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How to Use This Book



ABOUT THE CAMPGROUND PROFILES


The campgrounds are listed in a consistent, easy-to-read format to help you choose the ideal camping spot. If you already know the name of the specific campground you want to visit, or the name of the surrounding geological area or nearby feature (town, national or state park, forest, mountain, lake, river, etc.), look it up in the index and turn to the corresponding page. Here is a sample profile:
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ABOUT THE ICONS



The icons in this book are designed to provide at-a-glance information on activities, facilities, and services available on-site or within walking distance of each campground.
















	[image: Image]

	Hiking trails
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	Biking trails
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	Swimming
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	Fishing
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	Boating
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	Canoeing and/or kayaking
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	Winter sports
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	Hot springs
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	Pets permitted
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	Playground
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	Wheelchair accessible
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	RV sites
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	Tent sites









ABOUT THE SCENIC RATING


Each campground profile employs a scenic rating on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being the least scenic and 10 being the most scenic. A scenic rating measures only the overall beauty of the campground and environs; it does not take into account noise level, facilities, maintenance, recreation options, or campground management. The setting of a campground with a lower scenic rating may simply not be as picturesque that of as a higher rated campground, however other factors that can influence a trip, such as noise or recreation access, can still affect or enhance your camping trip. Consider both the scenic rating and the profile description before deciding which campground is perfect for you.
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Author’s Note



The people who come from around the world to experience Colorado’s campgrounds come for all kinds of reasons: to hike and mountain bike on the Continental Divide, to four-wheel through ghost towns, to raft raging rivers, to soak in hot springs, fly fish on Gold Medal waters, canoe across reservoirs, tour fall foliage, and to snowshoe and ski. And, of course, they come to camp—that primordial act of sleeping under the stars that unites us all.


In addition to the nearly 500 public and commercial campgrounds listed in Moon Colorado Camping, there are thousands of small, simple campsites throughout public lands that are accessible only by hiking or on horseback. These backcountry sites usually require a permit and are beyond the scope of this book, but we’ll get you to the trailheads. For some people, their favorite campground is the destination. For others, campgrounds are pleasant, but crowded stepping-stones to access their favorite backcountry area or secret hot springs.


As the Denver metro area population continues to swell, snagging a campsite during the summer has become a bit of an art form. If you’re able to camp between Sunday and Thursday nights, your site availability skyrockets. Weekends are increasingly difficult if you don’t have a reservation. The onset of campsite, camper, and RV-sharing apps and networks helps add more supply to meet the demand, so you may consider trying them out; I’ve included a few in the first chapter.


Plus, there is so much space. A whopping 35 percent of Colorado—23 million acres!—is public land, including 4 national parks, 8 national monuments, 13 national forests and grasslands, 41 state parks, and 42 designated wilderness areas. Most official campgrounds are in or around these parks and preserves, providing immediate immersion and access. These “frontcountry” campgrounds are the focus of this book. Some are right next to the interstate, others are 50 miles from the nearest town or paved road. As varied as they are, Colorado’s campgrounds also serve as buffer zones, concentrating and thus minimizing, human impact on the lands we love.


The campground listings in this book are short and to the point, but also provide some context in the form of recommendations for hiking and biking trails, white-water runs, fishing opportunities, winter sports, and cultural attractions that are accessible from each campground. Each listing also includes practical information on facilities, reservations, and driving directions, as well as a narrative evaluation informed by firsthand knowledge, conversations with camp hosts, fellow campers, and rangers. There are regional maps and “best” lists to facilitate driving and decision-making—and an introduction to basic camping tips. Enjoy!


-Joshua Berman



Best Campgrounds



B Climbing Fourteeners


Avalanche, Western Slope South, tap here.


Silver Jack, Western Slope South, tap here.


Halfmoon, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Elbert Creek, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Collegiate Peaks, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Longs Peak, The Front Range, tap here.


Burro Bridge, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Molas Lake, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


North Crestone Creek, San Luis Valley and the Sangre de Cristos, tap here.


B Day Hiking


Trappers Lake-Shepherd’s Rim, Western Slope North, tap here.


Saddlehorn, Western Slope South, tap here.


Lake Irwin, Western Slope South, tap here.


Silver Queen, Western Slope South, tap here.


Timber Creek, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Gore Creek, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Moraine Park, The Front Range, tap here.


Glacier Basin, The Front Range, tap here.


Pawnee, The Front Range, tap here.


Mueller State Park, The Front Range, tap here.


B Fly-Fishing


Hinman Park, Western Slope North, tap here.


Trappers Lake-Cutthroat, Western Slope North, tap here.


Little Maud, Western Slope South, tap here.


Weller, Western Slope South, tap here.


East Portal, Western Slope South, tap here.


Lottis Creek, Western Slope South, tap here.


Blue River, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Cross Creek, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Big South, The Front Range, tap here.


Platte River, The Front Range, tap here.


B Hot Springs


Strawberry Park Hot Springs, Western Slope North, tap here.


KOA Steamboat Campground, Western Slope North, tap here.


Sunset Point, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Cottonwood Lake, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Chalk Lake, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Mount Princeton, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Orvis Hot Springs, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Ouray KOA, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


West Fork, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


East Fork, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


B Mountain Biking


Blacktail Creek, Western Slope North, tap here.


Rabbit Valley, Western Slope South, tap here.


Cement Creek, Western Slope South, tap here.


Idlewild, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Iron City, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Monarch Park, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Inlet Bay, The Front Range, tap here.


Telluride Town Park, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Junction Creek, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Alvarado, San Luis Valley and the Sangre de Cristos, tap here.


B Stunning Views


Echo Park, Western Slope North, tap here.


Cold Springs, Western Slope North, tap here.


Lost Lake, Western Slope South, tap here.


Dinner Station, Western Slope South, tap here.


May Queen, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Moraine Park, The Front Range, tap here.


Amphitheater, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Molas Lake, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Lost Trail, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Piñon Flats, San Luis Valley and the Sangre de Cristos, tap here.


B Weddings


These campgrounds are in scenic locations and have amphitheaters or other facilities for events or outdoor ceremonies. They have group sites for tent and RV camping and sometimes cabins or yurts for guests who don’t like sleeping pads. Some campgrounds even have wedding packages and local planners available.


Dutch Hill, Western Slope North, tap here.


Rifle Falls State Park, Western Slope North, tap here.


Bookcliff, Western Slope South, tap here.


Saddlehorn, Western Slope South, tap here.


Early Settlers, Western Slope South, tap here.


Elk Ridge, Western Slope South, tap here.


Dakota Terraces, Western Slope South, tap here.


Windy Point Group, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Ruby Mountain, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Moraine Park, The Front Range, tap here.


Rifleman Phillips Group, The Front Range, tap here.


Cherry Creek State Park, The Front Range, tap here.


Mueller State Park, The Front Range, tap here.


Dunes Group, Eastern Plains, tap here.


B White Water


Gates of Lodore, Western Slope North, tap here.


Deerlodge Park, Western Slope North, tap here.


Bogan Flats, Western Slope South, tap here.


East Portal, Western Slope South, tap here.


Blue River, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Ruby Mountain, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Hecla Junction, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Ansel Watrous, The Front Range, tap here.


Echo Canyon Campground, The Front Range, tap here.


River Hill, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Bridge, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


B Full-Service Campgrounds


Dutch Hill, Western Slope North, tap here.


Bookcliff, Western Slope South, tap here.


Pa-Co-Chu-Puk, Western Slope South, tap here.


Winding River Resort, Central Mountains North, tap here.


River Run RV Resort, Central Mountains North, tap here.


Reverend’s Ridge, The Front Range, tap here.


Cherry Creek State Park, The Front Range, tap here.


Ouray KOA, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Dolores River Campground, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Castle Lakes Resort, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Mosca, San Luis Valley and the Sangre de Cristos, tap here.


B Lakeside Campgrounds


Dutch Hill, Western Slope North, tap here.


Deep Lake, Western Slope North, tap here.


Lost Lake, Western Slope South, tap here.


Silver Jack, Western Slope South, tap here.


Arapaho Bay, Central Mountains North, tap here.


May Queen, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Backcountry, Central Mountains South, tap here.


Boat-in, The Front Range, tap here.


Haviland Lake, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.


Teal, Four Corners and the San Juan Mountains, tap here.



Camping Tips



ENJOYING THE OUTDOORS


Most of the campground listings in this guidebook are developed, frontcountry campgrounds designed for tents and RVs. Some of these campgrounds are at the end of long dirt roads through remote forests, and many are along paved roads, offering a standard package of tent pad, picnic table, fire pit, and composting vault toilet. Some campgrounds are secluded, primitive, remote paradises. Others are more like little villages, complete with the hustle and bustle. For some people, frontcountry campgrounds serve only as launching pads for forays deeper into the wilderness. For others, the campground itself is the destination. All types mix easily at Colorado’s campgrounds, where the elevation and mountain air seem to make people friendlier. Colorado’s campgrounds are varied, but most can accommodate families and some have group facilities and are wheelchair-accessible. As the state’s urban centers grow, especially Denver and the Front Range, campgrounds within a few hours’ drive are increasingly busy throughout the summer and into the fall. The general trend in Colorado has been toward accepting reservations at more sites and offering additional lodging options like yurts, cabins, and tepees. Another trend is the advent of campsite and camper/RV-sharing apps, which are increasing the number of sites and situations possible.


