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Seven Falls waterfall in Colorado Springs
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canoeing near Pikes Peak
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cherry trees along Cherry Creek.





Colorado’s Front Range cities straddle the land between the foothills east of the Rockies and the Great Plains that stretch out to the horizon. While Denver, Colorado Springs, Boulder, and Fort Collins share some similarities, each has its own personality, natural appeal, and distinct history that sets it apart.


Denver is the Mile-High City—5,280 feet above sea level with a 140-mile vista of the Rocky Mountains to the west. Recreation is a way of life here, but this diverse city also includes neighborhoods rich in ethnic and local foods, cutting-edge architecture, historic sites, packed bars and nightclubs, and an abundance of open space. Key attractions include the Denver Art Museum and the Red Rocks Amphitheatre.


Just west of Denver, the city of Boulder sits nestled up to the foothills. Home to the University of Colorado, the town offers a plethora of outdoor opportunities—visitors can hike or rock climb the Flatirons, or meander around on two wheels. Though Boulder is gaining recognition as a start-up hub for tech companies, it continues to offer classic college-town appeal with sophisticated dining and nightlife.


North of Boulder, is another college town with different roots to the past. Fort Collins’s historic downtown is fueled in part by a robust craft brewing scene. Bike paths wind alongside the Cache La Poudre River as it runs through town, and cyclists can glimpse river rafters who’ve just hit the rapids upstream.
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the History Colorado Center
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"Welcome to Golden"
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the Crawford Hotel at Union Station in Denver





South of Denver, Colorado Springs was founded as a resort town and there is still a touch of luxury here. Today it’s known as home to a few notable military installations—Fort Carson, NORAD, the U.S. Air Force Academy—but the city also offers boutique shopping, world-class art, film festivals, and luxurious resorts.


On a visit to the Front Range, historic towns, distinctive architecture, mountain peaks, and funky college towns are all within easy reach.
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peach tulips along Boulder’s Pearl Street Mall
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deer near Garden of the Gods.
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bear at Cheyenne Mountain Zoo in Colorado Springs









Planning Your Time



Where To Go


Denver


Denver is home to the country’s 10th-largest downtown. Neighborhoods such as LoDo (short for Lower Downtown) and the Golden Triangle are home to major sights like Union Station and the Denver Art Museum. Adjacent to the Golden Triangle is Capitol Hill, one of Denver’s oldest neighborhoods and filled with historic homes and mansions. Known for being gay- and lesbian-friendly, this neighborhood offers quick access to City Park and is home to some of the city’s best music venues.
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the Denver Art Museum at dusk





Just south of the downtown core, you’ll find a distinctive arts district in the Lincoln Park neighborhood and hip galleries and eclectic shops in SoBo (the South Broadway corridor).


North of downtown, Contemporary Art Denver, Centennial Gardens, and Commons Park anchor the Platte River Valley area. West of the Platte River, the Highlands neighborhood has exploded with growth and is where you’ll find the city’s most talked-about restaurants and bars.


Boulder


Just 30 miles northwest of Denver, Boulder is a small yet scenic college town with easy access to outdoor recreation. Wander through the Boulder County Farmers Market in summer, ride a bike along Boulder Creek and into the foothills, and hike in Chautauqua Park. For more urban adventures, take in an outdoor movie or enjoy an amazing meal at one of the city’s many impressive regional-fare restaurants.


Fort Collins


Fort Collins is a quiet college town about 60 miles north of Denver. Its charming Old Town invites visitors to enjoy a relaxing stroll among the shops and historic buildings. Plan a day of sampling craft beer at some of the city’s many breweries, and maybe ride bikes from one to the next to really feel like a local. The Great Stupa of Dharmakaya offers a scenic excursion an hour west.
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Colorado Springs



Though Colorado’s second-largest city, Colorado Springs isn’t as well-known as Denver or Boulder. Situated one hour south of Denver, the city maintains a large military presence and offers a variety of sights and activities. Colorado College provides an energy and diversity of events that fly under the radar. Be sure to stop by Ivywild for a drink or a meal near downtown. Families will love a stay at The Broadmoor and a trip to the Cheyenne Mountain Zoo. Outdoors enthusiasts can scale Pikes Peak or wander the Garden of the Gods. And couples can embrace the historic charm of Manitou Springs.


When to Go


When most folks think of Colorado, they think of snow and skiing. But locals know that there is more to see and do in the warmer seasons. Denver is a draw for tourists year-round, but is generally more crowded in the summer. This is high season, when there are music festivals and blockbuster theater and art shows, and driving into the foothills and mountains is easier. Hotel rates tend to be at their peak.


Spring is the shoulder season. Flowers are in bloom at the lower elevations in Denver, Boulder, Colorado Springs, and Fort Collins, even though it’s still snowing in the mountains. There is a reverse migration of sorts as people who live in the mountains come to the lower elevations for that taste of spring. When spring fever hits, the bicycles come out to replace snowshoes and skis for a little outdoor fun.


Fall is a lovely time to visit, especially in the foothills as the trees change from green to gold and light up the hillsides. Boulder, Colorado Springs, and Fort Collins often see these fall colors sooner than Denver does.


The low season in the Front Range cities is winter, when hotels and attractions offer many discounts as locals and tourists alike flock to the ski slopes in the Rockies. Those who don’t want (or cannot get up) to the ski slopes find ways to snowshoe, cross-country ski, sled, and even snowboard at city parks to make the most of the season.
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The Flatirons are dusted with snow above Boulder.





No matter what time of year you come here, you might here a local remark, “If you don’t like the weather, just wait five minutes.” In a single day you might need to wear a T-shirt and shorts, a fleece coat and pants, and a sun hat or a wool cap.



The Best of Denver, Boulder, and Colorado Springs



Spend the week exploring Colorado’s Front Range. Following are some suggestions for where to go and what to do in each city.


Denver


DAY 1


Fly into Denver International Airport and check into the Crawford Hotel at Union Station. If it’s summer and you’ve got little kids in tow, they can cool off in the splash fountain on the plaza. Do a little shopping at Tattered Cover Book Store and 5 Green Boxes, then enjoy a meal at Mercantile or one of the station’s many on-site restaurants. If it’s baseball season, walk roughly two blocks north from Union Station and see if there are some cheap “rockpile” seats for the Colorado Rockies game at Coors Field. If the Rockies aren’t in town, you can take in some greenery at the Denver Botanic Gardens.
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Artist Lonnie Hanzon’s “Evolution of the Ball” greets visitors as they enter Coors Field.





At night, make reservations for dinner at The Kitchen, or opt for relaxing pub fare at one of Denver’s fine craft breweries, such as Wynkoop Brewing Company.


It’s hard to resist those mountains, but stick to sightseeing in the city while you acclimate to the altitude (it is 5,280 feet above sea level).


DAY 2


Take the free shuttle bus down to the 16th Street Mall, then walk across Civic Center Park to visit the Denver Art Museum. After exploring the wealth of exhibits on offer, stop at Palette’s Restaurant; the museum’s restaurant serves a tasty lunch (there’s often a special menu themed to the current exhibit). If it’s a Tuesday or Thursday in summer, stop for lunch at Civic Center Eats instead, where the city’s best food trucks park. About a block away is the History Colorado Center, where you can learn about the entire state in an interactive way—do a ski jump, visit a “mine shaft,” and more. For a more budget-friendly option, head for the Denver Public Library, which has an art gallery and free kids’ activities, and stop to see the Big Blue Bear.


