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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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1 Hiking on the Continental Divide, the backbone of North America.
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2 Enjoying a hiking–hot springs combo.
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3 Witnessing cliff dwellings and rock art in ancient, sacred lands.
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4 Climbing the shifting mountains at Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve.
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5 Summiting a thirteener.
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6 Stepping above tree line from a high mountain pass.
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7 Wandering through impossible rock formations.
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8 Entering Devil’s Kitchen in Colorado National Monument.
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9 Communing with wildflowers and wildlife: think columbines, marmots, and mountain goats.
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10 Walking on a piece of the Colorado Trail, a 567-mile footpath through six wilderness areas and national forests.






HIT THE TRAIL



Colorado is a boundless, jagged, sublime playground for hikers. This book covers day hikes of 2 to 12 miles in length—some are flat and easy, others are burly and hard. There are 75 trails here, covering as much of the state as possible and as many habitats, biomes, and kinds of hikes as I could find. I hiked them all in under a year, for a total of 334.3 miles, 63,833 vertical feet, and 10,000 miles on our family minivan. Still, this list is only the tip of the mountain.


Colorado’s trail options are overwhelming: 350 miles of hiking trails in Rocky Mountain National Park alone, plus three other national parks and a plethora of national monuments, historic sites, and recreation areas. For long-distance backpackers, the Colorado Trail spans 567 miles from Denver to Durango. Add that to 42 state parks and innumerable municipal open space systems, and you’ve got more hiking opportunities than most could handle in a lifetime.


That’s where this book comes in. I’ll help you whittle down your options so you can choose from the best bang-for-your-buck trails, whether you’re looking for lakes, rivers, peaks, wildlife, wildflowers, or just a breath of fresh air. Hike to the crest of the Continental Divide, walk through thick, fairytale aspen groves, or commune with mountain goats on a snow-capped peak. After traveling the trails, sample Colorado’s craft beers and spirits, natural hot springs, historic railroad routes, and runnable rivers. Use this book to guide yourself not just to trailheads, but also all around the Centennial State.


Moon Colorado Hiking offers a range of trail difficulties, including easy/moderate trails for casual hikers and families, and also steep summits, high lakes, several thirteeners, and one via ferrata (involving a vertical cliff face), so intermediate hikers will find challenges as well.


Now, look up and around, drink a deep breath of mountain air, and take a step forward as I wish you: good hiking!
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WEST MAROON TRAIL






HIKING GETAWAYS



Day Hiking & Outdoor Tasting


Most of Colorado’s best craft breweries are conveniently located near trailheads. There’s nothing more natural than following a morning hike with an outdoor tasting patio. In any of these places, follow your day hike with lunch and a beverage in an open-air beer garden, hopefully with a view of the peak you just summited. Here are some notable pairings along the Front Range:


FORT COLLINS


Climb to Horsetooth Rock (6.5 miles, 1,584 feet elevation gain) then head to downtown Fort Collins to New Belgium Brewing Company for a tour and a tasting of their famous Fat Tire Amber Ale.


BOULDER


Eagle Wind Trail at Rabbit Mountain Open Space near Lyons offers an easy 3.8-mile hike with scenic views and a possible pairing with Spirit Hound Distillers, home of international gold medal-winning “Whisky of the Year 2022.”


McIntosh Lake Loop in Longmont is a flat 3.5-mile hike with picturesque lake views, just a couple miles up the road from Oskar Blues Homemade Liquids and Solids, an oasis on the south edge of Longmont, with a large outdoor patio and locally famous brews like Dale’s Pale Ale.


Hogback Ridge Trail, in the northern part of Boulder, is a moderate 2.8-mile hike with scenic views, and the trailhead is a stone’s throw from Upslope Brewery’s NoBo tasting room and porch.


NCAR Ramble Loop is a moderate 3.4-mile hike in south Boulder, up the road from Southern Sun Pub & Brewery, with a perfect view back up the mountain.



DENVER



North Table Mountain Park has a fantastic trail system with many options; afterward, visit The Golden Mill for pour-your-own tap rooms, a food court, and a multilevel deck overlooking the rapids of Clear Creek.
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THE GOLDEN MILL





COLORADO SPRINGS


Explore the beauty of Garden of the Gods Park in Colorado Springs on an easy hike, then unwind at Red Leg Brewing Company with a Prospector’s Pick Kolsch.


National Parks Road Trip


Using any combination of Colorado’s 13 national parks and monuments as anchors for a loop around the state is a no-brainer and would carry you to every corner of the state. Here’s an example of a 14-day, counterclockwise, Denver-based loop around the state, based entirely on national parks and monuments. This trip is intentionally ambitious, with quite a bit of driving. Feel free to take any portion of this route and adjust it to your time and needs.


DAYS 1-2


Start in Denver and drive to Rocky Mountain National Park. Spend the day hiking and exploring the park’s lakes, waterfalls, views, wildlife, and ecosystems. Stay overnight in Estes Park or Fort Collins to explore additional local trails and treats.


DAYS 3-4


Drive clear across the state on I-70 to Grand Junction, Fruita, and Colorado National Monument; camp at Saddlehorn Campground atop a cliff inside the monument; hike Monument Canyon Loop Trail at sunrise.
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MONUMENT CANYON LOOP TRAIL





DAYS 5-6


Drive southeast through Montrose to Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park. Camp in the national park on the south rim and enjoy the view across such a dramatic canyon. Hike along the rim as the sun sets, then stargaze in one of the darkest skies in the country.