Campsite Courtesy


The U.S. Forest Service, National Park Service, and Colorado Parks and Wildlife have built campgrounds in nearly every nook and cranny of the state. Some are now managed by private concessionaires. In more remote areas, the campsites may be well spaced and you may have the place all to yourself, but increasingly, campgrounds are crowded or full, especially on weekends, making campsite courtesy more essential than ever. The most common violations of campsite courtesy include noise, litter, and impact on plants or wildlife:


NOISE


Always follow posted quiet hours, usually from 9pm to 6am or 10pm to 7am, especially if you are using a generator. While few things are as enjoyable as listening to musicians strum a guitar or pick a banjo around the campfire, remain respectful of your neighbors and leave the Bluetooth speakers at home. Late arrivers—or early risers—should also be as quiet as possible.


LITTER


Many campgrounds provide bear-proof garbage cans to dispose of the trash you create during your stay. Some don’t and you should be prepared to pack out trash when receptacles are not available. Well-meaning campers often leave garbage in the fire rings, but this can attract animals. If in doubt, pack it out. Better yet, make a rule to leave the campsite cleaner than when you found it—and teach your children to do the same.


VANDALISM


Never carve your initials or name into trees, as it leaves them susceptible to disease. Graffiti on picnic tables and vault toilets—or bullet holes in signs—redirects limited funds away from needed campground improvements.


IMPACT


Learn and follow Leave No Trace principles for having as little impact as possible when spending time in the outdoors. Never cut down limbs or branches or remove leaves from trees in and around your site. Respect wildlife by not feeding or harassing animals, even if they visit your campsite. Keep your camp clean of food, especially if you’re in bear country, so you don’t tempt any animals to visit. Many campsites provide bear-proof storage lockers in which you can fit entire coolers full of food. Use them. Control your leashed pets at all times and if you can’t, leave them with a sitter at home. Many campgrounds prohibit hanging hammocks on trees to help protect the bark.


Camping with Children


For generations, camping has been one of the most affordable family vacations available. It has the potential to be an unforgettable adventure and learning experience for kids of all ages. Infants can go camping—just strap ’em on and bring enough diapers. Toddlers enjoy camping so much, they may get wound up on s’mores and have a hard time going to sleep. Elementary school-age children will unconsciously seize on the myriad of learning opportunities that come from being outdoors, from building fairy houses in the tree roots to participating in the Junior Ranger programs at national parks and monuments. Some tweens and teens will be more difficult to please—be sure to include them in the decision-making process and they’re more likely to have fun. Here are some tips for keeping young kids happy:


• Keep trips short and within the physical abilities of a child.


• For babies and toddlers, it’s often easier to strap them on your back/belly while you set up and break down camp.


• Include children in the planning process. Show them maps and photos of the destination so they can get excited about the trip. Ask for their input on activities and outings.


• Plan frequent activities, outings, and games, while keeping in mind their short attention spans. For young children, plan naps as well. Be flexible to accommodate weather and moods.


• Keep the campground safe for kids. Be aware of campfire and boiling-water hazards, and educate them on appropriate behavior in the woods and around wildlife. A good rule to teach from a young age is no running in the campground.


• Pack appropriate clothing and gear. Children need layers too, so be sure to bring long underwear, warm layers, rain gear, hats, and sunglasses. Bring a child’s backpack with his or her own water and snacks, whistle, first-aid kit, magnifying glass, sunblock and insect repellent, compass and watch, flashlight, hiking map, and notebook.


• Let them help around the campsite with setting up and sweeping out the tent, pumping water, cooking meals, washing dishes, and planning activities.


• Keep it fun so they’ll want to go again year after year.


Camping with Pets


Bring your pets only if you can comply with the following rules:


• Keep pets on a leash at all times. Loose pets disturb the homes and habitats of native wildlife, not to mention fellow campers.


• Never leave pets unattended at the campground.


• Don’t allow dogs to bark at or intimidate other campers or wildlife.


• Consider using a Bluetooth enabled pet-tracking device like Pawscout, to help quickly find your pet if it runs away.


RULES, REGULATIONS, AND RESERVATIONS


Rules vary between campgrounds, or more accurately, between how various branches of local, state, and federal governments (and their subcontracted concessionaires) manage their campgrounds. Please note that all fees and rules in this guidebook were current as of Spring 2020 and are subject to change.


National Parks and Monuments


Colorado has four national parks: Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park, Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve, Mesa Verde National Park, and Rocky Mountain National Park. There are eight national monuments plus a selection of national recreation areas, historic sites, historic trails, and national river corridors for good measure. Most allow camping by permit in the backcountry and most offer one or more frontcountry campgrounds. Many of these campgrounds are run by one of several private concessionaires that operate in Colorado, but are very basic. You’ll usually find potable running water (but not always), bathrooms, but rarely hookups or electricity. They range from walk-in tent sites to RV parks. Fees and regulations vary, but most campsites are limited to eight people and two vehicles or one vehicle and one camping unit. Stay limits range from 7 days to 14 days. Leashed pets are permitted in campgrounds but are not allowed on trails or in the backcountry. Campfires are only allowed in fire rings and hammocks are prohibited on trees. At smaller campgrounds, trash must be packed out. At most national parks and monuments, you are not allowed to forage for firewood and must purchase firewood locally (to prevent the spread of disease). When fire restrictions are in place, follow them! Quiet hours are enforced by rangers and camp hosts. Permits are required for backcountry camping.
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Kids will love the Junior Ranger program, available in National Parks, Monuments, Grasslands, and Historic Sites.







LEAVE NO TRACE


The Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics (800/332-4100, http://lnt.org) is an international educational program based in Boulder, Colorado that provides resources on how to minimize our impact on the lands we love so much. Follow their tips:


PLAN AHEAD AND PREPARE


• Know the regulations and special concerns for the area you’ll visit.


• Prepare for extreme weather, hazards, and emergencies.


• Schedule your trip to avoid times of high use.


• Visit in small groups when possible. Consider splitting larger groups into smaller groups.


• Repackage food to minimize waste.


• Use a map and compass to eliminate the use of marking paint, rock cairns, or flagging.


TRAVEL AND CAMP ON DURABLE SURFACES


• Durable surfaces include established trails and campsites, rock, gravel, dry grasses, or snow.


• Protect riparian areas by camping at least 200 feet from lakes and streams.


• Good campsites are found, not made. Altering a site is not necessary.


• Concentrate use on existing trails and campsites.


• Walk single file in the middle of the trail, even when wet or muddy.


• Keep campsites small. Focus activity in areas where vegetation is absent.


• Disperse use to prevent the creation of campsites and trails.


• Avoid places where impacts are just beginning.


DISPOSE OF WASTE PROPERLY


• Pack it in, pack it out. Inspect your campsite and rest areas for trash or spilled foods. Pack out all trash, leftover food, and litter.


• Deposit solid human waste in “catholes” dug 6 to 8 inches deep, at least 200 feet from water, camp and trails. Cover and disguise the cathole when finished.


• Pack out toilet paper and hygiene products.


• To wash yourself or your dishes, carry water 200 feet away from streams or lakes and use small amounts of biodegradable soap. Scatter strained dishwater.


LEAVE WHAT YOU FIND


• Preserve the past: Examine, but do not touch cultural or historic structures and artifacts.


• Leave rocks, plants, and other natural objects as you find them.


• Avoid introducing or transporting nonnative species.


• Do not build structures or furniture, or dig trenches.


MINIMIZE CAMPFIRE IMPACTS


• Campfires can cause lasting impacts to the backcountry. Use a lightweight stove for cooking and enjoy a candle lantern for light.


• Where fires are permitted, use established fire rings, fire pans, or mound fires.


• Keep fires small. Only use sticks from the ground that can be broken by hand.


• Burn all wood and coals to ash, put out campfires completely, then scatter cool ashes.


RESPECT WILDLIFE


• Observe wildlife from a distance. Do not follow or approach them.


• Never feed animals. Feeding wildlife damages their health, alters natural behaviors, and exposes them to predators and other dangers.


• Protect wildlife and your food by storing rations and trash securely.


• Control pets at all times, or leave them at home.


• Avoid wildlife during sensitive times: mating, nesting, raising young, or winter.


BE CONSIDERATE OF OTHER VISITORS


• Respect other visitors and protect the quality of their experience.


• Be courteous. Yield to other users on the trail.


• Step to the downhill side of the trail when encountering pack stock.


• Take breaks and camp away from trails and other visitors.


• Let nature’s sounds prevail. Avoid loud voices and noises.


(Copyright: The Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics.)





Reservations are required at many park campgrounds and can be made on the National Recreation Reservation System at 877/444-6777 or www.recreation.gov. There is a nonrefundable $10 reservation fee. Visitors must also purchase a park pass (price varies between parks and monuments) when entering the park; or you can use an America the Beautiful annual pass ($80), Senior Annual passes ($20), Senior Lifetime Passes ($80), military are free (must be active and have documentation), Every Kid in the Park (EKIP) is a free pass for 4th graders during their 4th grade year only, and they can have up to four adults in the car and no limit on kids.


National Forests


Colorado has 11 national forests and two national grasslands: Arapaho National Forest, Comanche National Grassland, Grand Mesa National Forest, Gunnison National Forest, Pawnee National Grassland, Pike National Forest, Rio Grande National Forest, Roosevelt National Forest, Medicine Bow-Routt National Forest, San Isabel National Forest, San Juan National Forest, Uncompahgre National Forest, and White River National Forest. It’s notable that White River National Forest encompasses 2.3 million acres and is the most visited forest in the United States; it has 11 ski resorts, eight wilderness areas, 10 fourteeners, and 2,500 miles of trails.