In the late afternoon or early evening, walk west on 16th Street over the Millennium Bridge for a view of the mountains at sunset. Stop for dinner at Zengo, at the foot of the bridge, or continue through Commons Park and over the South Platte River into the Highlands neighborhood. Dine at Root Down or just enjoy a drink at Williams & Graham. If the line isn’t too long, top off the night with a scoop from Little Man Ice Cream.
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Little Man Ice Cream in Denver







[image: image]

the Boulder County Farmer’s Market








Boulder


DAY 3


After breakfast at Snooze, you’re off to Boulder for a little taste of the mountains. (You can drive to Boulder in a half hour, or take the bus from Union Station to reach downtown Boulder in an hour.) Plan your trip for a Saturday in summer or early fall to be there in time for the Boulder County Farmers Market. Eat lunch at one of the market vendors or stop for tea at the Dushanbe Teahouse by Boulder Creek.


Chautauqua Park is the starting point for a hike in the foothills, a meal, or a concert in the historic auditorium. Bonus: Kids that don’t make it far on the hike will love the playground. In the evening, enjoy a top-notch dinner at Frasca, though families might be happier at The Kitchen or Pizzeria Locale.


If not visiting Boulder as a day trip from Denver, check in at the Hotel Boulderado downtown. Summer visitors should try to score a room or rent a cabin at Chautauqua Park for easy access to all its amenities.


DAY 4


Get up early to wait in line for chicory coffee and beignets at Lucile’s Creole Café, just a block away from the Hotel Boulderado. Afterward, stroll two blocks south for some window-shopping at the Pearl Street Mall. A short drive south, the University of Colorado campus includes museums, a planetarium, art exhibits, and—if you’re visiting June-August—the Colorado Shakespeare Festival. Or head 30 minutes west to experience the counterculture vibe in Nederland; if it’s winter (specifically March), your visit might coincide with the town’s annual Frozen Dead Guy Days.




Welcome to Beertown


Denver is to beer what Napa is to wine. Forget about monikers like "Queen City of the Plains" and "Mile-High City"; nowadays Denver is being called "Suds City" and "The Napa Valley of Beer."


There are at least 23 brewpubs and microbreweries in Denver. Colorado’s governor, John Hickenlooper, was one of the founders of the Wynkoop Brewing Company (click here), reportedly one of the largest brewpubs in the world.


For serious beer lovers, October is the time to visit. The celebration begins with Denver Beer Fest which kicks off the week ahead of the three-day Great American Beer Festival (click here). This is the Olympics of beer, where thousands of brews are sampled and gold, silver, and bronze medals are awarded among an ever-growing array of beer styles.
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Sample Denver’s beer culture.





Any time of year, there are brewery tours where visitors can see how vast quantities of their favorite ales and lagers are made; then they can sample a few. In Denver, there are tours at Wynkoop Brewing Company, Breckenridge Brewery, and Great Divide Brewing Company (click here). Beyond Denver, there are tours in Golden at the MillerCoors Brewery (click here). Whether you’re just curious to find out if beer goes as well with cheese as wine does (Great Divide Brewing Company, click here), or if you want a classic beer at a Colorado Rockies baseball game (Blue Moon Brewing Company, click here), you will find it here.


This love of ale is not limited to Denver; Boulder and Fort Collins are helping turn this region into the "Denver Beer Triangle." Fort Collins is home to craft breweries such as the New Belgium Brewery, Fort Collins Brewery, and Odell Brewing Company (click here), as well as industry giant Anheuser-Busch. With competition comes creative ideas to get you in the brewery door—tours, tastings, pairings, movies, and bike tours are just some of the ways you might sip a cold one.


Boulder is getting into the act with local brewers such as Avery Brewing, Walnut Brewery, and Mountain Sun (click here).


For those in Colorado Springs and thirsty for beer, check out Phantom Canyon Brewing Company or Bristol Brewing Company (click here).





At night, head back to the hotel for drinks at The Corner Bar or License No. 1 before dining on-site at Spruce Farm & Fish.


Fort Collins


DAY 5


Begin your day by feasting on a hearty breakfast at The Buff. Today, we leave Boulder to explore Fort Collins and the best way to get there is by car. Once in Fort Collins though, you can leave the car parked and explore by foot or bicycle.


In town, rent a bicycle from the Fort Collins Bike Library and take the Spring Creek Trail to explore the town from alongside Spring Creek. Old Town is a sight in itself with plenty of shops—including candy and toy shops for the little ones—to wander through. Bike over to the Fort Collins Museum of Art to view the public art outside, or lock up the bike to go inside and check out a current exhibit.


Brewery tours and tastings are all the rage here, and you can ride a bike or walk from one to another. Tours at the popular New Belgium Brewing (11:30am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., reservations recommended, free) run every half hour and include storytelling, souvenirs, and sipping samples.


If you couldn’t get reservations at The Kitchen location in Denver, fortunately there’s another one in Fort Collins. At night, take in a show at Avogado’s Number before bedding down at the Armstrong Hotel.


Colorado Springs


DAY 6


You’ll want a car for today’s two-hour drive south to Colorado Springs. Enjoy the scenic route and turn off for Garden of the Gods to wind through the jutting red rocks. Once in Colorado Springs, one-of-a-kind museums such as the ProRodeo Hall of Fame & Museum of the American Cowboy, the World Figure Skating Museum, and the Peterson Air & Space Museum offer options to fill the afternoon.
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The Garden of the Gods





Aim to stay at The Broadmoor, where you can dine at some of the region’s best restaurants, pamper yourself with spa treatments, golf, swim, or tour a world-class Western art collection. If this one-stop resort is booked, opt instead to stay downtown at The Mining Exchange, where you can walk to the Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center for some culture. If you’re not staying at The Broadmoor, enjoy a casual dinner at one of the Ivywild establishments.
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The Broadmoor in Colorado Springs





DAY 7


The resort town of Manitou Springs, at the foot of Pikes Peak, beckons just a short drive away and a visit here is truly charming. Walk along the creek and sample the mineral springwater that is piped through at different fountains scattered around town. In summer, 14,110-foot Pikes Peak is within easy reach thanks to the popular Pikes Peak Cog Railway that clicks up the mountain. It’s breathtaking at the top in more ways than one. Seeing so much of Colorado from this great height is the perfect way to sign off on your Front Range excursion.



Marijuana Tourism



Mile High? Yep, we’ve heard all the jokes by now. The 2014 legalization of marijuana now means that you can legally buy and privately smoke recreational and medical marijuana in Colorado. It’s become a huge draw for tourists, and entrepreneurs have found myriad ways to profit, with yoga, painting, 420-friendly lodgings, smoking accessories, and private clubs catering to smokers.


Coloradans age 21 and older may purchase up to one ounce; out-of-state visitors are limited to one-quarter ounce. Public smoking of marijuana is illegal. Instead, visit one of the private clubs and other locations that permit—even encourage—smoking cannabis on the premises.


Denver


Denver is the epicenter of marijuana tourism, with the largest number of cannabis dispensaries.


• 3D Cannabis Center (4305 Brighton Blvd., 303/297-1657, www.visit3d.com)
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3D Cannabis Center was the first to sell recreational marijuana in 2014.





• Euflora Cannabis Dispensary (401 16th St., 303/534-6255, www.eufloracolorado.com)


• Natural Remedies (1620 Market St., Ste. 5W, 303/953-0884, www.lodosdispensary.com)


• Pure Marijuana Dispensary (1133 Bannock St., 303/534-7873, www.puremmj.com)


The following accommodations are designated 420-friendly.