DAYS 7-8


Enjoy the dramatic drive along the Million Dollar Highway (US-550) through Silverton and Durango to the Four Corners area and Mesa Verde National Park, where you can stay at an upscale lodge inside the park and take a guided tour of the ancient cliff dwellings. Or wake up early and follow signs to Petroglyph Point on your own.
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MESA VERDE NATIONAL PARK





DAYS 9-10


Drive east through Pagosa Springs and over Wolf Creek Pass to Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve. Hike to the top of the tallest dunes in North America, then slide down the sandy slope. Spend the night in the park at Piñon Flats Campground, where you can commune with the dunes, before heading out to discover the rest of San Luis Valley and the Sangre de Cristo Mountains.


DAYS 11-12


Head east across the plains to La Junta and Bent’s Old Fort National Historic Site, where rangers dress in period garb and you feel like you’ve traveled back in time; enjoy the perimeter trail while pondering history, then head south to hike in the Comanche National Grasslands.


DAYS 13-14


Return to Denver. Check off one last hike at Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge; catch a glimpse of the bison or elk herds while bald eagles and traffic from nearby Denver International Airport soar overhead.



BEST BY SEASON



Mountain weather is funny and flippant. It’s also challenging to divide into four neat seasons. Funny memes about Colorado weather list extra seasons such as Fool’s Spring, Second Winter, Spring of Deception, Third Winter, Mud, and Road Construction. The daily temperature and condition fluctuations add to the uncertainty of which jacket to wear. The old trope is, “If you don’t like the weather in Colorado, wait five minutes.” Experienced hikers know to be prepared for just about any kind of weather, at any time of year, at any time of day.


Winter


▪  Chicago Lakes Trail to Idaho Springs Reservoir: Strap on some snowshoes at the Echo Lake trailhead and follow the trails west and then north toward the reservoir. Even a beginner can get some steps in here, since you can go as far out as you like before turning around.


▪  Green Mountain West Ridge: This alternative route to one of Boulder’s highest peaks is a brisk winter walk and not as steep as starting from the east side. It follows a lesser traveled ridge and ends with views across Boulder. It’s often icy in the winter, so bring traction.


▪  Garden of the Gods Lollipop Loop: Garden of the Gods is less crowded and much cooler in the winter, making it an ideal time to visit. Choose among numerous trails and short loops, and if there is snow on the monuments, it’s like another world.


▪  Lake Isabelle via Jean Lunning/Pawnee Pass Trails: These designated snowshoe trails are often packed down and are relatively flat, depending on how many folks have gone up since the last snowfall. Be prepared for fierce winds, since this area is right below the Continental Divide.


Spring


▪  Fountain Valley Loop: Just south of Denver, these formations are impressive with or without snow, both of which may happen in spring. This trail holds up well in muddy conditions, which sometimes create trail closures in other parts of Colorado in the spring.


▪  Horsetooth Falls and Horsetooth Rock Loop: Hit this trail near Fort Collins while you’re waiting for the higher mountains to thaw from winter. Close to town, it gives a nice perspective of the Front Range any time of year, but it’s particularly brisk and less crowded in spring.


▪  High Dune Trail: Medano Creek hits peak flow in late May to early June, and sand temperatures are still cool enough to climb. That makes spring ideal for a visit to Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve.


▪  Monument Canyon Loop Trail: This high desert trail on the Western Slope is hikeable year-round but can be unbearably hot if you wait too long in the season. Spring brings empty trails and cool temps.



Summer



▪  Trading Post Trail: Sunrise at Red Rocks on a cool summer morning is an iconic Colorado tradition. Join your fellow sun worshippers in the bleachers of the famous amphitheater before hiking the short loop.


▪  Deluge Lake Trail: Tackle this climb to an icy lake above 11,700 feet. It’s not clear of snow and ice until at least midsummer, making it perfect for a late July excursion.


▪  Little Molas and Molas Lake Trail: Bite off this small but mighty segment of the Colorado Trail as it straddles Molas Pass near Silverton. It’s high enough to be covered by snow in all but a few months during the summer, when it commonly bursts with wildflowers.


▪  Crag Crest Trail to Beginning of Ridge Walk: Climb above the trees to a rocky ridge walk on the Grand Mesa. This trail is a good way to get up above tree line when temperatures climb in the lower parts of the Western Slope.


Fall


▪  Ouzel Falls: A water-soaked river walk in Rocky Mountain National Park, through a tunnel of bright colors in the leaves make this an autumn classic.


▪  West Maroon Trail: Witness epic fall foliage in this forest near Aspen. Hike through vast and giant aspen groves with a background of jagged peaks.
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ASPEN GROVES ON WEST MAROON TRAIL





▪  Kenosha Pass West: Aspen-carpeted, rolling section of the Colorado Trail (CT) near South Park. Golden yellow groves reach in both directions here as the CT crosses Kenosha Pass, offering a short forest-bathing hike.


▪  Petroglyph Point Trail: Cooler temperatures and fewer visitors are the rewards of visiting Mesa Verde National Park (or any national park) during the shoulder season, especially in the fall, after school has started and far fewer travelers are on the road.



BEST SUMMIT TRAILS



▪  Mount Sanitas Loop: Boulderites adore this local loop with a steep ascent, for both fitness climbs and sunrise serenity.
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MOUNT SANITAS SUMMIT





▪  Greyrock Mountain with Meadows Trail Loop: This strenuous ascent has a wonderful reward on a massive, granite, otherworldly mountain top.


▪  Mount Chiquita: Deep in the northern folds of Rocky Mountain National Park, this thirteener is one of three peaks right in a row, accessed from Chapin Creek Trailhead.