Most developed campgrounds in national forests are maintained and operated by private concessionaires, so regulations and fees vary. Campsites are usually limited to six or eight people and two camping units for a maximum stay of 14 consecutive days. Tents must be on pads if provided. Dogs must be leashed in the campground, and leashed or under voice command on trails. Campfires are limited to fire rings. Hammocks and laundry lines cannot be hung from trees. Trash receptacles and bear lockers are frequently provided. Rules are enforced and facilities are cleaned by camp hosts at busy campgrounds. More remote campgrounds are less frequently cleaned and maintained by rangers or camp hosts.


Many USFS campground are first come first served, but many require reservations up to six months in advance, and if you’re looking to camp on a weekend, you better book it the full six months in advance. Use the National Recreation Reservation System at 877/444-6777 or www.recreation.gov. For some campgrounds, there is an additional reservation fee of up to $10 per night.


Senior Annual passes are $20 year, Senior Lifetime Passes are $80, Annual Pass is $80, military are free (must be active and have documentation), Every Kid in the Park (EKIP) is a free pass for 4th graders (only during their 4th grade year) who can have up to four adults in the car and no limit on kids. National Forests with entrance fees also accept America the Beautiful National Park and Federal Recreation Lands Passes.


State Parks and Forests


In Colorado, there are 41 state parks, managed by Colorado Parks & Wildlife (CPW). CPW manages more than 4,000 campsites, ranging from primitive backcountry sites for those who desire seclusion to full-hookup sites on the shores of massive reservoirs. State park campgrounds usually have potable water and frequently have electrical or full hookups. Flush toilet bathrooms, laundry facilities, and showers are also common. Camping fees include one camping unit for up to six people. A camping unit is defined as one passenger vehicle and two tents, or one motorized vehicle towing a camping trailer and one tent (if space allows). If space permits, one additional passenger vehicle and/or motorcycle may be parked at a campsite. There is a 14-day maximum stay allowed per park during any 45-day period. This may be 14 consecutive days or 14 days spread throughout the 45 days. Parents or guardians must accompany minors. Where pets are allowed, they must be on a six-foot leash unless utilizing one of the two off-leash dog areas at Cherry Creek State Park or Chatfield State Park. Alcoholic beverages are allowed at Colorado’s state parks, but bring cans not glass and enjoy responsibly. Quiet hours are from 10 pm to 6 am and are enforced by camp hosts.




BEFORE YOU GO


• Learn about the regulations and any special concerns that apply to the area you’re going to visit. What are the elevation and projected conditions?


• Obtain maps, permits, and emergency contact numbers in advance.


• Plan your trip and give a copy of your itinerary to a friend. Be clear about where you are going and when you expect to return.


• Plan your meals and do your grocery shopping in advance so that you have a stock of at least a few meals and a few gallons of water in the car.


• Make a checklist for gear, clothing, and food. Check it off as you pack.


• Check the condition of your gear and pack appropriate clothing for weather extremes. In Colorado, this often means being prepared for all four seasons at any time of year.


• Run last-minute errands (including going to the bank and gas station) and pack the car the night before you leave.


• Double-check the weather forecast for any surprises. Check road conditions, closures, and current construction at www.cotrip.org [URL inactive].





Since January 2019, all state park campgrounds are reservation only, which you can make 24/7 at www.cpwshop.com or by calling 800/244-5613 (ReserveAmerica.com has limited functionality for CPW customers). This allows campers to see what is available at the minute they hope to book, eliminating the prior three-day window where reservations could no longer be made and guests had to hope for an open first-come, first-served site. If you have questions about the changes, contact the CPW call center at 303/297-1192. Campers at state parks must also purchase a Daily Park Pass ($8) or an Annual Parks Pass ($80 per vehicle). You can also get an Annual Hangtag pass ($120), which is issued to individuals, not vehicles, and can be moved between vehicles. There are also: Aspen Leaf Passes ($70 per vehicle for Coloradans over 64 and over), Columbine Passes for Disabled Colorado Residents ($14), Disabled Veterans Passes (no cost), Centennial Passes for “income-eligible Colorado residents” ($14), Blue Spruce pass for disabled First Responders (no cost), Individual Daily Passes for walk-in/bike in access to select parks ($4) and Senior Lifetime Passes.


Colorado’s state parks hire temporary and volunteer campground hosts. Hosts usually receive a free campsite and utilities in exchange for greeting campers, helping them check in, and keeping the facilities clean. To find out more, visit https://cpw.state.co.us/aboutus/Pages/Temporary-Positions.aspx [URL inactive].


Commercial Campgrounds


In addition to the hundreds of campgrounds on public lands (most of which are managed by private concessionaires), there are numerous private, for-profit campgrounds on private land, including several chains found elsewhere in the country. There are 27 Kampground of America (KOA) campgrounds around Colorado (out of 500 total campgrounds nationwide). I’ve included a handful of the more pleasant, popular, or strategic Colorado KOAs in this book, but please know there are more out there, especially around bigger population centers (browse them on the KOA app). There are also three franchises of the Jellystone Park Camp Resorts in Colorado (in Larkspur, Estes Park, and Montrose), which are fun for families. Lately there are a few higher priced, modern campgrounds popping up, with glamping tents and cabins, and other amenities; examples are River Run RV Resort in Granby, Echo Canyon Campround near Cañon City, and Platte River Fort Campground in Kersey.
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Follow all posted rules and regulations, especially regarding quiet hours and fire restrictions.





CAMPING GEAR


Colorado is one of the epicenters of the world’s outdoor gear industry. Denver hosts the renowned Outdoor Retailer shows throughout the year, and the state is home to scores of companies producing the latest tents, sleeping bags, stoves, climbing gear, and apparel. Visit the REI Flagship store on the banks of the Platte River in downtown Denver (1416 Platte St., tel. 303/756-3100) to browse the latest camping and hiking gear, much of which is also available for rental.


Tents


Your options range from stringing a tarp between a few trees and crawling under it, to wall tents with integrated lighting and multiple entrances. Before you start looking at tents, ask yourself the following questions:


What time of year and at what altitude will I be camping? Sporting goods and camping gear companies make summer, three-season, and four-season tents, and prices increase dramatically with the number of seasons covered. In my opinion, three-season tents offer the best compromise between price and utility, especially since Colorado weather can easily span three seasons in a single day.


How many people will use this tent? If you are young and childless, a two-person tent will do the trick, with room for your sleeping pad and backpack and/or Labrador. You can go even smaller, with a one-person bivvy sack or a netted hammock. If you are family camping with the Brady Bunch, there are tents with multiple rooms, windows, shelves, and even doggy doors.




CAMPGROUND SHARING APPS


APPS FOR FINDING CAMPSITES:


Campsite-sharing apps are all the rage, for finding and booking traditional campgrounds on public lands, and also to explore the newly opened world of individuals renting out campgrounds or glamping sites on private land. Here are a few:


• The Dyrt (free, Apple iOS and Android) allows you to search, review and reserve campgrounds, based on crowdsourced, user-generated information regarding tent and RV sites, plus a few cabins. The Dyrt maintains an online space “for campers to connect with other campers” and boasts many thousands of reviews, campground photos, and videos for the 1,300 campgrounds it has listed in Colorado (out of some 35,000 total campgrounds nationally). The Dyrt also has direct-booking capability and millions of users.


• Hipcamp (free, Apple iOS) is a camping and glamping list with 750 campground listings in Colorado, including private and public campgrounds. Outside magazine’s article, “Hipcamp Just Made Booking Campsites Way Less Terrible,” reports on the company’s efforts to keep public lands campground info open and accessible.


• Campendium (free, iOS only) is another crowd-sourced database of campgrounds (28,000 nationwide), vetted and reviewed by nearly 200,000 members. They host an online community of campers who share site photos, GPS coordinates, camping fee updates, reviews and reports on local cell carrier coverage. The app has single-tap search for nearby RV parks, campgrounds on public lands, free camping sites, RV hookups, overnight parking, and dump stations.


• Tentrr (free, iOS only) specializes in upscale campsites, or “glampsites” on private land, and usually includes most of the gear you’ll need, making this service ideal for city-dwellers who don’t have their own camping gear. Tentrr also connects you to “CampKeepers,” or local hosts with “the inside info on all the secret swimming holes, best nearby adventures and quality local provisions.” At most Tentrr sites, you get a canvas tent on a wood platform, wooden camp chairs, fire pit, portable toilet, cookware and a queen-sized air mattress. In addition to glamping, they also list affordable primitive tent sites (which require you to bring your own tent and gear) located on private property.


• Wikicamps USA ($2.99, iOS only) is another powerful, crowdsourced database of campgrounds, but it has the added benefit of working offline when there is no cell service. You just have to pre-plot campsites, then download a personalized map onto your device before heading off-grid. Campground searches can be filtered by things like toilets, showers, hookups and pet-friendliness. In addition to basic details, each campground listing has user ratings, user reviews, prices, photos, and a weather forecast.


FOR FINDING FREE CAMPSITES:


Free Campsites (free, Android) is a community-driven platform for finding campgrounds and campsites. Boondockers Welcome ($30/year, www.boondockerswelcome.com) is a network of landowners who will let you boondock, or park your RV for free, on their property. Your RV must be self-contained (i.e. all sleeping, eating, cooking and sanitation must happen inside the vehicle, especially a toilet system and a built-in grey water tank). Founder Marianne Edwards calls it, “the driveway equivalent of couch-surfing,” which “saves on camping fees, builds community, and beats staying in a Walmart parking lot.” Hosts pay nothing and RVers pay a $30 annual subscription for an unlimited number of stays at any of the 44 host locations in Colorado (or the 1,700 host locations across North America).