• Bud and Breakfast At The Adagio (1430 Race St., Denver, 303/370-6911, www.budandbfast.com)


• Capitol Hill Mansion Bed And Breakfast Inn (1207 Pennsylvania St., 800/839-9329, www.capitolhillmansion.com)


• Lumber Baron Inn & Gardens (2555 W. 37th Ave., 303/477-8205, http://lumberbaron.com)


The following companies specialize in cannabis tours:


• 420 Airport Pickup (720/369-6292, www.420friendlyairportpickup.com) is a private shuttle company with airport pick-up, stops at a retail marijuana shop, and hotel drop-off.


• Colorado Cannabis Tours (303/420-8687, www.coloradocannabistours.com) offers a marijuana-friendly party bus that stops at several Denver dispensaries.


• Elevated Rental (303/872-0710, www.elevatedrental.com) rents vaporizers, bongs, dabbing rigs, and other paraphernalia.


• High Urban Hikes (630/699-5071, www.huhdenver.com) offers tours of Denver with an emphasis on marijuana-related esoterica.


• My 420 Tours (855/694-2086, www.my420tours.com) offers weekly tours dispensaries, grow facilities, and glass galleries.


• Sunset Luxury Limos (303/426-9668, www.sunsetlimo.com) rents vaporizer-friendly stretch limousines, Hummers, and party buses.


Boulder


Cannabis dispensaries in Boulder include:


• The Farm (2801 Iris Ave., 303/440-1323, http://thefarmco.com)


• Native Roots Boulder (1146 Pearl St., 720/726-5126, www.nativerootsboulder.com)


• Terrapin Care Station (1795 Folsom St., 303/954-8402, ext. 2, www.terrapincarestation.com)


There are no designated “420 marijuana-friendly” hotels in Boulder yet, but there are private residences (such as those found on AirBnB) available for those who want a place to partake.


Fort Collins


Cannabis dispensaries in Fort Collins include:


• Choice Organics (813 Smithfield Dr., Unit B, 970/472-6337, www.choiceorganicsinc.com)


• Flower Power Botanicals (1310 Duff Dr., 970/672-8165, www.flowerpowerbotanicals.com)


• Organic Alternatives (346 E. Mountain Ave., 970/482-7100, www.organicalternatives.com)


The following accommodations are designated 420-friendly:


• The Shangri-la Inn at Gaia’s Farm and Gardens (4328 W. County Road 54G, Laporte, 970/817-2186, www.gaiascsa.com)


• Stoney River Lodge (80 Idlewild Ln., Loveland, 970/663-5532, www.stoneyriverlodgecolorado.com)


Colorado Springs


Colorado Springs still prohibits marijuana sales, so you must buy before you get there or make the short drive to Manitou Springs.


• Maggie’s Farm (141 Manitou Ave., Manitou Springs, 719/685-1655, www.maggiesfarmmarijuana.com)


Cannabis entrepreneurs created social clubs inside the city for people to smoke the cannabis they bought outside of the county.


• 420 Speakeasy (1532 N. Circle Dr., 719/471-3398)


• Lazy Lion (2502 E. Bijou St., 719/634-8337, www.thelazylion420.com)


• Speak Easy Vape Lounge (2508 E. Bijou St., 719/445-9083, www.speakeasycannabisclub.com)


• Studio A64 (332 E. Colorado Ave., 719/930-9846, www.studioa64.com)


The following accommodation is 420-friendly:


• Boulder Crescent Inn and Hostel (312 N. Cascade Ave., 303/912-3538, www.bouldercrescenthostel.com)




Get Outside


No trip is complete without time spent basking in the Colorado sun. Fear not: Athletic skill is not required, but you must be mindful of the elevation and your body’s ability to acclimate to heights thousands of feet above sea level.
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whitewater river rafting





Best Hiking


• Red Rocks Amphitheatre (Morrison, click here)


• White Ranch Open Space Park (Golden, click here)


• Chautauqua (Boulder, click here)


• Flagstaff Mountain (Boulder, click here)


• Lory State Park (Fort Collins, click here)


• Garden of the Gods (Colorado Springs, click here)


• Manitou Incline (Manitou Springs, click here)


Best Biking


• Cherry Creek Bike Path (Denver, click here)


• Boulder Creek Bike Path (Boulder, click here)


• Spring Creek Trail (Fort Collins, click here)


• Pikes Peak via Challenge Unlimited (Colorado Springs, click here)


• Garden of the Gods (Colorado Springs, click here)


Best Rock Climbing


• Boulder Flatirons (Boulder, click here)


• Boulder Canyon (Boulder, click here)


• Garden of the Gods via Front Range Climbing Company (Colorado Springs, click here)


• Lory State Park (Fort Collins, click here)


Best Outdoor Tours and Events


• Ride a hot-air balloon with Adventure Balloon Sports (Boulder, click here)


• Climb a 14er via the Pikes Peak Cog Railway (Manitou Springs, click here)


• Bike the Tour de Fat (Fort Collins, click here)










[image: image]



kayakers at Confluence Park
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Denver Skyline from City Park.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Big Blue Bear: At 40 feet tall, this is Denver’s most recognizable piece of public art (click here).


S Black American West Museum: Discover the rarely heard stories of pioneering African Americans throughout the West, with a special emphasis on those who lived in Colorado (click here).
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S United States Mint at Denver: Free tours provide a chance to see coins being made and a peek inside the elaborate interior of the original historic building (click here).


S Clyfford Still Museum: This cool museum devoted to a single artist enables curators to create fresh new exhibits from its namesake’s lifetime of work (click here).


S Denver Art Museum: This building—a work of art in itself—houses regional and international artworks (click here).


S Colorado State Capitol: The gold-domed capitol not only features gold mined from Colorado, but much of the building was created from marble, onyx, and granite quarried here as well (click here).


S Denver Botanic Gardens: Enjoy some outdoor time among the beautiful plants, relaxing amid nooks for peaceful contemplation and meandering along extensive pathways through the gardens (click here).


S Denver Museum of Nature and Science: Come for blockbuster shows, a planetarium, an IMAX theater, and interactive displays, plus a stunning view of the city’s skyline framed by snowcapped peaks (click here).


S Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge: Hike the trails to see more than 300 animal and bird species, including bison, eagles, and deer (click here).


S Red Rocks Amphitheatre: The natural beauty of the red rocks and the view of the expansive plains to the east combine to make this a quintessential Denver stop for a concert (click here).





Denver is a sophisticated city exploding with everything hip and desirable: outdoor recreation, locavore dining, and a variety of culture and sports for intellectual stimulation and entertainment.


Denver’s location at 5,280 feet above sea level is an attraction in itself, with sights such as Coors Field and City Park marking mile-high spots. Touring the city’s sights could mean riding a bicycle past the white-water rapids on the South Platte River in Confluence Park, or meandering through the bronzed statues of Civic Center Park on the way to the Denver Art Museum’s striking new addition. Or hop onto the city’s light rail and quickly zip from the Museum of Contemporary Art Denver to the Black American West Museum. No matter how you get from Point A to Point B, it’s always an adventure to explore the city’s rich past or discover its latest additions.


In the past, Denver was the city that people seemed to come to for business or pass through as they continued on to the mountains. Today, this former "cow town” offers museums, a zoo, parks, gardens, shops, and restaurants, and the largest airport in Colorado.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Plan to spend two days in Denver. Downtown Denver is your best bet for a home base, with transportation available to and from the airport and public transportation, rental bikes, and bike paths within easy walking distance. Once downtown—or even in a surrounding neighborhood like Capitol Hill—you can see much of what Denver has to offer without driving a car. It’s only when you go to the foothills that you’ll need a car, and even then you might be able to ride a bike or hire a tour guide.