▪  Buffalo Mountain Trail: The distinct profile of this mountain is usually only experienced through car windows as people zip by on I-70, but it hides a steep and challenging trail to the top, which is a favorite mountain goat hangout.


▪  Sniktau Mountain Trail: Starting above tree line on Loveland Pass, this hike is one of the easier ways to bag a thirteener and see a marmot—and it’s a common training hike before people take on a fourteener.



BEST ALPINE LAKES



▪  Lake Haiyaha: One of many small high alpine lakes strung together by short trails in Rocky Mountain National Park.
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LAKE HAIYAHA AT DAWN





▪  Watanga Lake via Roaring Fork Trail: A high, lonely lake in Indian Peaks Wilderness.


▪  Keener Lake Trail: You’ll have to get up on top of the Flat Tops Wilderness to find this gem.


▪  West Maroon Trail: One of the first rewards of entering the Maroon Bells, Crater Lake is featured on the cover of this book.


▪  Whitney Lake Trail: A short, steep walk through the forest brings you to this deep, cool mountain lake.


▪  Turquoise Lake Trail: A family-friendly trail that can be adjusted as needed, and gives access to fishing, boating, and campgrounds.


▪  Willow Lake Trail: This rocky, waterfall-adorned lake in the Sangre de Cristo Wilderness is a gateway to even higher peaks.



BEST EASY HIKES



▪  Lake Ladora and Lake Mary Loop: A flat, exposed, sometimes blustery trail through an animal sanctuary out toward the Denver International Airport, this is one of the easier trails to get to from downtown Denver.


▪  Kinnikinnick and Tungsten Loop Trail: Short, flat, with several possible loops, then hot cocoa and popcorn at the Train Car Café in Nederland.


▪  Garden of the Gods Lollipop Loop (Gateway, Central Garden, Scotsman, and Palmer Trails): This iconic park in the city of Colorado Springs has world-renowned red rock formations and a fun network of easy trails winding through them.


▪  Bent’s Old Fort Nature Trail: Travel back in time to this historic reenactment of an 1830s trading post on the old Santa Fe Trail; there is a short, flat trail around the fort, part of it along the Arkansas River.
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BENT’S OLD FORT NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE





▪  Hahns Peak Lake Loop: Among stunning wildflowers and shady tree groves, this loop travels along the water’s edge of a small lake just north of Steamboat Springs.


▪  Devil’s Kitchen: An easy hike that takes less than an hour to stroll up to a remarkable natural rock room with an awesome name.



BEST HIKES NEAR HOT SPRINGS



▪  Uranium Mine Trail: This hike is close to downtown Steamboat Springs, where you’ll find Old Town Hot Springs on the main drag or Strawberry Hot Springs a few miles up the road.


▪  Hanging Lake Trail: The next exit down the highway from the trailhead is Glenwood Springs, home to the largest mineral hot springs in the world, plus Yampah Vapor Caves and Iron Mountain Hot Springs—plenty of soaking options.
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THE LARGEST MINERAL HOT SPRINGS IN THE WORLD IN GLENWOOD SPRINGS





▪  Zapata Falls and South Zapata Lake Trail: It’s a short drive from the trailhead to Joyful Journey Hot Springs Spa, which has accommodations, food, and mineral-rich soaking pools.


▪  Ouray Perimeter Trail: For half this hike, you can see the steam rising from the public hot springs near the trailhead, which you should enjoy the moment you complete the loop.


▪  Cascade Creek Trail: This trailhead is only a few miles up US-550 from Durango Hot Springs and Spa, a roadside natural feature with a variety of temperatures, soaking pools, massage services, and a taco truck.


▪  Sheep Creek Hot Springs Trail: Despite its name, there are no viable soaking springs on the hike itself. However, less than one hour’s drive to the east is Pagosa Springs, a Colorado mountain town with three downtown hot springs to choose from, some with pools right in the San Juan River.



BEST DOWNTOWN HIKES



▪  Clear Creek Path Downtown Loop: Walk along Clear Creek through charming downtown Golden, with views of the surrounding table mountains.


▪  Red Rocks and Anemone Trail: This beautiful, varied trail is like a rugged extension of downtown Boulder’s famous Pearl Street, but you’d never know you were still in town after you hike up to the first viewpoint.


▪  McIntosh Lake Loop: Enjoy a meditative, peaceful, completely flat trail around a tranquil lake with impressive views of Longs Peak, a fourteener to the west.


▪  Riverbend Ponds Loop: Walking or biking distance to several of Fort Collins’s famous local breweries, this is a nice flat system of trails, popular with birders, to get some quick steps in; part of it is along the Cache la Poudre River.


▪  Historic Arkansas Riverwalk: This reclaimed downtown space in Pueblo is now popular with walkers, joggers, and families, as the trail passes numerous places to sit and order some food or beverages.
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DOWNTOWN PUEBLO RIVERWALK





▪  Cucumber Gulch Trail: This gentle hike through a vibrant wetland preserve in Breckenridge has a high probability of encountering wildlife and wildflowers.


▪  Animas Mountain Trail: A challenging hike out of a neighborhood in Durango that takes you to the top of one of the high points around this southwestern mountain town.





DENVER METRO



Located in the folds of landscape where the Great Plains meet the mountains, Denver, a city of some 711,000 people (plus another few million in the surrounding burbs and towns), has been a gateway to the Rocky Mountains for thousands of years. The Mile High City—named so because the steps of its capitol building are 5,280 feet above sea level—lies in the middle of ancient and modern pathways, for both humans and animals. While Denver serves as an important crossroads of train routes, highways, and flights from around the world, this chapter takes you out of downtown Denver to some of the prime parks and paths within a short trip from the city, to trails near towns like Littleton, Golden, Evergreen, Idaho Springs, and Bailey.