Will I be car camping or backpacking? It’s all about weight. If you’re backpacking, you should buy the lightest tent you can afford. Car-camping tents are generally heavier, larger, and less expensive than tents intended for the backcountry (you can take a backpacking tent car camping, but you won’t want to take a car-camping tent into the backcountry).


How often and how long will I use this tent? A good tent can last a lifetime if it’s regularly maintained and properly stored. If you plan on camping frequently, buy the best tent you can afford. If you only go once or twice a year, save your money for the perfect sleeping bag.


Sleeping Bags and Pads


A sleeping bag doesn’t produce heat; it can only trap the heat your body generates. The heat is retained in the air trapped in the bag’s insulation. More loft equals more air and that equals more warmth. Sleeping bags are sold by temperature rating, size, and shape, and their prices are determined by type of construction and material. Unless you are doing winter camping or mountaineering, you’ll want a general purpose, three-season sleeping bag.


Temperature Rating: This is the lowest temperature at which the bag will keep you warm. Because there’s no universal standard, it’s determined by individual manufacturers. Therefore, temperature ratings are consistent within brands but not necessarily between brands, and to complicate the matter further, individuals have different sleeping temperatures (women usually sleep colder than men). As a rule of thumb, figure out the coldest temperature that you’ll experience and then pick a bag that’s rated 10 degrees colder than that. Zero-degree bags are a safe bet for summers and falls at high altitude, and on warm evenings you can always unzip them.


Size and Shape: Most bags now come in regular and long lengths. Extra air in a bag is difficult to heat and adds extra weight, but a small bag can make you claustrophobic. Pick the smallest bag in which you can comfortably sleep. Bags come in three cuts: mummy, rectangular, and semi-rectangular. Mummy bags are the narrowest and most efficient. Rectangular bags have room for tossing and turning but are not very efficient, and semi-rectangular bags are a good compromise between efficiency and comfort. Some companies are also making specific bags for women that are cut to accommodate narrower shoulders, wider hips, and colder sleeping temperatures.


Construction: A quality sleeping bag has a hood with a drawstring (you should be able to draw it tight and still breathe) and a draft collar. Humans lose 50 percent of their body heat through the head, so these features greatly increase the efficiency of a bag. You should be able to wear a hat inside the hood. A good bag also has a comfortable foot box, a sturdy zipper with an insulated flap, and a lifetime warranty. Sleeping bags are built with baffling to keep the insulation material evenly distributed. Baffles should run horizontally across the body. Box, slant, and V-tube baffles have the best heat retention properties.


Materials: A sleeping bag consists of a shell and fill material. The shell is usually a synthetic material with a water-repellent finish. Waterproof shells are not recommended because they trap moisture inside the bag. Fills are down or synthetic, and this can be the hardest decision to make when shopping for a bag. Down is more expensive, but it is superior for the insulation-to-weight ratio. If you are backpacking in a dry climate (most of Colorado), go with down. If you are car camping, synthetic is an excellent alternative. It is bulkier and heavier than down, but it’s also less expensive, more durable, and it stays warm when wet (down doesn’t). Synthetic fills come in a variety of brand names.


Sleeping Pads: Sleeping pads provide not only cushioning but insulation against the cold ground. Some pads come with a converter kit to turn into a camp chair. Sleeping pads come in four types: self-inflating, backpacking air pad, foam pads, and air mattresses. Foam pads are lighter, more durable, and less expensive. Self-inflating pads and backpacking air pads (some models include fill insulation to increase warmth) are more expensive and require more care, but they are a heck of a lot more comfortable. Both types come in a variety of sizes and thicknesses designed for specific activities. Newer pads have integrated foot pumps and instant deflate valves for even quicker setup and takedown.




CAMPER AND RV RENTALS


In addition to camper/RV sharing apps, there are plenty of rental companies, most based around Denver and the Front Range. Most companies reserve far in advance, and many are booked all summer, so plan ahead.


RV AND CAMPER RENTALS:


• LazyDays RV (970/278-1900, Lazydays.com,) Lazydays RV has a variety of campers for rent (or purchase) at its Denver and Loveland locations, from small motorhomes that sleep two people, to larger trailers and motorhomes that can accommodate a large family or group of friends.


• All Stars RV (Louviers, 720/348-0404, www.allstarsrv.com) has 35-40 units for rent (22 to 31-feet long) at a lot 6.5 miles south of C-470. They are the Denver dealer for El Monte RV, with pick up or drop off locations around the United States.


• Colorado Camper Rental (Denver, 303/443-1422, www.coloradocamperrental.com) has a large selection of towable travel trailers and pop-up campers for rent. They are located one mile east of I-25, off 58th Avenue. Rates are from $82 a day.
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If you don’t have your own camper, there are many rental possibilities in Colorado.





• Colorado Teardrops (720/432-6817, www.coloradoteardropcamper.com, offers a variety of lightweight teardrop-style trailers. Their trailers are compact enough to be pulled by almost any car, insulated for all four seasons, and spacious enough for a family (larger models feature a queen bed and 2 bunk beds). Rental prices vary, starting at around $85 a day.


• Rocky Mountain Campervans (720/593-0433, www.rockymountaincampervans.com) rents Custom Promasters Conversion Campers, Volkswagen Eurovans, Vanagons, and buses outfitted for camping. They operate year-round, even during ski season. Most vehicles have pop-tops, two beds (sleep 4), a sink, a refrigerator, and a stovetop. Rates are roughly $150-290 a night. One-way rentals to or from their second location in Las Vegas, Nevada (or other major cities) are possible, too.


APPS FOR RENTING VANS, CAMPERS, TEARDROPS, AND RVS:


• Outdoorsy (free, iOS) and RVshare (www.rvshare.com, online only) are two of the most popular peer-to-peer RV-sharing networks. Many renters list their vehicle on both sites. Both provide a reliable marketplace for renters and owners to list and book RVs, and both offer 24/7 roadside assistance and travel concierge services for travelers. Simply download the apps, open them up, and start browsing all the available campers in your town.






Cooking Gear and Food



Dehydrated, prepackaged meals (Mountain House and Good To-Go are several brands that cater to campers) are a great choice for saving weight in the backcountry or saving time at the campground—but at roughly $7 per meal, such meals may not be sustainable—especially since you’re not really limited by food weight when car camping. Inexpensive grains like pasta, couscous, and oatmeal go a long way. Whatever you’re packing, there are a few equipment essentials: lightweight nesting pots, a metal pot grabber, insulated mugs, a lighter and matches, utensil kit, and a strainer so you can do the dishes without leaving behind bits of food. Of course, you’ll want your favorite coffee-making device, frying pan, and a “sink,” which I make with a few plastic washbasins and a bottle of Pure-Castile Liquid Soap (Dr. Bronner’s or Purist are two earth-friendly soaps for washing both dishes and hands). A few dry dishrags are also indispensable.


Cooking over a campfire may be romantic, but in reality it can be difficult, time consuming, and not very efficient. The fire needs to be just right, you need some kind of grill, and your pots will turn black from the carbon. One alternative is to cook with a Dutch oven, an old-school cast-iron cooking pot with thick walls and a snug-fitting lid. Campers who have mastered the slow-cooking Dutch oven method often prepare elaborate layered lasagnas or enchiladas beforehand in the pot, then just place it in the coals at the campsite and kick back until dinner’s done.


The most popular option is a camping stove. These range from small, lightweight liquid-gas backpacking stoves to multi-burner tabletop and freestanding car-camping stoves and even barbecues. The middle ground is some type of tabletop unit that fits across the end of a picnic table. Coleman USA, based in Golden, Colorado, is the most long-standing camp stove manufacturer and is constantly tinkering with its windproof line of stoves and portable grills.


Keep in Mind: Windscreens and stove repair kits are extremely useful, as are carrying cases to keep the stove from getting everything else in your backpack dirty or greasy. A stove should have an adjustable flame. Push-button stoves are convenient, but you should always pack a lighter or matches. Never, ever use a stove inside a tent or cabin. Not only are tents flammable, they can also fill up with dangerous carbon monoxide.


Water Treatment


Developed campgrounds usually have safe drinking water but many don’t. I’ve tried to specify all of them in this book, but it’s always smart to have 2–5 extra gallons of water in your car, just in case, and some means of treating water from rivers and lakes. The simplest treatment method is to boil it. Boiling river water kills all harmful organisms. The next is a filter, SteriPEN, or iodine tablets. If you’re heading into the backcountry, you’ll need to treat all your water. Tablets require a little patience and taste a little funny, but they are foolproof and easy to use. Pump filters are used by the majority of backpackers. Ceramic filters are reliable, long lasting, and easy to replace. Be sure to air out your filter between uses.


Navigation


MAP AND COMPASS


An old-fashioned paper map and compass (in addition to the GPS app on your phone) are essential, and make sure you know how to use them. It’s a good excuse to take a short course on navigation at your local REI or mountain shop, or check with the nearest orienteering club for classes. Regional maps are often distributed at trailheads and visitors centers, and U.S. Forest Service (USFS) ranger stations have motor vehicle maps of their district and neighboring districts that are essential if you are going off the highway. For a true “lay of the land” map, you’ll need a topographic, or topo, map, which uses contour lines to indicate elevation, steepness, and the location of natural features. A topo map combined with a basic compass are essential if you step off the trail or travel into the backcountry. Topo maps come in many scales; the most popular for backpacking is 1:24,000. You can find these at your local mountain shop, order them from the United States Geological Survey, or download them onto your phone or device for offline use. For navigating in the car, a copy of the Colorado Atlas & Gazetteer is indispensable. There are some excellent and inexpensive map and tracking apps out there now to add to your arsenal.