Devote one day to exploring the city. Start with the Denver Art Museum and take in the Denver Botanic Gardens, which has a pavilion with waterfalls, walkways, and tropical and subtropical plants that can be enjoyed year-round. (In summer, opt for an early start to the day in order to avoid crowds, lines, and potential midday heat.) Add time for a little shopping in the LoDo neighborhood before dining out. Make reservations at Denver’s iteration of The Kitchen, or explore craft brews and pub fare at Wynkoop. The next day, plan a quick trip into the nearby foothills and take a long bike ride or an early-morning hike.


Many of Denver’s sights are family-friendly, with rooms and activities devoted to kiddos: Make art at the Denver Art Museum, cruise along the stroller-size walkways at the Denver Botanic Gardens, or dig for “bones” at the Denver Museum of Nature and Science. Downtown hotels with pools—such as the Four Seasons—will appeal to the kids in summer and will put you within walking distance (or a short drive) of theaters, museums, gardens, and more.


ORIENTATION


In the LoDo neighborhood is Union Station, a historic train station revitalized into a modern transportation hub, a stylish hotel, a dining and nightlife destination, and an urban hotspot. You can go to a baseball game at Coors Field, dine out, or shop—it’s all here. The Denver Art Museum anchors the Golden Triangle neighborhood, with other museums and galleries to be explored. Just outside of downtown is a distinctive arts district along Santa Fe Drive in the Lincoln Park neighborhood.


Leaving downtown, you’ll find the hip galleries, diverse restaurants, eclectic shops, and dynamic dance clubs and bars that have brought vibrancy to the South Broadway corridor, popularly known as SoBo. If you’re into handmade culture, indie rock, and vintage, don’t miss the core blocks that make this neighborhood so popular.


Heading west from the heart of downtown, you cross from LoDo through the Platte River Valley, which has exploded as an urban neighborhood and destination. Major sights, such as the Museum of Contemporary Art Denver, Centennial Gardens, and Commons Park, are all found in this area. Platte Street is home to a few restaurants and shops worth visiting as you make your way west.


The Highlands neighborhood is a short walk over the South Platte River and, in recent years, it has exploded with growth. Here you’ll find restaurants and bars such as Williams & Graham and Root Down; the local ice cream shop, Little Man Ice Cream, is famous here. Lodgings are minimal in this part of town, but it’s worth the walk from downtown. You can loop a visit to this area in with a Denver Broncos game at Sports Authority Field at Mile High.


Instead of going west, you could easily walk from downtown to one of Denver’s oldest neighborhoods—Capitol Hill or Curtis Park and Five Points. Capitol Hill is densely packed and always lively. The neighborhood is home to some of the city’s best music venues along Colfax Avenue, including the Bluebird Theater and Ogden Theatre. Expansive City Park is large enough to be home to the Denver Zoo and the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, plus many lakes, a golf course, and the Mile High Loop jogging path. Five Points and Curtis Park are north of downtown.



Sights



DOWNTOWN


American Museum of Western Art


Directly across the street from the Brown Palace Hotel is the historic Navarre Building, built in 1880, which has served as a school, hotel, brothel (which may have once included a tunnel to bring "clients" over from the Brown), and a dining and jazz club. In 1997, it was bought by the Anschutz Corporation and refurbished for its private offices and to become the American Museum of Western Art (1727 Tremont St., 303/293-2000, www.anschutzcollection.org, tours 10am and 1:30pm Mon. and Wed., $10 adults, $7 seniors and students) from the corporation’s private collection. This is serious art that has been previously on loan for exhibits around the world, so viewing is limited to the two-hour tours twice a week, with no children under age eight permitted; children under 16 must be accompanied by an adult. Artists in the collection of 400 paintings on display include Georgia O’Keeffe, Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Moran, Ernest Blumenschein, Frederic Remington, and many more.
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S Big Blue Bear



Part whimsy, part serious artwork, with much left to personal interpretation, the 40-foot-tall Big Blue Bear (700 14th St., 303/228-8000, http://denverconvention.com) peering into the windows of the Colorado Convention Center has become the most popular and recognizable piece funded by the city’s public art program. First installed in 2005, the sculpture is officially titled I See What You Mean, and was designed and created by Denver artist and art professor Lawrence Argent. It is constructed from polymer concrete and a steel frame, covered in a bright blue that is evocative of the bluish hue of the nearby Rocky Mountains.




[image: image]


the Big Blue Bear





But like any bear you might meet in the mountains, you can’t get too close. At times, the bear has been loved too much and is occasionally roped off to keep visitors at a safe distance.


S Black American West Museum


A tiny house contains the Black American West Museum (3091 California St., 720/242-7428, www.blackamericanwestmuseum.com, 10am-2pm Fri.-Sat., $8 adults, $6 children, $7 seniors), which shares the little-known history of the West’s African Americans, particularly those who made a life in Denver and Colorado. The building itself is the former home of Justina L. Ford, the first female, African American licensed doctor in Colorado. The house—now in the National Register of Historic Places—was saved from demolition and moved from its original location before being restored.
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the Black American West Museum





The museum’s curator rattles off astonishing facts about African Americans in the West. For example, a third of all cowboys were black, and the only two stained glass portraits of African Americans hanging in a U.S. state capitol are at the Colorado State Capitol. And local businessman Barney Ford (a former slave) opposed statehood for the territory because black men did not have the right to vote. The top floor of the museum has displays of Buffalo Soldier uniforms and rodeo memorabilia from the likes of Nat Love, aka "Deadwood Dick," who was reputed to be the greatest black cowboy, and Bill Pickett, a rodeo cowboy who was the first black honoree in the National Cowboy Hall of Fame.


The museum also owns a portion of Dearfield, Colorado, a ghost town northeast of Denver that was formerly a black township.


Brown Palace Hotel


Unquestionably the city’s most famous hotel, the Brown Palace Hotel (321 17th St., 303/297-3111, www.brownpalace.com, tours 3pm Wed. and Sat., $10, free for hotel guests, reservations required) offers enough history and architectural beauty to be visited even by those not staying the night. Ohio businessman Henry Brown came to Colorado in 1860 and bought a few acres of land, including the triangular plot where the three-sided hotel opened in 1892. Working with architect Frank Edbrooke, who also worked on the design of the state capitol, Brown opted for a grand, Italian Renaissance style with a Tiffany stained glass atrium that rises eight floors in the center of the building.
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the Brown Palace Hotel





To this day, the hotel relies on its own artesian well, located beneath the building, for water. With so many famous guests over the years—from presidents to rock stars—the hotel took to naming some rooms after them. Now ordinary folks can spend a night in the Beatles or Eisenhower Suites.


In a long-held tradition, each January the hotel puts the National Western Stock Show’s prize-winning steer on full display in the lobby, where anyone can be photographed with the bovine. Year-round, visitors can simply take in the ambience by dining in one of the hotel’s three restaurants, going on a 45-60-minute tour with the hotel’s historian, or sipping a traditional English tea (noon-4pm daily, reservations highly recommended) in the atrium.


Dikeou Collection


The Dikeou Collection (1615 California St., Ste. 515, 303/623-3001, www.dikeoucollection.org, 11am-5pm Wed.-Fri., free) is an art treasure unknown to even most Denverites, but it should not be missed by anyone with a curiosity about contemporary art. This is the private art collection of Devon Dikeou, an artist who divides her time between Denver and New York, where she also publishes Zing Magazine. Not far from the architecturally famous museum buildings in downtown, the Dikeou Collection is housed on the fifth floor of a historic office building (just a few doors down from the Jamba Juice on the corner of the 16th Street Mall), with giant pink inflatable bunnies by artist Momoyo Torimitsu greeting visitors in the first of many rooms.