 


1   Chicago Lakes Trail to Idaho Springs Reservoir


DISTANCE: 4.1 miles round-trip


DURATION: 2-3 hours


EFFORT: Moderate


 


2   Evergreen Mountain, Wild Iris, and Brother’s Lookout Loop


DISTANCE: 7 miles round-trip


DURATION: 3.5 hours


EFFORT: Moderate


 


3   Scout Line Trail


DISTANCE: 3.6 miles round-trip


DURATION: 2 hours


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


4   Clear Creek Path Downtown Loop


DISTANCE: 2.4-mile loop


DURATION: 1 hour


EFFORT: Easy


 


5   North Table, Cottonwood Canyon, Tilting Mesa Loop


DISTANCE: 6.1 miles round-trip


DURATION: 2-3 hours


EFFORT: Moderate


 


6   Trading Post Trail


DISTANCE: 1.4-mile loop


DURATION: 1 hour


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


7   Lake Ladora and Lake Mary Loop


DISTANCE: 2.7-mile loop


DURATION: 1-2 hours


EFFORT: Easy


 


8   Fountain Valley Loop


DISTANCE: 2.6-mile loop


DURATION: 1.5 hours


EFFORT: Easy-moderate
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LAKE LADORA TRAIL






1 Chicago Lakes Trail to Idaho Springs Reservoir



ARAPAHO AND ROOSEVELT NATIONAL FORESTS
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A breathtaking lake-to-lake trek at over 10,000-foot elevation, on a varied trail with views of surrounding peaks.


BEST: Winter Hikes


DISTANCE: 4.1 miles round-trip


DURATION: 2-3 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 700 feet


EFFORT: Moderate


TRAIL: Narrow dirt path, some rocky sections


USERS: Hikers, leashed dogs, horses, snowshoers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: USGS topographic map for Idaho Springs


TRAILHEAD: Echo Lake


FACILITIES: Bathrooms, shelters, and picnic area at trailhead


CONTACT: Arapaho and Roosevelt National Forests, Clear Creek Ranger District; 970/295-6600; www.fs.usda.gov/arp
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This trail is located on the road to Mount Blue Sky, which is the highest paved road in North America, reaching the summit at 14,260 feet above sea level. The higher part of the road is only open from Memorial Day to Labor Day, but Echo Lake Park and the trailhead to Chicago Lakes Trail is accessible year-round and is, in fact, a popular snowshoeing destination in winter. The longer version of this hike continues to Chicago Lakes, a stunning high alpine basin in the Mount Evans/Mount Blue Sky Wilderness, and most people refer to the entire trail as “Chicago Lakes Trail,” no matter where you decide to turn around. Like most out-and-back routes, you can go as far as you like. This shorter version takes you just past Idaho Springs Reservoir and back.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.5: Echo Lake Trailhead to Chicago Creek Drainage



Begin at the trailhead on the west side of the parking area and head south along the western shore of Echo Lake. Starting at 10,600-foot elevation, the trail is wide and flat for the first 0.3 mile until you hit the southwest corner of the lake, where you’ll turn right (west) up the small hill. Follow the trail to the south around a rocky ridge, where the trail begins descending the sometimes-steep mountain face. This is the Chicago Creek drainage; you’ll notice some buildings and barns far below, and you may start hearing the rushing water in the creek.



[image: Image] MILE 0.5-1.25: Chicago Creek Drainage to Chicago Creek



Continue south on the trail, heading down and across the slope, gently descending and passing a few exposed rocky sections with views of peaks on the horizon. After hiking a couple of switchbacks, you’ll finish your descent at Chicago Creek, 1.25 miles from the trailhead. The buildings and barns you saw from above are downstream of this crossing.



[image: Image] MILE 1.25-1.7: Chicago Creek to Idaho Springs Reservoir



From the creek, take the log footbridge across the water, then head up the bank to the narrow dirt-and-gravel Idaho Springs Reservoir Road. Turn left (south) onto the road and continue walking uphill through a canyon of trees for about 0.5 mile. Hikers are allowed to pass through here but note that it is private property on either side of the road until the reservoir. At 1.7 miles, you’ll reach the Idaho Springs Reservoir, where catch-and-release fishing is allowed. There is a large dam with a massive, fenced-in spillway. For views of the falls downstream (to the north), walk out onto the dam. After enjoying the sights, continue south along the western shore to the other end of the reservoir.



[image: Image] MILE 1.7-2: Idaho Springs Reservoir to Mount Evans/Mount Blue Sky Wilderness Trailhead



At the other end of the reservoir is a labyrinth, a spiral path made of round stones. A hand-painted sign there reads, “There are many reasons for walking a labyrinth. It could represent our path through life, could be a meditation. It could express a request or intent (World Peace).” After your meditative spiral walk, continue on the trail past a couple private cabins to a rough, but official, trailhead where the Chicago Lakes Trail continues into the Mount Evans/Mount Blue Sky Wilderness, a dreamland of high lakes, peaks, and ridges.



[image: Image] MILE 2-4.1: Mount Evans/Mount Blue Sky Wilderness Trailhead to Echo Lake Trailhead



From this higher trailhead, you can continue on for a longer hike or turn around and head back the way you came—down the road, across the footbridge, and then up the switchbacks to climb out of the Chicago Creek drainage to arrive at Echo Lake.