GPS


GPS receivers use a system of 24 orbiting satellites operated by the U.S. Department of Defense to triangulate the unit’s position. GPS receivers work day and night, rain or shine, although their effectiveness is affected by the gadget’s type of antenna, processor chip, software, memory, and screen type. GPS receivers (or your phone via one of many GPS apps) can be used for determining your location and track, navigating from point-to-point, and entering and storing waypoints and routes. GPS receivers are incredibly useful in the backcountry, but always carry a paper map and basic compass for backup. One way to learn how your GPS app/device works is to practice geocaching, an activity available at some of the campgrounds in this book.


CLOTHING


What to Wear


Whether you’re car camping for a weekend or traveling into the backcountry for a week, the right clothing can be the difference between a trip you cherish and a disaster you’d like to forget. The key to success is dressing in layers: a base layer that manages moisture, a middle layer for insulation, and an outer layer that protects you from wind and rain. None of these layers should contain cotton, which cannot keep you warm when it gets wet with sweat or rain.


In the summer, when you’re most likely to experience hot, sunny days and afternoon thunderstorms, dress to stay cool and dry. Your base layer should include silk or synthetic briefs and a sports bra with a mesh tank or tee and lightweight shorts that transport moisture away from your skin. If you are fair skinned, are spending an extended amount of time at high elevations, or are selecting clothing for children, you could also consider base layers with an ultraviolet protection factor (UPF) rating. All fabrics interfere with ultraviolet (UV) radiation transmission to some extent, but clothing with a high UPF rating (between 25 and 50+) uses fiber, construction, dyes, or treatments to increase your protection. If you have any concern about UV radiation, skin cancer, or burning, a long-sleeved, lightweight top, lightweight pants, and a hat with high UPF ratings are essential for summer activities.
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Bring the essentials. Plus, welding gloves and an axe are helpful for campfires.







CAMPFIRE SAFETY


• Scattered campfire areas can scar the backcountry. If a fire ring is not available, use a camp stove for cooking.


• Where fires are permitted, use existing fire rings away from large rocks or overhangs.


• Don’t char rocks by building new fire rings.


• Don’t gather firewood anywhere where it is prohibited. This includes most national park campgrounds in Colorado.


• Don’t snap branches off live trees. You’ll hurt the tree and live wood doesn’t burn well.


• Put the fire “dead out” and make sure it’s cold before departing. Check by running the top of your hand a few inches over the drowned fire to feel for heat.


• Do remove all trash and food scraps from the fire ring and sprinkle dirt over the site.


• Remember that some forest fires can be started by a campfire that appears to be extinguished. Hot embers burning deep in the pit can cause tree roots to catch fire and burn underground. Check if it’s out and check again before leaving.


• Don’t bring in firewood from out of state. Colorado Parks & Wildlife warns visitors that brining firewood can spread pests and diseases. To protect the lands, buy local.
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Where fires are permitted, use existing fire rings away from large rocks or overhangs.








You’ll also want an insulating layer for cool afternoons and evenings. A lightweight fleece or wool sweater or even a lightweight synthetic or down vest can keep you warm after a storm and once the sun starts to set. If I’m camping at high altitudes, I’ll even bring a down sweater. Ultra-thin merino wool is effective, too.


Finally, bring a light shell for when afternoon thunderstorms roll in. A shell should block the wind and keep you dry. Choose your shell based on the weather you expect to encounter, your activity level, and the duration of the trip. When I’m participating in high-energy activities like backcountry skiing or running, a water-resistant/breathable shell or soft shell is often adequate in Colorado’s relatively dry winters, but if I expect to be fairly inactive, I prefer an insulated shell.


In the fall or winter, when low temperatures and snow are more likely, dress to stay cool during periods of high activity, warm during periods of low activity, and dry. For a base layer, wear silk, synthetic, or merino wool thermal underwear. Choose light, mid-weight, or expedition-weight garments depending on the season and conditions. For insulation, a merino wool sweater or fleece jacket (possibly with wind proofing) will trap warm air close to your body while transporting moisture away from your skin. If you expect to encounter very cold conditions, don’t leave home without a down sweater or vest.


Hiking Shoes and Socks


Many visitors to Colorado’s campgrounds enjoy taking to the trails. Before you leave home, think carefully about the kind of footwear you’ll need for this trip. Consider the shoe’s cut, the upper material and construction, midsole materials, support components, and the outsole. If you are enjoying day hikes in pleasant weather, a low- or mid-cut boot of synthetic and/or split-grain leather can provide protection and breathability. If you expect to spend a lot of time in and out of water, sandals or hybrid shoes like Keens might even be appropriate. If you are a backpacker who’s carrying moderate to heavy loads, you’re more likely to need a high-cut boot made from full-grain leather or a combination of split-grain leather and synthetic materials, with steel or plastic shanks for support.


Don’t forget that your footwear is only as good as the socks inside. Cotton is the kiss of death in both hot and cold weather. Many companies now sells liners, lightweight hiking socks, mid-weight backpacking socks, and mountaineering socks in wool, synthetics, and silk. The best combination of socks depends on your body temperature and activity level. Whenever possible, test your socks out before you take them camping and hiking.


HIKING FOOTCARE


Sore feet and blisters are often an inevitable part of backpacking and camping, but planning ahead can keep them from ruining your trip.


• Make sure your shoes fit well and break them in before hitting the trail.


• Pack the right socks and liners for your activity level. Like shoes, socks are best when test-driven at home.


• Treat hot spots as soon as they appear. You’ll need to keep moleskin, blister bandages, or (my personal favorite) duct tape, as well as antibiotic ointment in your first-aid kit in order to treat hot spots appropriately.


• Pack a lightweight pair of comfortable camp shoes so you can give your tired paws a break around the campfire.


• If sore arches, aching heels, or lower-back pain regularly prevent you from enjoying hiking and camping, try store-bought or custom-made inserts for extra support.


CLIMATE AND WEATHER


In Colorado, goes the old saying, if you don’t like the weather, wait five minutes. Colorado’s weather does change rapidly, not just with time but also with elevation and orientation. Colorado can be split into three topographical areas, each with its own climate patterns. In the east, the high plains slope upwards for 200 miles from Kansas and Nebraska to the base of the foothills, where elevations are 5,000 to 6,500 feet. The foothills rise to 7,000 to 9,000 feet and are backed by the mountain ranges, which climb from 9,000 to over 14,000 feet. This portion of Colorado straddles the highest peaks of the Continental Divide. West of the mountain ranges, a rugged plateau country of mesas and canyons extends to the border with Utah. Much of the state has a high-desert climate.


Seasons


In the eastern plains, the climate features low humidity and precipitation, abundant sunshine, moderate to high winds, and a large daily and seasonal range in temperature. These characteristics result in dry winters with very cold temperatures; windy springs with occasional blizzards; dry summers with hot days, cool nights, and big thunderstorms and hail storms; and a dry, comfortable autumn. The corridor along the foothills, where most of Colorado’s population is, enjoys milder temperatures than the eastern plains, including warming Chinook winds in the winter.




COLORADO’S FOURTEENERS


Fourteeners are peaks rising above 14,000 feet of elevation. In Colorado, there are 53 fourteeners—or 54, or 59, depending on who you ask and how you count the saddles between peaks. Yes, true peak-baggers take their mountain-counting seriously. The majority of fourteeners have nontechnical walk-up routes, but some require technical climbing and mountaineering skills. There are numerous guides to take you up many fourteeners safely. The Fourteeners Initiative is also a valuable source of information. The mission of this nonprofit organization is to protect and preserve the integrity of these peaks through stewardship and public education. The Fourteeners Initiative (Golden, 303/278-7650, www.14ers.org) offers volunteer opportunities to help preserve and protect these peaks, including field projects, trail maintenance, and the Adopt-a-Peak and Peak Steward programs. The following list groups the fourteeners by mountain range:


• Front Range: Longs Peak, Torreys Peak, Grays Peak, Mount Evans, Mount Bierstadt, Pikes Peak.


• Mosquito Range: Quandary Peak, Mount Democrat, Mount Lincoln, Mount Bross, Mount Sherman.


• Sawatch Range: Mount of the Holy Cross, Mount Massive, Mount Elbert, La Plata Peak, Huron Peak, Missouri Mountain, Mount Belford, Mount Oxford, Mount Harvard, Mount Columbia, Mount Yale, Mount Princeton, Mount Antero, Mount Shavano, Tabeguache Mountain.


• Sangre de Cristo Range: Kit Carson Peak, Crestone Peak, Crestone Needle, Humboldt Peak, Ellingwood Point, Little Bear Peak, Blanca Peak, Mount Lindsey, Culebra Peak.


• Elk Mountains: Capitol Peak, Snowmass Mountain, North Maroon Peak, South Maroon Peak, Pyramid Peak, Castle Peak.


• San Juan Mountains: Wetterhorn Peak, Uncompahgre Peak, Mount Sneffels, San Luis Peak, El Diente Peak, Mount Wilson, Wilson Peak, Handies Peak, Redcloud Peak, Sunshine Peak, Mount Eolus, Sunlight Peak, Windom Peak.