S United States Mint at Denver


Perhaps inspired by the rebellious spirit of the West—or just naked entrepreneurial ambition—the United States Mint at Denver (320 W. Colfax Ave., 303/405-4761, www.usmint.gov, tours 8am-2pm Mon.-Thurs., free, reservations required) was originally founded as a private bank in the 1860s by an attorney who had the bright idea to mint coins from the gold and silver being mined in the mountains to the west. The mint was eventually sold to the government, and laws were made to prohibit private money-making. Today there are only four mints in the country, and the United States Mint at Denver is the only one with guided tours.


In 1906 the government opened the mint in this building, which is now in the National Register of Historic Places. An example of elaborate Italian Renaissance architecture, the mint appears to be two stories tall but is actually five. Starting in 1935, several additions have been made to the building to accommodate increased coin production; making billions of coins each year, the mint now occupies an entire city block.


Tours begin at the entrance to one of the building’s more modern additions. Security at the mint is tighter than at any airport, and visitors cannot bring in anything larger than a wallet.


Before the official tour begins, you can peruse Money, Trade and Treasure, a lobby display of primitive money and the evolution of currency. A tour guide and an armed security guard take groups into the coin production part of the plant, where you might see coins before they are pressed or as they are being sorted. It’s not until the very end of the tour that you get to see the original marble hallways and unique Tiffany chandeliers of the 1906 building. Most fascinating about the tour are the facts—particularly the actual costs of making money and what materials are used to make coins. A visit here could be a last chance to see pennies being made; no one knows how much longer pennies will be produced given their low value and high cost to make.


The United States Mint at Denver can boast of never having been robbed, thanks in part to its "machine-gun nest," or "sentry box," that was always manned until the 1960s. That relic is on display (now staffed by a mannequin), and current security measures are top secret.


To get a few of your own state’s quarters or other collectible coins, stop in at the gift shop located just outside of the mint. Even the change from each purchase is given in locally minted coins.


GOLDEN TRIANGLE, LINCOLN PARK, AND SOBO


Byers-Evans House Museum


A visit to the Byers-Evans House Museum (1310 Bannock St., 303/620-4933, www.historycolorado.org, House Gallery 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat., House Museum tours 10:30am, 11:30am, 12:30pm, 1:30pm, and 2:30pm, $6 adults, $5 seniors and students, $4 children age 6-12, free for children under 6) is an opportunity to learn about Denver and Colorado history through the stories of two prominent families who once lived in this Italianate-style house. Visitors can see exactly how an upper-middle-class family lived in the early 1900s, as the house contains all original furnishings, including the family’s Haviland china and Baccarat crystal, 1760 Queen Anne highboy, and original artwork.


[image: image]


The house was built for William N. Byers in 1883. Mr. Byers was a prominent Denver citizen who printed the Rocky Mountain News, the city’s first newspaper. After six years, he sold the house to William Evans, the son of the state’s second territorial governor, John Evans. (Today there are mountain peaks named after both Byers and the elder Evans because of their significant contributions to the state, and the younger Evans made his own mark on the city and state as head of the Denver Tramway Company.) The daughters of William Evans lived in the home with few modern modifications until 1981, even as the neighborhood around them slowly fell away and changed. The house was added on to five times as the family grew over the years, and has since been lovingly restored to the 1912-1924 period; today it’s worth visiting to see a well-furnished example of WWI-era style.


The house museum can only be seen on a guided tour. Each tour lasts about 45 minutes.


Civic Center Park


Listed in the National Register of Historic Places, Civic Center Park (101 W. 14th Ave. Pkwy., 720/913-1311, www.denvergov.org, 5am-11pm daily) is today the reflection of years of input from various mayors, architects, and landscape architects. In 1904, Mayor Robert Speer was inspired by the City Beautiful movement and began to consult with planners and designers on the project, but citizens rejected his request for funding for the park and, by 1912, Speer was out of office. The next mayor also hired experts to tinker with the park design, and when Speer was reelected in 1917, bits of each plan were incorporated with the new architect’s design. The park was officially opened in 1919 and various statues and memorials have been added since.


Reflecting its name, Civic Center Park is flanked by government buildings, including the historic City and County Building (1437 Bannock St., 720/865-7840, www.denvergov.org)—home of Denver’s mayoral offices—to the west, and the Colorado State Capitol (200 E. Colfax Ave., 303/866-2604, www.colorado.gov) to the east. The Greek Theater (720/913-0700 for events and permitting) is the most distinctive structure within the park. It hosted public concerts as far back as 1920, and in modern times is often the staging area for a variety of cultural and political events. Two bronze sculptures in the middle of the park represent the West, portraying a cowboy and a Native American; Alexander Phimister Proctor created Bronco Buster in 1920 and On the War Trail in 1922.


The park extends east across Broadway where the 45-foot-tall Colorado Veterans Memorial was dedicated in 1990. The memorial is made of Colorado red sandstone.


The entire neighborhood around Civic Center Park has undergone tremendous growth in recent years, leading to more interest in its use and future design plans. In the spring and summer, the flowerbeds in the center of the park are filled with vivid blooms. The Greek Theater and Voorhies Memorial (on the north or Colfax Ave. side of the park), which features murals by the artist Allen True on the ceiling, provide welcome shade on hot days. The park is used for a variety of free public events year-round, including a Cinco de Mayo celebration and the Martin Luther King Jr. Day Parade.


S Clyfford Still Museum


As someone who feels that Abstract Expressionism is, well, abstract, I have to say that my first visit to the Clyfford Still Museum (1250 Bannock St., 720/354-4880, www.clyffordstillmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Sat.-Thurs., 10am-8pm Fri., $10 adults, $6 students and seniors, $3 children age 6-17, free for children under 5) brought me a long way toward appreciating if not the entire genre, then certainly this giant of the field. Clyfford Still is considered one of America’s most influential modern artists, and yet, like me, you might not have heard of him. Still’s peers became almost household names—Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, and Mark Rothko, among them. At some point in his career, Still severed ties with commercial art galleries, and after his death in 1980 the Clyfford Still Estate was sealed off from public and scholarly view. In his will, Still stipulated that his entire estate be given to an American city that would be willing to establish a permanent museum dedicated solely to his work. In 2004, Denver Mayor John Hickenlooper was able to secure the collection with the promise of a museum.
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the Clyfford Still Museum





Practically under the eaves of the Denver Art Museum, the Clyfford Still Museum opened in late 2011. The architecture of this building is nearly as interesting as the 2,400 drawings, paintings, and prints of the artist. Designed by Brad Cloepfil of Allied Works Architecture, the interior includes a unique, waffle-like concrete ceiling that lets in natural light, which makes the paintings look slightly different at various times of the day or year. Note that the second floor consists of nine distinct galleries, each with different ceiling heights to emphasize different elements of the collection. At two points in the galleries, visitors can step onto planted patios for a breath of fresh air.


The exhibits here will regularly change, as only a fraction of Still’s massive body of work can be displayed at one time. With the collection’s proximity to the Denver Art Museum, it is possible to cram in a lot of viewing in one day, but it is recommended to set aside half a day to thoroughly experience the work of this American artist.


S Denver Art Museum


The Frederic C. Hamilton Building that houses portions of the Denver Art Museum (100 W. 14th Ave. Pkwy., 720/865-5000, www.denverartmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Thurs., 10am-8pm Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., $10-13 adults, $8-10 seniors and students, free for children under 18) has become an attraction in itself. Designed by architect Daniel Libeskind, the 146,000-square-foot building is all sharp angles and severe points—intended as an interpretation of rock crystals and of the jagged peaks of the Rocky Mountains. The building has received its fair share of criticism, being largely panned by national art critics and with visitors complaining of vertigo inside and questions about whether the art is enhanced or hampered by the architecture. Nonetheless, it’s created a lot of exciting energy in the neighborhood and the city.