DIRECTIONS


From Denver, drive west on I-70 and, as you pass through the town of Idaho Springs (about 30 miles west of downtown Denver), take Exit 240, turning south onto CO-103, aka Mestaa’Ėhehe Pass Road (formerly Squaw Pass Rd.). Continue 14 miles up this twisting, winding road to Echo Lake Park. The trailhead is west of the parking area, on your right.


GPS COORDINATES: 39.65999, -105.60458 / 39° 39’ 35.9958”, -105° 36’ 16.5168”
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LOG FOOTBRIDGE ON CHICAGO LAKES TRAIL







[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BREWS


Head to Idaho Springs for that post-hike beer and/or burrito. It’s a highway town with many pit stop options, but try Tommyknocker Brewery and Pub (1401 Miner St., Idaho Springs; 303/567-2688; tommyknocker.com; 11am-8pm daily), a lively, industrial brewpub, right on the town’s main drag.






2 Evergreen Mountain, Wild Iris, and Brother’s Lookout Loop



ALDERFER/THREE SISTERS PARK
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One of many loop possibilities, this trail combo leads to granite peaks and overlooks.


DISTANCE: 7 miles round-trip


DURATION: 3.5 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 1,184 feet


EFFORT: Moderate


TRAIL: Narrow to wide dirt path


USERS: Hikers, mountain bikes, horses, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: USGS topographic map for Conifer and Evergreen


TRAILHEAD: West


FACILITIES: Bathroom at both trailheads


PARK HOURS: 6am-8pm daily


CONTACT: Jefferson County Open Space; 303/271-5925; www.jeffco.us
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Alderfer/Three Sisters Park boasts 16.1 miles of trails leading through 1,135 acres, adjacent to the mountain town of Evergreen at 7,700-foot elevation. There are two main trailheads, East and West, either of which could work for this loop. The four peaks that most people try to incorporate are Three Sisters and one Brother; they are exposed granite high points, all in a cluster just north of East Trailhead (30357 Buffalo Park Rd.).


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-2.3: West Trailhead to Evergreen Mountain Summit



From the parking lot at the West Trailhead, walk south across Buffalo Park Road to the turnoff for Wild Iris Loop. Turn right (southwest) to go counterclockwise on Wild Iris Loop. Cross an open area, then make another right (south) toward Evergreen Mountain West Trail. Here the trail enters the forest and starts a steady climb. At 2 miles in, there’s a junction leading to a scenic overlook; follow the short detour and climb to the top of the overlook—it’s worth it. After you’ve taken in the view, backtrack to the junction and follow the main trail to the smaller summit loop trail to the top of Evergreen Mountain (8,536-foot elevation), 2.3 miles from the trailhead.



[image: Image] MILE 2.3-5.6: Evergreen Mountain Summit to East Trailhead



From the top of Evergreen Mountain, follow the summit loop trail down for 1.1 miles until you reach a junction with Evergreen Mountain East Trail. Turn right (southeast) onto Evergreen Mountain East Trail and continue southeast for 2.8 miles. At 3.9 miles there’s a nice overlook, then the trail cuts back to the north. Follow it north and enjoy a long, easy descent, which ends at the bottom of a drainage at 4.4 miles. Keep going downhill through a beautiful, shaded forest for 1.1 miles, until you reach the junction with Ranch View Trail at 5.5 miles. Turn left (west) to shortcut back to your car, or continue straight for the rest of the loop. At 5.6 miles, cross Buffalo Park Road and arrive at the East Trailhead parking lot, where you’ll pick up the Sisters Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 5.6-6.5: East Trailhead to Brother’s Lookout



For the shortest route to the top of Brother’s Lookout, take the Sisters Trail for 0.2 mile to Ponderosa Trail, which is the second left turnoff. Follow Ponderosa Trail westward for 0.25 mile until you reach the Brother’s Lookout spur; turn right (north) for the short 0.2-mile summit walk. At 6.5 miles, you’ll reach the top of this loop, on a large rocky summit area (7,780-foot elevation), where you can find a spot to hang and enjoy views of high peaks to the west.



[image: Image] MILE 6.5-7: Brother’s Lookout to West Trailhead



Descending from the top, turn right onto Ponderosa Trail (if you have the time, perhaps an extra hour, add a summit bid of the Sisters, but that is not included in this loop); the trail traverses easily westward across the slope. Follow the trail for 0.3 mile until you reach the junction with Silver Fox Trail at 6.8 miles. Fork right, cross an open meadow, then turn right onto Bluebird Meadow Trail for your final leg of the loop.


DIRECTIONS


From downtown Denver, take I-70 about 20 miles to Exit 252 Evergreen; take Bear Creek Road (County Road 74) south to Evergreen; at the lake, turn right onto County Road 73. Continue south and turn right onto Buffalo Park Road, following signs to the park.


GPS COORDINATES: 39.62360, -105.35625 / 39° 37’ 24.9924’, -105° 21’ 22.5282’
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OVERLOOK ON EVERGREEN MOUNTAIN TRAIL







BEST NEARBY BITES AND BREWS


Lariat Lodge Brewing Company (27618 Fireweed Dr., Evergreen; 303/674-1842; lariatlodgebrewing.com; 11am-9pm daily) offers a Shadow Mountain Stout with “dark, roasty, toasty, chocolaty, and coffee flavors.” There’s also a full pub menu with elk burgers. Wildflower Café (28035 Bear Creek Rd., Evergreen; 303/674-3323; wildflowerevergreen.com; 8am-2pm Wed.-Mon.) can be spotted on Evergreen’s main drag by the crowded sunny porch scene; go straight for the huevos rancheros to restore your soul.






3 Scout Line Trail



STAUNTON STATE PARK
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This out-and-back hike past rock outcroppings and mountain vistas can be extended in several directions, including to a waterfall.