COLORADO’S THIRTEENERS


Fourteeners too trendy for you? Want to avoid the crowds—and that last thousand-foot slog to the summit? Colorado has 832 peaks rising above 13,000 feet of elevation! That’ll still get you way above treeline and on top of the world. There are numerous guidebooks out there that focus specifically on hiking these thirteeners. Some of these peaks are more technical than fourteeners, and others are non-technical walk-ups. Three recommended mountains to try are Atlantic Peak, James Peak, and Geissler Peak according to James Dziezynski, author of Hiking Colorado (Falcon Guides). All standard mountain and wilderness precautions should be taken for these mountains as you would with fourteeners.





In the mountains, climate varies dramatically with elevation and orientation. Precipitation increases with elevation and falls mainly on mountaintops and west-facing slopes. Generally, temperatures decrease with elevation, but mountain valleys can experience inversions, which result in colder temperatures at lower elevations. This phenomenon is especially common in the San Luis, Gunnison, Yampa, Eagle, and Fraser Valleys. Wind patterns depend on topography, but tend to be stronger east of the Continental Divide. Strong winds are common above the tree line and may exceed 50 or even 100 miles per hour in the winter. In the summer, afternoon thunderstorms are typical and can include hail, snow, and lightning.


In the canyonlands and plateaus of western Colorado, precipitation decreases and temperatures increase towards Utah. Most precipitation falls in the winters, which feature moderate temperatures at lower elevations. The valleys and canyons can get quite hot in the summers, but a short drive to higher elevation brings cooler temperatures. Wind patterns also depend on local topography, but tend to be less severe than in the mountains.


Winter Camping


Though most of Colorado’s developed campgrounds close down in the early fall before the snow starts flying, many stay open into the winter, often at a reduced fee and/or without basic services like running water. If you choose to camp in the winter, whether you’re in the frontcountry or backcountry, plan ahead to avoid the two biggest threats: frostbite and hypothermia. Dress in warm layers of wool, fleece, and down, and wear an outer layer that’s wind- and waterproof. Choose a four-season tent that will keep out the weather, and take care to keep snow and moisture out of it. (Don’t plan on sleeping in an igloo or snow cave unless you have an experienced friend to show you how to do this correctly.) You’ll need a high-quality sleeping bag, preferably mummy style with a hood, and a sleeping pad. Plan on sleeping in your long underwear and a warm hat. Eat lots of food! Your body needs calories to burn, especially calories from fat and protein. Finally, travel with a reliable buddy and educate yourself on Colorado’s winter weather and hazards. The Colorado Avalanche Information Center is an amazing resource for winter-sports enthusiasts. Follow weather and avalanche forecasts on its website (avalanche.state.co.us) and consider taking a class on avalanche safety.


Desert Camping


You’ll find high-desert environments across much of the state, more than you’d expect if you only have pictures of the lush mountain forests in your mind. This may mean high temperatures, low humidity, and very little shade, especially at campgrounds in Dinosaur National Monument, Colorado National Monument, Mesa Verde National Park, and Great Sand Dunes National Park. The biggest challenge of desert camping is the sun; you’ll need a hat, sunglasses, sunscreen, lip balm with a sun protection factor (SPF), and plenty of water. Don’t plan on finding water once you leave the interstate or the trailhead. Bring everything you need with you. You may be able to go without a tent, but a tarp can be a great source of shade. Be prepared for cold temperatures at night by bringing plenty of warm clothing (yes, you may want that down jacket) and a good sleeping bag. Try acting like the wildlife by adapting crepuscular habits. In other words, be active in the morning and evening when it’s cool, and use the hottest hours of the day to rest. Finally, keep an eye on conservation while you’re traveling in this delicate ecosystem. Never camp or walk on cryptobiotic soil, a castle-like crust of algae, fungi, moss, and other microscopic organisms that prevent erosion and take hundreds of years to grow.


Weather Fronts


“Everybody out of the river!” I shouted to my family the moment I saw the lightning-driven cold front headed straight toward us. We were camping in Dinosaur National Monument along the Green River, but this scenario could have taken place anywhere in Colorado. Before we’d even dried off and gotten back to our camp, a terrific squall collapsed half of our tent and attempted to toss our 12-by-12-foot shade structure across the river. My wife and I clung to it with all our strength as the rest of our camp was blown apart and the kids scrambled into the car. The temperature plummeted, everything got soaked, and then it all passed as quickly as it came. Colorado storm fronts can move at 30-50 miles per hour and will test all your campcraft skills. Be prepared for sudden changes in the weather throughout the summer months, especially in the afternoon.




WEATHER INDICATORS


• Cows lying in the field are a sign of rain.


• Geese fly low before bad weather arrives.


• Fish bite before rain.


• Smoke stays near the ground before a storm.


• Cottonwoods show the bottom of their leaves before rain.


• Woodpeckers call before rain falls.


• Dew on the grass means it won’t rain.


• Rings around the moon are a sign of coming rain.


• Spiders spin long webs on hot, dry days and short webs when bad weather is coming.


• Cloud and lightning icons on your phone’s weather app indicate possible afternoon showers.





Cold fronts are associated with high-pressure systems. They contain heavy, dense air that pushes warm air upward ahead of it. In general, the arrival of a cold front brings strong winds, low temperatures, poor visibility, and heavy but brief precipitation, followed by fine weather with occasional showers and clear skies.


Warm fronts are associated with low-pressure systems. They contain warm, light air compared to cold air, which they will overrun. Rising temperatures and continuous rain and snow indicate an approaching warm front. The front is followed by high clouds, intermittent showers, and poor visibility.


CLASSIFYING CLOUDS


Clouds are formed when water droplets condense in the air.


High clouds occur at 16,500-45,000 feet. They include cirrus, cirrostratus, and cirrocumulus. Cirrus clouds are high, thin clouds of ice crystals that are common in the Rocky Mountains.


Middle clouds occur at 6,500-25,000 feet. They include altocumulus, altostratus, and cumulonimbus clouds. Altostratus appear as a thick, gray sheet of clouds. They are common in the Rocky Mountains. When they thicken, rain or snow is approaching quickly.


Low clouds occur from the surface to 6,500 feet. They include stratus, nimbostratus, and stratocumulus clouds. Stratus are low, gray clouds that become fog close to the surface. When they rain, they’re called nimbostratus.


Vertical clouds extend from 1,600 feet up. They include cumulus, towering cumulus, and cumulonimbus clouds, often called thunderheads. Cumulus forms at the top of rising air. When they grow rapidly, they become cumulonimbus, which are common in the summer and bring lightning, heavy rain, and high winds.


Orographic clouds are formed by the interaction of air flow and mountainous terrain. They include cap clouds, which “cap” mountain summits, and lenticular clouds. These lens-shaped clouds form when strong winds blow over rugged terrain. They form on the lee side of mountains and ridges, the side sheltered from the wind, and may by stacked in layers like pancakes.


READING THE WEATHER


Storms Approaching: Cirrus clouds thicken from the south or west and become altostratus clouds. Several layers of clouds move in at various altitudes. Lenticular clouds become ragged. A change in wind direction accompanies a rapid temperature change.


Local Thunderstorms: Scattered cumulus clouds grow rapidly in the afternoon. Cumulus or cumulonimbus clouds approach in a line. Large cumulus clouds hang over a summit or ridgeline.


Strong Winds: Blowing snow on ridgelines or peaks. Ragged clouds moving rapidly. Lens-shaped clouds above or on the downwind side of peaks and ridgelines.


Good Weather: A cloudless sky and fog or haze at the valley bottom in the morning. Cumulus clouds appear in the afternoon but do not increase in size or number. Clear skies.


SAFETY AND FIRST AID


In addition to basic safety measures of camping and sleeping outdoors, Colorado’s mountain geography, high elevation, and unique environmental hazards add additional necessary layers of awareness and precautions.


First-Aid Training


For first responders, “wilderness” is defined as being one hour or more away from a hospital, which describes many of the campgrounds listed in this book. So even though I’m not taking my family into the backcountry, we may very well find ourselves an hour away from medical care. If you have the time, take a Wilderness First Responder (WFR) class, an intensive, scenario-based course, usually about 60 hours long over 8 straight days. If you can’t pull that off, at least take a Wilderness First Aid (WFA) course, often given over a weekend. Find courses near you or via the Wilderness Medicine Institute and the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS, www.nols.edu/wmi).


First-Aid Kit


It should go without saying that the knowledge and skills to use what’s inside any first-aid kid are as important as everything inside. That said, I like to divide my kit into four compartments for treating the following: (1) cuts, scrapes, and splinters; (2) burns; (3) meds for illnesses, and (4) trauma items like splints, sheers, tape, etc. If you buy a premade kit, spend some time before the trip going through all the contents and creating “what-if” scenarios to prepare yourself for the real thing. NOLS (see above) sells some excellent kits.
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Consider signing up for basic first responder training.





Hunting Season


I love fall. Golden aspen leaves shaking in the wind, the first signs of snow, the crack of rifles in the backcountry. Yes, Colorado attracts hunters from around the world. The state has hunting seasons for deer, elk, pronghorn, bear, mountain goat, bighorn sheep, mountain lion, moose, turkey, prairie chickens, waterfowl, and small game. Seasons vary with location, weapon, and animal. In most areas, big-game seasons begin in September and extend through January. If you’re planning a trip to the backcountry in the fall or winter, call Colorado Parks and Wildlife at 303/297-1192 or visit its website, www.cpw.state.co.us [URL inactive], to check on local hunting regulations or to acquire a license. If in doubt, be safe and dress yourself, your kids, and your pets in blaze orange so you’re not mistaken for a family of pronghorn.