The Hamilton Building is connected to the original Denver Art Museum building, a seven-story "castle" that has been home to the museum since 1971 and was also once controversial for its design. Now called the North Building, it was designed by Italian architect Gio Ponti.


Once inside either of the museum’s buildings, visitors will discover more art and activities than can be seen in one day. The museum’s Institute for Western American Art includes works by well-known masters, including Charles Deas’s Long Jakes, The Rocky Mountain Man, as well as the work of local contemporary artists. Like much of the museum, the Western American art rooms include interactive areas, especially for children. In this room, visitors can make their own postcards using ink stamps with iconic Western images and colored pencils.


Other collections at the museum include African art, American Indian art, Oceanic art, and a Modern and Contemporary collections room with thousands of pieces by artists including Andy Warhol, Man Ray, and many others. The permanent collections are not all exhibited at one time, but on a rotation, though some public art pieces, such as the Mark di Suvero sculpture Lao-Tzu, are always on display outdoors.


The parking garage for the museum is directly across the plaza from the Hamilton Building. The Museum Residences, also designed by Mr. Libeskind, are above the garage. The glass "walls" of these private homes are meant to complement the titanium-skinned museum that they face.




Public Art Tours


The City of Denver has an ordinance requiring that 1 percent of any $1 million capital improvement project be spent on the acquisition of public art. As a result, the city has a considerable public art collection to show off that includes works from international artists as well as those who hail from Colorado. The work of Dale Chihuly, Herbert Bayer, Barbara Jo Revelle, Vance Kirkland, and many more artists is exhibited both outside and inside public buildings, including Coors Field, the Denver Center for Performing Arts, and the Denver Art Museum.


Even if your visit to Denver is so short that you never leave the airport, there is a large collection of public art on display there as well—much of it permanent, but with some temporary exhibits, too. Even the little windmills along the train tunnels are a public art installation. My personal favorite is Gary Sweeney’s America, Why I Love Her, just off the main terminal. Sweeney’s wall-size map of the United States is an homage to bizarre tourist sites around the country.


Pick up a self-guided walking tour (720/865-4307, www.denvergov.org) of the city’s public art and find out when guided tours of indoor public art are scheduled.





Denver Central Public Library


Denverites love their libraries; statistics show that the city has the highest number of library cardholders per capita in the country. But the Denver Central Public Library (10 W. 14th Ave. Pkwy., 720/865-1111, www.denverlibrary.org, 10am-8pm Mon.-Tues., 10am-6pm Wed.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun.) is no ordinary library—it holds not just books, but also a large art collection, photograph archives, and genealogy data.


The Central Library was designed by well-known architect Michael Graves and opened in 1995 with 47 miles of books. Each section is roomy and huge windows bring in the natural light. Visit the fifth floor’s Western Art Gallery and Gates Western Reading Room to see the library’s Western art collection. Only a fraction of the library’s 400 framed pieces (including works by Albert Bierstadt, Frederic Remington, and Thomas Moran) and thousands of sculptures, etchings, lithographs, and other artifacts dating back to the mid-1800s can be on display at one time. While taking a peek at the art that is hung in an entryway hallway and set out between the stacks, you’re bound to see people quietly conducting research, as this is also the Western History/Genealogy Department; it boasts a massive collection of digital photographs related to the history of the American West and Colorado.


If you still have time, the library’s seventh floor has not just administrative offices, but also long hallways bedecked with a bit more Western art. The Vida Ellison Gallery hosts exhibits of artwork made by local artists (including library staff), and the gallery provides a nice view of Civic Center Park and downtown.


The library also hosts themed film series, guest lectures, book clubs, concerts, knitting and cooking classes, and more events throughout the year. Pick up the Fresh City Life magazine at any library for the current month’s schedule.


History Colorado Center


It’s been called "the first great history museum of the 21st century" by Smithsonian Affiliations Director Harold Closter, and the History Colorado Center (1200 Broadway, 303/866-3682, www.historycoloradocenter.org, 10am-5pm daily, $12 adults, $10 seniors and students, $8 children age 6-12, free for children under 5) is still adding permanent exhibits as well as rotating temporary exhibits. The 200,000-square-foot building was designed by Tryba Architects of Denver and has opened in stages since 2012. The approach to history here is to feature high-tech, hands-on learning about the people and the environment that shaped the Centennial State. The experience begins with H. G. Wells-inspired "time machines" in the four-story atrium, where the mobile devices can be pushed around a terrazzo floor map of the state to learn about everything from the preservation of Mesa Verde to the tomato wars. While still in the atrium, look up to see a two-story media presentation. This six-minute video gives a taste of the historic places, first peoples, and traditions in Colorado. Step from this futuristic display into the past, where parts of the town of Keota, Colorado—inspiration for James Michener’s novel Centennial—are re-created and others have been salvaged. Inside this former agricultural town on the Eastern Plains, kids can gather eggs, slide in the barn, and "meet" town residents. Then it’s time to head upstairs for a virtual ski jump, a mine tour, and a step inside an old fort in the Destination Colorado exhibit, where eight stories about the state are told.


A sometimes humorous exhibit is Denver A-Z; on the more serious side is an exhibit about how the harsh, dry environment shaped life in Colorado. Café Rendezvous (303/447-8679, www.historycoloradocenter.org, 8am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun.) and the History Colorado Museum Store (10am-5pm daily) are on the first floor.


LODO AND PLATTE RIVER VALLEY


Larimer Square (Larimer St. btw. 14th and 15th Sts., 303/534-2367, www.larimersquare.com) is not really a square, but a preserved city block—the historic buildings along each side are now used for offices, restaurants, and shops. The history of this place goes back to the city’s earliest days, when the area was inundated with people who wanted to strike it rich from gold found in the nearby creek. General William H. Larimer Jr. arrived in 1858 and built a cabin on what is now Larimer Square. The city quickly grew and by the 1880s, there were 25 buildings on Larimer Street, including a bank, a drugstore, and a bookstore.
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Over time, saloons and bars prospered here and this block became known as Denver’s "skid row." In the 1960s, officials were ready to start anew, but preservationists gathered support to save the block from the wrecking ball. With its 1870s and 1880s buildings fully restored, the block was listed in the National Register of Historic Places. Now it’s the heart of LoDo and draws people year-round.


Auraria Campus


The Auraria Campus (900 Auraria Pkwy., 303/556-3291, www.ahec.edu) on the outlying rim of LoDo is Colorado’s largest educational campus, with about 38,000 students, and is home to three separate institutions: the Community College of Denver, the Metropolitan State College of Denver, and the University of Colorado at Denver. One addition to this commuter campus is the teaching hotel—a Springhill Suites that will be mostly operated by students as part of the hospitality program. As the campus was once a town of its own before merging with Denver in the 1860s, there are several historic sights worth visiting here.


The Ninth Street Historic Park is the oldest restored block in the city and includes 13 Victorian homes (now administrative offices) and a turn-of-the-20th-century grocery store (now a bagel and coffee shop). It’s free to stroll along the block and read the small signs in front of each home, which tell a bit about the architecture and the people who originally lived there.


Not far from the historic park is the relocated and restored Golda Meir House, one-time home of the former Israeli prime minister. When she was a girl, Meir left her parents’ home in Milwaukee to live with her sister and brother-in-law in Denver in their tiny duplex. She went to high school in the city and worked in the family laundry business. In literature describing Meir’s time in Denver, she is quoted as saying, "It was in Denver that my real education began." One side of the duplex contains artifacts from Meir’s life, while the other side is used for small conferences. Tours are available (303/556-3292).