DISTANCE: 3.6 miles round-trip


DURATION: 2 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 598 feet


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


TRAIL: Narrow dirt, rocks


USERS: Hikers only


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: $10/vehicle day pass


MAPS: USGS topographic map for Meridian Hill


TRAILHEAD: Lazy V


FACILITIES: Bathrooms at trailhead; more facilities at visitor center


CONTACT: 12102 S. Elk Creek Rd.; 303/816-0912; staunton.park@state.co.us, cpw.state.co.us [URL inactive]


[image: image]


A historic ranch and former 19th-century homestead site, Staunton State Park opened as a 3,908-acre state park in 2013; it provides one of the wilder, closer state park escapes from the Denver Metro area and has 32 miles of trails. Scout Line is a short, introductory trail that connects the Lazy V Trailhead with Marmot Passage Trail. It begins with a steep climb of a few hundred feet, then follows a level contour walk with excellent views.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.5: Lazy V Trailhead to Switchbacks



From the Lazy V Trailhead parking lot, walk north out of the lot, past some picnic tables and across a bridge over a small creek, to an “admin road” sign. Turn left (west) onto the admin road, pass the Old Mill Trail on your right, and look for the “Hikers Only” Scout Line Trail on your left, just a few feet away. Walk southwest on Scout Line, which starts with an easy, rolling section, crossing the creek again. At 0.3 mile, you hit your first switchback and begin the climb, which heads up through the half-mile mark.



[image: Image] MILE 0.5-1: Switchbacks to “Halfway There” Post



Feel the burn! Continue uphill on the series of switchbacks through the steep, forested hillside. There’s plenty of shade (and hopefully some breeze) as you make your way up. At 0.8 mile, you hit a rocky outcropping with a bench. If you need to, take a moment to rest and enjoy the views before continuing uphill on a few more short switchbacks. Complete the 445-foot climb at 0.9 mile. As you make your way around the mountain to the northwest, the trail flattens out at approximately 9,200 feet above sea level. At the 1-mile mark, you’ll see a “halfway there” post along the trail.



[image: Image] MILE 1-1.8: “Halfway There” Post to Marmot Passage Junction



Continue hiking up and down the trail, in and out of shade. This is a nice, level section of trail with some beautiful viewpoints. When you reach the junction with Marmot Passage, you have three options: (1) turn left and take the trail toward Elk Falls Pond for some extra vistas and waterfall action; (2) turn around and return on Scout Line; or (3) turn right onto Marmot Passage and the Staunton Ranch Trail, which returns you to Lazy V parking lot via a 4-mile loop. The junction is where I ended my out-and-back adventure and turned around (option 2), but feel free to explore further.



[image: Image] MILE 1.8-3.6: Marmot Passage Junction to Lazy V Trailhead



If you choose option 1 or 2, you’ll be heading back down the way you came, along the ridge, then down the switchbacks to the parking lot.



DIRECTIONS



Take US-285 southwest out of Denver for 40 miles, about 6 miles beyond the town of Conifer. Turn right (north) onto S. Elk Creek Road and drive 1.3 miles. Look for the right turn into Staunton State Park. Stop at the visitor center for a park map; follow signs to Lazy V parking.


GPS COORDINATES: 39.51029, -105.39304 / 39° 30’ 37.08”, -105° 23’ 34.962”




[image: image]


LAZY V TRAILHEAD AT STAUNTON STATE PARK







[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BREWS


An eight-minute drive from the Lazy V Trailhead, Snowpack Taproom and Pizzeria (11863 Springs Rd. #210, Conifer; 720/924-1110; snowpacktaproom.com; 11am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri-Sat.) does indeed have plenty on tap and in the oven, as well as a big outdoor seating space, conveniently located on the road back to Denver. Another option is Mad Jack’s Mountain Brewery (23 Main St., Bailey; 303/816-2337; madjacksmountainbrewery.com [URL inactive]; 11am-8pm Tues.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.), 10 miles from Staunton State Park with a mellow, dog- and hiker-friendly vibe and an outdoor patio.






4 Clear Creek Path Downtown Loop



GOLDEN


[image: Image]


This multi-use creekside recreation path is an urban discovery stroll that is particularly fun for families.


BEST: Downtown Hikes


DISTANCE: 2.4-mile loop


DURATION: 1 hour


ELEVATION GAIN: 23 feet


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Paved path, wide gravel path


USERS: Hikers, bikes, dogs, runners, strollers, skaters, wheelchair users


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: USGS topographic map for Golden


TRAILHEAD: Golden Visitor Center


FACILITIES: Info and water at visitor center


CONTACT: City of Golden Visitors and Information Center; 1010 Washington Ave., Golden; 303/279-2282; gogoldencolorado.org; 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat.


[image: image]


Clear Creek Trail is open dawn to dusk and runs along 10th Street in downtown Golden, from Ford Street to the 6th Avenue Bridge, following the north bank of Clear Creek. Several bridges connect the trail to a parallel one on the other side of the creek. This hike begins at the Golden Visitor Center and heads west to just beyond the highway bridge, then comes back and crosses to the south bank to make a loop. I highly recommend the Golden History Museum’s 16-point self-guided tour map: go to goldenhistory.org and click on “Walking Tour.” The museum also manages Golden History Park, a re-creation of a late-1800s mountain ranch setting complete with historic cabins, a working blacksmith shop, schoolhouse, and chicken coop on the other side of the creek; you can visit it along the loop.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-1: Visitor Center to Highway 6 Bridge, via North Bank



From the visitor center, walk upstream along the north bank for a few hundred feet, where some city government buildings appear on your right. Continue to the Golden History Museum, stop to check out the exhibits, get your bearings, and take a photo in front of the colorful GOLDEN mural. When you’re ready to continue, follow the trail west. You’ll pass the Golden Library, Farmer’s Market site (8am-1pm Sat., early Jun.-early Oct.), and Lions Park, with a playground and plenty of green space. This is also where the kayak whitewater course begins in Clear Creek; hopefully you’ll see some folks playing in the waves. After walking another block farther on the trail, you’ll pass a campground and RV park before coming to the Highway 6 Bridge on your left.