Wildlife


BEARS


If you’re camping in Colorado, you are playing in bear country. Black bears are the smallest and most common bear in North America, and they are the only bear known to live in Colorado at this time. Population estimates range 8,000-12,000. Black bears can live for about 20 years in the wild. They run at speeds up to 35 miles per hour, and they are strong swimmers and climbers.


Black bears vary in size and weight by gender, season, and food supply. Adult males average 275 pounds and adult females average 175 pounds. They are about three feet tall when standing on all fours and five feet tall when standing upright. Black bears can be identified by their tracks, droppings, claw marks on trees, and sound. The most common sounds are woofing and jaw popping. Black bears are solitary animals, but they use trails just as humans do. They are intelligent and curious. They have good vision but rely on smell and hearing to locate food and warn them about danger. In Colorado, the most common black bear habitats are areas of Gambel oak and aspen near clearings with chokecherry and serviceberry bushes. They are omnivorous and will eat anything, from plants, berries, and nuts to carrion and trash.


Most conflicts between bears and humans result from careless handling of food or garbage. Once bears discover that human settlements are a food source, they quickly become pests and often have to be tagged, removed, and sometimes put down. By adhering to the following guidelines, you’ll save bears’ lives—and possibly your own.


Keep your camp clean. Never leave food or coolers unattended. Keep food out of your tent, and don’t eat and sleep in the same clothing. Burn grease off grills and camp stoves and keep your eating area clean.


Store your food and toiletries safely. Store food and coolers in your car trunk or suspended from a tree (at least 10 feet off the ground and four feet from the trunk). Use bear-proof containers when available.


Dispose of garbage properly. Put trash in bear-proof receptacles and pack it out. Never burn or bury food. Bears will dig it up.


Sleep away from food areas. Move a safe distance away from your cooking and food-storage sites to sleep.


Don’t surprise bears. Keep kids within sight at all times and keep dogs on a leash. Bears are most active at dawn and dusk, so take care when hiking at these times and in areas with reduced visibility. Talk or sing to avoid surprising them.


Learn more: Go to https://cpw.state.co.us/bears [URL inactive] and watch the short videos on what to do if you see a bear.


MOUNTAIN LIONS


The mountain lion is one of North America’s biggest cats and an important part of the Rocky Mountain ecosystem. In Colorado, population estimates range 3,000-7,000, but sightings are rare. This powerful predator lives on big game, especially deer, but they will also eat elk, small mammals, pets, and livestock. They vary in size and weight. Adult males can be up to eight feet in length and weigh 150 pounds on average. Adult females weigh 90 pounds on average.
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Bear lockers are safer than storing food in your car.





These solitary animals are most active from dusk to dawn, but they may hunt and travel during the day as well. In Colorado, lions are usually found in areas of piñon, juniper, ponderosa pine, and oak brush, and in areas with large deer populations. Lion and human interactions have increased as both human and lion populations grow, and as the lions’ habitats begin to overlap with mountain subdivisions and urban areas. Lion attacks are extremely rare, but if you are traveling in mountain lion country, follow these rules to be safe:


• Make lots of noise when you are out at dusk or dawn.


• Travel in groups.


• Supervise children closely and keep pets on a leash.


• Never approach a mountain lion or its kittens.


• Stay calm if you meet a mountain lion. Stop or back away slowly. Appear larger by raising your arms or opening a jacket. Pick up small children so that they cannot panic and run.


• Throw stones and speak firmly if a lion acts aggressively. If you are attacked by a lion, fight back. Lions have been driven away by prey that fights back.


SNAKES


The rattlesnake is the only poisonous snake in Colorado. Rattlesnakes live at elevations below 9,000 feet and are easiest to identify by their large triangular heads and the eponymous rattle on the tail. They’re easily confused with the nonpoisonous bull snake, which mimics the rattlesnake for its own protection. Rattlesnakes spend the cold months in winter dens and emerge in the spring and summer. They like to bask in the warm sun, especially on hard surfaces like trails and pavement. If you encounter a snake, freeze in place until you know where it is. Then move away slowly until there’s at least five feet between you and the snake and leave it alone! Snakebites are actually very rare, and more than one-third of bites are the result of people trying to handle or kill the snake.




CAMPSITE SANITATION


• Most campgrounds have composting vault toilets, also called pit toilets. Some are nicer than others, but most campground hosts take great pride in keeping a tidy toilet and you can help them by following all posted campground bathroom rules.




[image: Image]


There are still a few classic outhouses out there.





• Do not put any kind of garbage in vault toilets. Trash—such as plastic bags, sanitary napkins, and diapers—cannot be pumped and have to be picked out, piece by piece, by some unfortunate soul.


• If showers are available, bathe quickly so others can use the facilities.


• Use biodegradable soap for washing dishes and cleaning up. Scatter dishwater after food particles have been removed or drain in appointed area.


• Never litter.


• Scour your campsite for even the tiniest bit of trash and any other evidence of your stay. Pack out all the trash you can, even if it’s not yours.


• If bathrooms are not available, deposit human waste in catholes dug six to eight inches deep. Cover and disguise the cathole when finished. Make sure this is done at least 75 paces (200 feet) away from any water source.


• Use toilet paper sparingly. Pack it out.





ARACHNIDS AND INSECTS


Ticks: These miniature vampires live in brushy areas along fields and woodland edges and like to hitchhike on passing humans and animals. When a tick settles in for a feeding, it can transmit diseases. The most common in Colorado is Colorado tick fever, an acute viral illness characterized by fever, headache, and body aches, as well as lethargy and nausea. The disease is rarely life threatening, and there are no vaccines. Humans contract tick fever from Rocky Mountain wood ticks. Adult ticks emerge in late February or March and are abundant on south-facing brushy slopes. Perform regular tick checks in the mountains and avoid areas of high infestation in April, May, and June. There have been no human cases of Lyme disease in Colorado.


Spiders: Two types of poisonous spiders occur in Colorado—the widow and the brown recluse. Widow spiders like dark, undisturbed sites near the ground, like abandoned animal dens, window wells, and woodpiles. Their bites release a toxin that attacks the nervous system. Fortunately, widow spiders are nonaggressive and are unlikely to attack unless they’re in the nest guarding an egg sac. The brown recluse is very rare in Colorado, but it is occasionally transported here from other areas. Its venom damages human cells and can result in an ulcerous lesion that is very slow to heal.


Mosquitoes: These buzzing bloodsuckers were little more than annoying pests until West Nile virus and several strains of encephalitis were detected as mosquito-borne diseases in Colorado. West Nile virus results in flulike symptoms and, in very rare cases, a more serious brain infection. If you’re traveling in an area where mosquitoes are likely to thrive, wear long pants and long sleeves at dawn and dusk and consider using a DEET-based repellent. Citronella-based repellents can be effective for short periods of time, and there are all kinds of mosquito-repelling sticks and candles you can burn.


BARK BEETLES


Any visitor to northern, central, and southern Colorado will notice large stands of red and gray trees. In some areas, especially Summit, Eagle, Grand, Routt, Jackson, and Larimer Counties, it seems as if the whole forest has perished. These forests have been attacked by the mountain pine beetle (or MPB, Dendroctonus ponderosae), a native pest that now infects more than 1 million of the state’s 1.5 million acres of lodgepole and limber pine forests.


The mountain pine beetle has a year-long life cycle. In the late summer and early fall, the adult insects leave the dead trees in which they developed to seek out large-diameter, mature trees. They burrow into the bark of these new trees, forming a vertical tunnel that becomes the egg gallery. A mating pair lays as many as 75 eggs. When the eggs hatch, the larvae burrow away from the egg gallery and spend the winter and spring feeding on the tree. They are able to survive the winter by metabolizing glycerol, which acts like antifreeze. Additionally, they carry with them blue stain fungi that also attack and kill the trees, staining the sapwood blue in the process. When the weather warms, they transform into pupae, and finally emerge as mature adults in July and August, beginning the cycle anew. The trees they leave behind are usually red or yellow and already dead or dying.


How does a native insect wreak so much havoc? Historically, the MPB infected only mature trees that were already under stress. As epidemic conditions develop, the beetles attack healthy mature trees as well as small-diameter trees. Each infected tree produces enough new adults to kill two or more new trees. In a crowded, high-density forest, the beetles will ultimately attack nearly all of the trees, and once a tree is infected, nothing can be done to save it.


Colorado’s forests are more crowded and more mature today than they were 100 years ago due to fire suppression policies. Additionally, a decade-long drought that began in the 1990s stressed the trees, making them more susceptible to attack. Finally, prolonged exposure to extremely cold winter temperatures can kill off the beetle population, but those temperatures haven’t occurred in the last decade, so more beetles are surviving the winter than ever before.


The good news is that the outbreak has run its course in many areas. The bad news is that the dead forests pose threats to campers, wildlife, firefighters, and infrastructure. For now, state and national forest service personnel are trying to manage these areas with selective cutting, timber sales, and prescription burns. (The harvested wood, which is just as strong as uninfected wood, carries a unique blue stain that’s made it a popular material for furniture and homes.) They are also monitoring the ponderosa pine forests on the Front Range, into which the beetle epidemic has begun to move.


There are many other kinds of bark beetles in Colorado, including the pine engraver (Ips pini), which attacks small-diameter lodgepole pine, often in conjunction with the MPB. Another pest that may impact your experience in Colorado is the spruce beetle, which attacks high-elevation Engelmann spruce forests. The beetle has infested large stands of forest in the Rawah Range and the San Juan Mountains around the headwaters of the Rio Grande, and has decimated areas around Wolf Creek Pass, in the Never Summer Range, and on the Grand Mesa.


