who 

grew up in the Alps, says he feels at home in Aspen. “To be here in the mountains, in this 

beautiful place, helps me to make a normal life and to relax after rehearsals.”  

 

“There is music to be found in our relationship to nature, if we care to listen for it and make it 

so,” says Tao. “When I’m performing in the Tent, there’s no possibility of it being a hermetic 



experience. Dogs on the lawn, families picnicking, hail terrifyingly making itself known on the 

roof—it’s all a part of the show.” 

 

Looking for an inspiring and rejuvenating hike in Aspen? Here are some recommendations from 

AMFS students.  

 

Maroon Bells 

The Maroon Bells are the payoff for the quintessential, not-to-be-missed hike in Aspen. With 

trails for every experience level, the Maroon Bells are framed beautifully by a valley with a lake 

in the forefront. Due to the large number of visitors, the Bells can be reached only by bus 

between 8 am and 5 pm. Outside of those hours, cars are allowed to drive up to the parking lot.  

 

How to get there:  

Either take the bus or drive to the Aspen Highlands parking lot, about 1.5 miles from the 

roundabout up Maroon Creek road. At the Aspen Highlands ski shop, purchase an $8 roundtrip 

bus ticket and wait for a bus to take you the rest of the way. Buses run every 20 minutes. During 

the 20-minute ride, the driver will share fun facts and history about the area. The 3.5-mile Crater 

Lake Trail is a fan favorite.  

 

Ute Trail/Aspen Mountain 

The rigorous, one-mile Ute Trail will take you to the Ute Rock Overlook, where you can look 

down on the entire city of Aspen. From there, the trail continues up Aspen Mountain for another 

two steep miles where you’ll reach the top of the gondola and a vista from 11,212 feet of 

elevation. On Saturdays, Music on the Mountain, a free concert featuring AMFS students, takes 

place at 1 pm in the amphitheater. Bonus: If you can hike to the top, the gondola ride down is 

free! 

 

How to get there: 

From downtown Aspen, the trailhead is 0.4 miles down Ute Avenue. Parking is on the left and 

the trail begins across the street. 

 

Hunter Creek 

The Hunter Creek trail is a scenic and relatively flat hike that you can make as long or as short 

as you wish. It offers cool shade under the Aspen trees, bridges over running rivers, and peeks 

of the city.  

 

How to get there: 

By car, drive north on Mill Street and bear left onto Red Mountain Road. Then take the next right 

onto Lone Pine Road and you’ll find the trailhead on the left. Street parking is available. Or, take 

the Hunter Creek Bus, which stops right across the street from the trailhead.  

 

Smuggler Mountain 

This moderate hike has open and clear views of Aspen all the way up. At the top, you’ll find a 

canopy of Aspen trees and a wooden observation deck where you can take in the scenery. The 



trail is plenty wide for dogs, mountain bikes, and groups of friends. The Smuggler Mountain 

Overlook is 1.5 miles up, but the trail continues on for another six miles.  

 

How to get there: 

Travelling east on Main Street in Aspen, turn left onto Mill Street. Travel a quarter-mile and turn 

right after the bridge onto Gibson Avenue. Follow Gibson an eighth of a mile to a Y intersection 

and bear left onto South Avenue, followed by a quick right onto Park Circle. Follow Park Circle 

for an eighth of a mile to Smuggler Mountain Road and turn left. There is parking on the right. 

 

Spiral Point via the Rim Trail  

Spiral Point, also known as the Yin Yang Trail, offers a moderate hike with a unique and 

meditative end. After winding one mile up, at times through wildflowers, the hiker’s reward at the 

top of Spiral Point is a stone platform with an inlaid yin yang symbol at the center. The 

breathtaking panoramic views overlook mountain ranges, Ziegler Reservoir (site of the 2010 

discovery of thousands of fossilized bones, tusks and other skeletal elements of fifty-two Ice 

Age species, including mammoths and mastodons), and the Village of Snowmass.  

 

How to get there: 

By car, take Brush Creek Road in Snowmass, bear right onto Divide Road and park on left side. 

Cross the street and look for Rim Trail South signs. By bus, from the Brush Creek Station on 

Hwy. 82, take the local Snowmass Bus nine stops and get off at the Creekside stop. Follow 

Divide Road up the hill just beyond Deerfield Drive, where you’ll find Rim Trail South signs and 

the trail on the right.  