[image: Image] MILE 1-1.4: Highway 6 Bridge to Gateway Trailhead



Walk westward under the massive Highway 6 Bridge for a few hundred yards. Once on the other side of the bridge, you are now on the Grant Terry Trail; this trail begins at the Gateway Trailhead just up the hill to the north. Head up to the trailhead, where there are numerous social trails down to the water’s edge if you’d like to get your toes wet, or just take a few moments watching the water.



[image: Image] MILE 1.4-2.4: Gateway Trailhead to Visitor Center, via South Bank



From Gateway Trailhead, return downhill and head back under Highway 6; then turn right (south) to cross the footbridge. Walk along the south bank on what’s called the US 6 Trail; continue making left turns until you are headed in the downstream direction (east/northeast). You’ll walk past the Colorado School of Mines athletic complex and stadium on your right before veering left (northeast) toward the creek. The trail continues alongside Clear Creek with an optional diversion through Golden History Park to feed the chickens. Back at the visitor center at the end of your hike, be sure to check out the rest of Washington Avenue, home to many post-hike food/beverage options.


DIRECTIONS


From downtown Denver, take 6th Avenue west to Golden (from Boulder, head south on CO-93). Make your way to Washington Avenue and head north to the visitor center, located on the west side of the street, on the north bank of Clear Creek. You can also park and access the trail via Vanover Park at Water and Ford Streets, the Golden Public Library at 10th and Illinois Streets, Lions Park at 10th and Maple Streets, or at the 6th Avenue Trailhead.


GPS COORDINATES: 39.75700, -105.22319 / 39° 45’ 25.2144”, -105° 13’ 23.4942”




[image: image]


GOLDEN HISTORY PARK







BEST NEARBY BITES AND BREWS


Bridgewater Grill (800 11th St, Golden; 303/279-2010; bridgewatergrill.com; 7:30am-9:30pm daily) has an open-air porch on the path and creek, where you can order from an extensive menu for all three meals.


Behind the History Park, grab a pint of Clear Creek Helles, a smooth lager, at Golden City Brewery (920 12th St., Building 2, Golden; 303/279-8092; gcbrewery.com; 11am-8pm daily). Golden, Colorado, brews more beer than any other city on the planet (!) and is home to the world’s largest single-site brewing facility: Coors Brewing (make tour reservations at coorsbrewerytour.com). You can explore Golden’s craft beverage scene further with the Golden Tap Trail, a free mobile passport available at visitgolden.com. The passport will guide you to the best breweries and distilleries in town. Plus, you can redeem deals at ten locations and earn a Golden Tap Trail stainless steel pint glass.






5 North Table, Cottonwood Canyon, Tilting Mesa Loop



NORTH TABLE MOUNTAIN PARK


[image: Image]


Explore the top of a volcanic mesa that rises above downtown Golden and offers views of Denver’s skyline.


DISTANCE: 6.1 miles round-trip


DURATION: 2-3 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 1,001 feet


EFFORT: Moderate


TRAIL: Dirt roads, narrow rocky paths


USERS: Hikers, leashed dogs, bicycles


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: USGS topographic map for Golden


TRAILHEAD: West


FACILITIES: Vault toilet at trailhead


CONTACT: Jefferson County; 303/271-5925; www.jeffco.us


[image: image]


North Table Mountain, a massive flat-topped geologic formation rising above Golden, was formed by lava 60 million years ago. Today it features a 1,998-acre park with more than 17 miles of trails. This 6.1-mile circuit connects three trails: North Table Loop, Cottonwood Canyon, and Mesa Top. You can access these trails from various trailheads around the mountain’s outer edge—or even from some Golden neighborhoods—but most hikers begin at West Trailhead on Highway 93.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.6: West Trailhead to North Table Loop Trail



From the West Trailhead, start your ascent on an old dirt road, headed southeast; there is an established trailhead here and probably plenty of foot traffic up and down this first hill that connects hikers to a variety of route options. In about 0.5 mile, you’ll reach the top of North Table Mountain mesa. Note the West Quarry climbing site to your right as you catch your breath. At 0.6 mile, you’ll come to a junction with several trails; this is the beginning of the North Table Loop.



[image: Image] MILE 0.6-1: North Table Loop Trail to Golden Cliffs



To follow the loop counterclockwise, turn right (south) onto North Table Loop Trail and enjoy the flat walk for 0.5 mile, with your first views of Denver’s skyline to your left (east). At about 1 mile, the trail descends into a drainage, then traverses just below the Golden Cliffs on your right, another popular climbing site. If you catch this part of the trail right at sunrise, with the sun coming up behind Denver’s skyscrapers and shining into Golden Valley below you, the view is striking.