The city’s oldest church structure is now the Emmanuel Gallery (303/556-8337, www.emmanuelgallery.org, hours vary depending on exhibit), serving as an art gallery for the campus. The little stone chapel was built in 1876 for Episcopalians, then was converted into a Jewish synagogue in 1903; it eventually became an artist’s studio, a purpose it served until 1973. The gallery displays artwork by faculty and students in changing exhibits.


Still an active Catholic parish, St. Elizabeth’s Church (also called St. Elizabeth of Hungary, 1060 St. Francis Way, 303/534-4014, http://stelizabethdenver.org) was founded by German immigrants in 1878. When the congregation grew too large for the original church, the building was torn down and the current one constructed in 1898. The monastery was added in the 1930s. To learn more about the sometimes bizarre history of the church—a murdered priest, panhandling nuns—go to www.archden.org/noel.


St. Cajetan’s (1190 9th St., 303/556-2755, www.ahec.edu), a Spanish colonial church, was built in 1925 for the Latino community. The parish relocated in 1973 and the church is now used for campus functions. Call ahead to schedule guided tours of these historic buildings (720/556-3291).


The most distinctive building on campus is the Tivoli Student Union (900 Auraria Pkwy., 303/556-6330, www.tivoli.org), which started out in 1866 as one of Denver’s earliest breweries. The building had subsequent additions and uses, and today includes a multiplex movie theater where some screenings of the annual Denver International Film Festival are held. There are no tours offered of the Tivoli building; it is open to the public as a student union and holds various eateries and campus offices.


Centennial Gardens Park


In 2009, stewardship of this garden was transferred from the Denver Botanic Gardens to the city, and the city has since made it open only by permit for special events—though I have occasionally still found it open on random weekends, so I recommend taking a chance and stopping by to see if the gates are open. The gardens can still easily be viewed when the gates are closed, even if you can’t walk through them.


Centennial Gardens Park (1101 Little Raven St., 720/913-1311, www.denvergov.org/parks, by permit only) is a lovely little example of the transformation of the entire South Platte Valley from urban wasteland to dynamic neighborhood. People jogging, bicycling, or sauntering along the paths parallel to the South Platte River can detour into the gardens (when open) and view dozens of carefully pruned topiary trees, smell the lavender plants, listen to the fountains trickling, or watch birds flit from trees to birdbaths.


Centennial Gardens Park is a formal garden, inspired by the gardens of Versailles in France. In the 1990s, former Denver mayor Wellington Webb and his wife, Wilma, visited Versailles and were inspired to create a formal public garden in Denver. What makes this small garden unique is the use of only native plant species and drought-tolerant plants in the neatly patterned five-acre space. There is always a spot of brilliant color among the tidy green hedges; in the spring, yellow, purple, and white crocuses push up through native buffalo grass just before miniature irises and daffodils appear around deciduous trees and rows of junipers. A small pavilion with benches provides shade on warm days.


Children’s Museum of Denver


Whether you are traveling with a small child or are just tired of having the kids make a mess in your own house, the Children’s Museum of Denver (2121 Children’s Museum Dr., 303/433-7444, www.mychildsmuseum.org, 9am-4pm Mon.-Tues., 9am-7:30pm Wed., 9am-4pm Thurs.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., $10 ages 2-59, $8 children age 1, $8 seniors, free for children under 1) is a good place to explore. The museum offers several "playscapes" for a variety of ages—such as the "assembly plant" for ages four to eight, where kids use real tools and recycled materials to build whatever they want, or the "Center for the Young Child" for newborns to four-year-olds, where creepers can practice on carpeted slopes and toddlers can play house in a tree. The simplest play areas are the best here: a painting room, a small puppet theater, a mirrored wall to dress up and dance in front of, a real fire engine to "drive," and the outdoor playground near the bike path and South Platte River.


Every day of the week there is a story time at the museum, and the first Tuesday of each month the museum is open late with free admission. The museum also hosts temporary exhibits and shows such as the Blue Man Group. They also offer additional games and events for Easter, Halloween, and other holidays. Eat Street Café has grown-up and kid food with little tables and chairs for sitting inside. There are also picnic tables outside near the playground. The least crowded time to visit the museum is right when it opens or mid-afternoon.


At the time of this writing, the museum was expanding both indoors and outdoors with a larger art studio, a climbing area with a 3.5-story structure, zip-lining, a teaching kitchen, and more.


Commons Park


The broad and winding waters of the South Platte River have attracted dreamers since the earliest days of the city. In the late 1800s, this land was used for a castle and an amusement park, among other delights. As years passed, this broad expanse of land that sits roughly between LoDo’s Union Station to the east and the South Platte River to the west was lost to the ravages of time and nature, and the river started being used as a dumping ground for old cars, refrigerators, and other debris. A severe flood along the river in 1965, in which lives, homes, and businesses were lost, led to long-needed changes all along the South Platte: a dam was built upstream and the water was no longer used as an illegal garbage dump. Still, it took decades for new dreams to take shape and remake the land into a recreation area once again.


The Commons Park (15th and Little Raven Sts., 720/913-1311, www.denvergov.org, 5am-11pm daily) people visit today was years in the making. In 2001 the city unveiled the ambitious 20-acre park along the east side of the South Platte River. One portion of the park was designed to re-create how it would have looked before the settlers arrived, complete with native grasses, trees, and sand. Atop a man-made hill—popular for sledding in the winter and, in warmer weather, flying kites—there is a sunken black granite east-west directional sculpture that can’t be seen from below. There are views of the Rocky Mountains and the city’s skyline from the hilltop. One side of the park follows a street and looks up at condominiums and apartments, while the other drops down to foot- and bike paths along the river. Bridges on either side of Commons Park lead to shopping and dining districts in historic neighborhoods. On any given day, depending on the season, you will see fitness classes, sports contests, skiers, sledders, and dog walkers or dogs in obedience classes. Public art inside the park is user-friendly—it can all be walked in, sat on, and touched.


Coors Field


Even in the off-season, there’s a chance to tour Coors Field (2001 Blake St., 303/762-5437, http://colorado.rockies.mlb.com, tours 10am, noon, and 2pm on nongame days and 10am and noon on evening game days Mon.-Sat Apr.-Sept.; noon and 2pm Mon., Wed., Fri., and Sat. Oct.-Mar; $10 adults, $7 children, $8 seniors), home of the Colorado Rockies baseball team, and see parts of the field that are off-limits during games. The ballpark has been a major part of the redevelopment of LoDo from neglected warehouse district to hip urban neighborhood with expensive condominiums and dozens of bars and restaurants.


Since opening in 1995, Coors Field has been noted for its modern yet classic architecture. The 75-minute tours at Coors Field include the field, the upper deck where a row of purple seats marks 5,280 feet above sea level, the guest clubhouse, and suites. The upper seats have a great view of the Central Platte Valley and the Rocky Mountains.


After the tour, you can walk around the stadium and check out some of the public art on display. To the north is Erick C. Johnson’s Bottom of the Ninth, which shows a neon baseball figure sliding into home plate, and to the south is Lonnie Hanzon’s The Evolution of the Ball, which is like an arched gateway to the stadium.


There is a large gift and souvenir shop on the Blake Street side of Coors Field, where just about anything in the team’s purple and black can be found—blankets, hats, jackets, T-shirts, and more.