If you are recreating in a bark-beetle-infected forest, follow these guidelines from the USFS for avoiding falling trees:




CAMPING GEAR CHECKLIST


COOKING GEAR


• Camp stove and extra fuel


• Two pots and nonstick (or cast-iron) pan


• Water jug or plastic “cube,” minimum 2 gallons


• Nontoxic dish soap and scrubber


• Set of steel plates, cups, bowls, utensils


• Cooler, ice, drinks


• Itemized food bins, separated by meals, plus a fourth bin for hot drinks and spices


• Kitchen knife, cutting board


• Garbage bags


• One lighter for each camper


• Dish towels and rags


• Two or three plastic bins for washing dishes


• Spatula and stir spoon


• Pot grabber, potholder, can opener


• Salt, pepper, spices


• Matches, stored in resealable bags


GENERAL CAMP GEAR


• Kitchen tarp and/or shade structure


• Axe or hatchet, multi-tool


• Rubber mallet for pounding tent stakes


• Barbecue tongs


• Candles


• Picnic-table cover


• Grill


• Wood or charcoal


• Fire starter (treated bricks or just cardboard)


• Duct tape


• Flashlight and batteries


• Lantern


• Nylon rope for food hang


• Spade for digging cathole


• Toilet paper, baby wipes


• Toothbrush and toothpaste


CAMPING CLOTHES


• Wool or polypropylene long underwear


• Comfortable quick-dry pants


• Gore-Tex parka or jacket


• Rain pants


• Lightweight, breathable shirt


• Lightweight fleece jacket


• Medium-weight fleece vest


• Rain jacket, pants


• Sunglasses


• Swimsuit


• Wide-brimmed hat


• Gloves, scarf, ski cap year-round


SLEEPING GEAR


• Ground tarp


• Pillow (or just roll up your sweater)


• Sleeping bag


• Tent or bivvy bag


• Foam sleeping pad or air mattress


• Whisk broom and dustpan for tent


FIRST AID


• Wound care, bandages, Band Aids


• Plastic syringe for flushing out wounds


• Neosporin/antibacterial cream for cuts


• Roller gauze, sterile gauze pads


• Ace bandage, athletic tape


• After Bite for mosquito bites (before you scratch them)


• Pain reliever of choice


• Biodegradable soap


• Caladryl for poison ivy, oak, or sumac


• Campho-Phenique gel for mosquito bites (after you scratch them)


• Lip balm


• Burn kit


• Personal medications


• Mosquito repellent


• Sunscreen


• Tweezers


• Epsom salts for soaking splinters


FISHING GEAR


• All required permits and licenses


• Fishing reel with fresh line


• Fishing rod


• Knife


• Multi-tool or needle-nose pliers


• Small tackle box with lures, flies, hooks, split shot, snap swivels, and floats


MORE GEAR


• Deck of cards


• Folding chairs


• Guidebooks


• Hammock


• Mountain bike


• Canoe, kayak, or inflatable boat


• Binoculars


• Cotton bandanas


• Notebook and pen


• Roof rack/storage pod


• Heavy-duty picnic blanket


• Welding gloves for the campfire


• S’mores sticks or telescoping spears for fire





• Be aware of your surroundings and avoid dense patches of dead trees. They can fall without warning.


• Stay out of the forest when there are strong winds that could blow down trees. If you are already in the forest when winds kick up, head to a clearing out of reach of any potential falling trees.


• Place tents and park vehicles in areas where they will not be hit if a tree falls.


• When driving in remote areas of the forest, park close to a main road rather than on a spur or one-way section to avoid being trapped if a tree falls across the road.


• Have an ax or chainsaw to remove fallen trees from roads and trails in case you become trapped.


• Do not rely on cell phones for safety, as there is no coverage in many areas of the national forest.


Hazardous Plants


There are many poisonous plants in Colorado, including larkspur, water hemlock, and milkweed. Unless you are grazing on the foliage (or caring for horses), you don’t have to worry about most of them, but you could run into poison ivy. Poison ivy (along with poison oak and poison sumac) grows in Colorado up to elevations of around 8,500 feet. Watch for shrubs that range in height from a few inches to several feet, with a group of three bright green leaves at the top of the stem. The plant contains a pale yellow oil called urushiol, which causes a rash, blisters, and intense itching for one to three weeks. If you (or your dog or kids) are exposed, wash thoroughly with soap and water. Hydrocortisone creams may also help.


Giardia


Giardia is a microscopic organism that causes intestinal disorders. It is widespread in Colorado and occurs in mountain streams and lakes that otherwise look safe and taste good. Symptoms include diarrhea, gas, loss of appetite, stomach cramps, and bloating. They occur a few days to a few weeks after infection and should be treated by a doctor. To avoid giardia infection, treat any water you pull out of a river, creek, or lake either by boiling it, using iodine tablets, or using a water filter or pump.


Sunburn and Heat Illness


Sunburn is the most common danger in Colorado, where high altitudes result in very strong ultraviolet light. In addition to burning, excessive sun exposure can result in heat cramps and heat exhaustion. Protect yourself with a hat, long-sleeved clothing, and sunscreen, and drink lots of fluids. If you or a friend develops the symptoms of heat exhaustion (heavy sweating, fatigue, weakness, dizziness and cold, pale and clammy skin, increased pulse and respiration, normal to slightly elevated temperature, possible fainting, vomiting, confusion, and anxiety), cease physical activity, lie down in a cool place, apply wet, cool cloths, rehydrate slowly, and seek a physician.


Dehydration (and hyponatremia)


Drink water. Drink some more. Make everyone in your group raise their water bottles and drink a toast. Whatever works. Your body requires at least 8-10 cups of water a day, more during hot weather. Drink before you’re thirsty. If your urine is dark yellow or orange, you have a headache, or you’re nauseated, you could be experiencing dehydration. Drink water and replace your body’s electrolytes by eating foods with salt and sugar. Note: Be careful to ingest enough salts and food while you are hydrating, to avoid hyponatremia, a low-sodium condition resulting from excessive fluid intake.


Altitude Sickness


Acute mountain sickness (AMS) is the term applied to a group of symptoms resulting from reduced oxygen levels in the bloodstream, usually after an unacclimatized person makes a rapid ascent to altitudes above 8,000 feet, but it can occur at lower altitudes for some. Anyone can get AMS, even the physically fit. Signs and symptoms include headache, malaise, loss of appetite, shortness of breath, sleeplessness, dizziness, nausea, peripheral edema (swelling of the face or hands), and cyanosis (having a bluish appearance, especially around the mouth). These symptoms will disappear as your body adjusts—or they won’t and the only solution is to travel back down the mountain to safer elevations. To avoid AMS, take as long as you can to acclimatize at moderate altitudes. Take it easy and avoid strenuous exercise when you’re adjusting. Drink plenty of water, avoid alcohol, and ask your doctor about taking aspirin. If you have a heart condition, lung disease, or diabetes, consult your physician before traveling in the mountains. If symptoms are severe or if there are signs of confusion or loss of muscle condition, see a doctor immediately.


Lightning Strikes


Colorado ranks third in the nation in lightning casualties, so it’s a good idea to learn to protect yourself from this natural threat. Most strikes occur in the early afternoon in thunderstorm season and in open, unprotected areas. Hikers in the high country, on exposed ridges above the tree line, are especially prone to lightning strikes. To protect yourself, follow the 30/30 rule. If the time between the lightning flash and the thunder is less than 30 seconds, seek shelter. Don’t resume activities for 30 minutes after the last thunder.


What’s a safe location? Buildings designed for year-round use are the safest locations. Avoid open shelters. Once you’re inside, avoid metal objects and using water. If there are no safe buildings, wait inside a car with a hardtop roof. Never take shelter under a tree. If you’re in an open area, crouch on the balls of your feet, at least as far away from a tree as it is tall. Reduce your contact with the surface as much as possible. If you have a foam sleeping pad or air mattress, sit on that with your heels and bottom touching each other (to form a circuit away from your heart, if a strike occurs nearby).


Hypothermia


Hypothermia is the mental and physical collapse that results from lowered body temperatures. It is caused by exposure to cold, often fiercely enhanced by exposure to water and wind. Symptoms include shivering, slurred speech, forgetfulness, irrational behavior, clumsiness, drowsiness or exhaustion, and a lack of concern about discomfort. Usually companions will notice hypothermia before the victim does.


To prevent hypothermia, stay dry and out of the wind. If you get wet, change clothes, dry off, build a fire and drink hot fluids. Make camp while you still have energy. Always dress in layers and pack adequate clothing for mountain weather and wilderness survival.


If a companion is suffering from hypothermia, seek medical help immediately. Remove wet clothing and replace them with warm, dry clothes or blankets. Give the victim warm, sweet drinks, but avoid caffeine and alcohol. Encourage the victim to move arms and legs to create muscle heat, and if he or she can’t do this, place warm bottles in the armpits, groin, and neck and head areas.


Frostbite


Frostbite is the freezing of the deep layers of the skin. The skin becomes numb and hard and turns pale and waxy white. It usually affects the fingers, hands, toes, feet, ears, and nose. The victim should be moved to a warm, dry area, and wet or tight clothing should be removed. Place the affected body part in a warm-water bath and monitor the temperature. Warm the tissue slowly. Warming should take 25-40 minutes. Do not rub the tissue or pour water over it. The affected area may become puffy and blister as it warms. When normal feeling returns, dry and wrap the area and keep it warm. If it becomes cold again, do not warm the area as this could lead to more severe tissue damage.
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