Millennium Bridge


Upon its 2003 opening, the Millennium Bridge (16th St. at Chestnut St.) became an instant landmark in Denver and an important part of the redevelopment of the Central Platte Valley. The 16th Street Mall used to end at Wynkoop Street, where railroad tracks emanating from behind Union Station dominated the landscape. Now 16th Street has extended beyond its old boundary in LoDo, and the Millennium Bridge brings people up and over the railroad tracks into the Platte Valley, the bustling Riverfront Park development area, and Commons Park. Up out of the flat prairie floor rises a 200-foot white mast held in place on a wide deck by multiple steel cables. The bridge has stairs on either side as well as elevators, and is the most scenic walk from downtown to parks and the South Platte River. Additional bridges on the other side of Commons Park lead to restaurants and shops on Platte Street and then to the eastern edge of the Highlands neighborhood, which has a growing number of popular restaurants.


With its dramatic backdrop of the city’s skyline and its distinctive architecture, the bridge has become a favorite spot for fashion shoots, selfies, and family portraits. In 2007, the inaugural Riverfront Fashion Series was held at the base of the bridge. As coal trains rattle below night and day, there are typically tourists and art students taking in the view from the bridge and trying to get a good shot of the mast.


Museum of Contemporary Art Denver


Not quite as talked about as the Denver Art Museum, but still an important aspect of the culture here, is the Museum of Contemporary Art Denver (1485 Delgany St., 303/298-7554, www.mcadenver.org, noon-7pm Tues.-Thurs., noon-9pm Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., $8 adults, $5 after 5pm, free for children 18 and under), also with a building designed by an internationally known architect. Note that this is the rare cultural institution where admission fees have decreased in recent years, including free admission for anyone 18 and under. Free!


The museum had humble beginnings in 1996 in a former fish market at downtown’s Sakura Square block. Incredible success clashed with space limitations and the museum had to relocate. After hiring London-based architect David Adjaye, the museum reopened in late 2007 in a black glass box of a building perched on the corner of 15th Street. At first glance, the minimalist, modern building can seem as challenging as contemporary art itself—and the hidden front door adds to this perplexity—but inside it is full of welcome surprises where couples can meet for a cultural date and families can interact and be artistic.


The museum was designed as an environmentally sustainable building and strives to reduce its carbon footprint—from offering locally grown food and drinks in the café to encouraging volunteers and staff to commute to work in an eco-friendly manner. Atop the building is the MCA Café (noon-7pm Tues.-Thurs., noon-9pm Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun.), which includes an outdoor bar. There is also a rooftop garden, which itself is a piece of artwork, designed by Colorado landscape architect Karla Dakin. Ceramic sculptures inside the café were made by Kim Dickey, a Colorado artist.


Children and families will find a small library with a selection of art books and the "Idea Box," where small tables and art supplies invite kids of all ages to get creative. Or, for a more laid-back experience, simply lounge in a room full of beanbag chairs.


Exhibit space in the museum was designed as individual galleries so that video installations, photography, paintings, and other media are all displayed at once but separately. Past exhibitions have featured artists Jeff Starr, Chris Ofili, and many other internationally recognized artists. The exhibits here are often interactive for all ages, such as sculptures to walk through, light and sound that continuously change, or live carrier pigeons that can be brought home temporarily. The MCA’s bimonthly “Mixed Taste” summer lecture series, which pairs two unrelated topics and experts, has outgrown the museum and been moved to a new location in the Highlands neighborhood. If your idea of a fun night out includes an intellectual discussion on who knows what, this event is for you. Topics are not limited to art: You might find yourself listening to a scientist, an author, or a professor of film studies.


National Ballpark Museum


Enhance your ballpark experience by visiting the National Ballpark Museum (1940 Blake St., 303/974-5835, www.ballparkmuseum.com, noon-5:30pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-5:30pm Sat., $5) before you see the game. This is an impressive private collection that goes beyond the Colorado Rockies. Did you know there was a Denver baseball team before the Rockies? Come see what the team was called and when it played. Bits and pieces of other stadiums are part of the collection—bricks, light fixtures, pieces of bats, a telephone, uniforms, and lots more.


Union Station


Union Station (1701 Wynkoop St., 303/592-6712, http://unionstationindenver.com) is the perfect representation of how far Denver has come in a relatively short time. The regal historic building has been renovated into a hotel, transportation hub, nightlife hotspot, and urban playground for all. Yet the old charm of the train station remains with the high-backed wooden benches and soaring high ceilings setting the stage for a weekend of fun in the city.


Outside on the plaza of the station there is a splash park with intermittent fountains shooting up sprays of water for kids (and grown-ups) to run through or soak themselves in during the summer. Diners on the various restaurant patios can enjoy the squeals of joy as kids cool off and dare each other to run through. In the winter, people come here to take holiday card photos next to the enormous and impeccably decorated Christmas tree.


It’s almost easy to forget that this is still a working station where you can walk in and buy tickets from the Amtrak window and catch a train to Chicago or Los Angeles. In addition, you can walk out the back door and down some steps into a shiny new bus station where regional buses regularly take people to Boulder and other cities in the greater metro area. On the other side of the bus terminal is the light rail station, with trains that take passengers west to Golden, south to the suburbs, and elsewhere throughout the metro area.


CAPITOL HILL AND CITY PARK


Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception


The Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception (1530 Logan St., 303/831-7010, www.denvercathedral.org, 6am-6pm daily), situated on a slight hill with its twin, 210-foot bell tower spires poking into the sky above, looks as if it reaches up into the heavens. This Catholic church has both captivating history and architecture.


J. J. Brown, husband of Molly Brown, joined with a few investors to buy the land for the cathedral and, in 1902, ground was broken to start the new building. The French Gothic structure is made from limestone and granite, while Italian marble was used for the altar, communion rail, statuary, and bishop’s chair. The stunning interior features a 68-foot vaulted ceiling and 75 German-made stained glass windows—more than any other Catholic church in the country. In 1912, lightning struck one of the church’s spires and toppled 25 feet off the top of the bell tower. Repairs were made before the church’s dedication later that year. In 1993, Pope John Paul II read mass here during World Youth Day.


This grand church is located on the corner of busy Colfax Avenue and Logan Street, just a stone’s throw from the state capitol. There is a small garden with statues and benches on the north side of the building.


There are three masses held daily at the cathedral, and six on weekends.


City Park


The city’s largest park (at 370 acres and a mile long) is City Park (3300 E. 17th Ave., 303/331-4113, www.denvergov.org, 5am-11pm daily), located east of downtown. Denver’s answer to New York’s Central Park, City Park offers pretty much anything you could ask for in a park, sometimes in multiples: lakes, playgrounds, athletic fields, historic statues and fountains, running and cycling paths, a golf course, the Denver Zoo, and the Denver Museum of Nature and Science.


When the park was laid out in 1882, there was no surrounding neighborhood and downtown trolleys took people to this large patch of green. But it didn’t take long for the city to grow around the park and beyond. The best time to visit is in summer, when paddleboats are rented by the hour on Ferril Lake and free jazz concerts are held in the park’s historic pavilion.


The park is easily traversed by paved roads—some more like paths—but take note that from May through September the roads are closed on Sundays. The park includes the Mile High Loop, a contour that is 5,280 feet above sea level, and a multiuse path that goes right by the Denver Museum of Nature and Science. Walk around during spring and enjoy a lilac garden, blooming trees, rows of tulips, and more greenery.


S Colorado State Capitol


A visit to the Colorado State Capitol (200 Colfax Ave., 303/866-2604, https://www.colorado.gov, 7:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri., tours 10am-3pm, free) is a history lesson in the making, especially when the legislature is in session (Jan.-May) and the governor and lawmakers are hard at work. Quiet visitors can watch the legislators in action from just outside their respective chambers during sessions.
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