[image: Image] MILE 1-2: Golden Cliffs to Cottonwood Canyon Trail Junction



Ignore the side trails down to Golden Cliffs Trailhead (100 Peery Parkway) and keep walking east on North Table Loop Trail for about 0.5 mile, with Denver in front of you (and a little to the south). After the traverse rounds a corner and turns north into Cottonwood Canyon, cross the drainage and hike up the switchback on the other side. When you reach a fork, leave the North Table Loop Trail by turning left onto Cottonwood Canyon Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 2-3.7: Cottonwood Canyon Trail Junction to Mesa Top Trail Junction



Continue on Cottonwood Canyon Trail, which climbs a series of switchbacks for a mile or so, until it returns to the mesa top. Just as the trail reaches the top, there is a rock outcrop with the last shade trees for a few miles, making it the perfect place for a snack and a breather. When you’re ready, continue north another 0.5 mile or so (it’s mostly flat now) to the junction with Mesa Top Trail and turn left (west).



[image: Image] MILE 3.7-5.5: Mesa Top Trail Junction to Lichen Peak Spur



As you make your way west on the Mesa Top Trail, you’ll pass two turnoffs to the Rim Rock Trail. Rim Rock is a short loop that is closed February 1-July 31 to protect nesting sites of raptors and other birds. Keep walking past a couple of small ponds and over a causeway to the turnoff for the summit of Lichen Peak, a high point at 6,555 feet that is a short detour from the main trail.



[image: Image] MILE 5.5-6.1: Lichen Peak Spur to West Trailhead



From the spur, continue walking for a few hundred feet to return to the North Table Loop Trail, which you’ll recognize from earlier. Head back down the lollipop stem to the West Trailhead. It’s steep and sometimes muddy and/or icy, so be prepared and watch your step.


DIRECTIONS


Travel west out of Denver on 6th Avenue (or take I-70 west to CO-58 west), drive about 18 miles, then turn right (north) onto CO-93 toward Boulder. West Trailhead is at 4788 CO-93, a mile or so north of downtown Golden.


GPS: 39.78166, -105.22996 / 39° 46’ 53.979”, -105° 13’ 47.856”




[image: image]


MESA TOP ON NORTH TABLE MOUNTAIN







BEST NEARBY BITES AND BREWS


The Golden Mill (1012 Ford St., Golden; 720/405-6455; thegoldenmill.com; 11am-10pm daily) is a combination food court and pour-your-own tap room with more than 60 beverage taps and plenty of outdoor and rooftop seating space on the bank of the creek; choose from tacos, sushi, BBQ, and more.






6 Trading Post Trail



RED ROCKS PARK AND AMPHITHEATRE


[image: Image]


This park and outdoor concert venue west of Denver has a few short hiking trails around a world-renowned amphitheater chiseled out of the sandstone landscape.


BEST: Summer Hikes


DISTANCE: 1.4-mile loop


DURATION: 1 hour


ELEVATION GAIN: 282 feet


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


TRAIL: Wide dirt path, steps


USERS: Hikers, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: USGS topographic map for Morrison


TRAILHEAD: Trading Post


FACILITIES: Bathrooms and gift shop in the Trading Post/Museum


CONTACT: Red Rocks Trading Post; 17900 Trading Post Rd., Morrison; 303/697-4939; redrocksonline.com [URL inactive]; 10am-5pm daily


[image: image]


The view from the highest seats at Red Rocks, looking out over Denver and the Front Range, is unparalleled—which is part of what makes this venue a mandatory stop for the world’s greatest bands. The Trading Post Loop trail itself is only 1.5 miles, but you can add a little extra distance by climbing the Amphitheatre’s stairs and perhaps poking around some spur trails by the top parking lot. If you arrive before dawn, be sure to visit the Amphitheatre first to experience the sunrise scene there. There is often a mixed crowd of hikers and post-party coffee-swillers wrapped in blankets and waiting for dawn, while a couple of fitness nuts sprint up and down the steps. Begin your hike at the Trading Post parking lot and trailhead. (This lot serves as VIP parking during concerts, so make sure there’s no event going on when you plan your hike!)


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.5: Trading Post Trailhead to Upper South Lot



The hike proper begins on either side of the Trading Post, a historic building with bathrooms and the Colorado Music Hall of Fame. You can go either way around the trail; going counterclockwise, as I did, begins at “Spirit,” a statue of a giant bronze John Denver and an eagle (sculpted in 2002 by Sue DiCicco). Follow Ship Rock Road to the southwest a few hundred yards, past more parking lots, and then, across from Upper South Lot, turn left (south) onto a narrower dirt trail.



[image: Image] MILE 0.5-0.8: Upper South Lot to Red Rocks Park Road Junction



Continue going south on the dirt trail, follow the red-rock formations, then head left (east), away from Ship Rock Road (which continues more or less parallel with the trail, but you don’t really see it as you hike into a narrower canyon). Look for the Frog Rock Trail turnoff to the left, which is an optional loop off the main trail following the base of another rock cliff. Otherwise, continue south on the dirt trail through an open scrubby area. Ship Rock Road is still on your right, but remain on the trail; you’ll finally come to the farthest point of the loop at about 0.7 mile, where the trail crosses Red Rocks Park Road. There is trail parking here as well, and a diagonal crosswalk.



[image: Image] MILE 0.8-1.4: Red Rocks Road Junction to Trading Post Trailhead



From the junction with Red Rocks Park Road, take the east side of the loop, which circles to the north, following the other side of a cluster of rock formations. This section opens up and has little shade, but there are views of Dinosaur Ridge to the east. At 1.2 miles, cross Red Rocks Park Road again and continue uphill back toward the Trading Post.


DIRECTIONS


From Denver, head west on US-6 for 10 miles, then merge onto I-70 west for about 2 miles, then exit south at Morrison/Park and Ride Exit; drive south on CO-93 past Matthews Winters Park, and turn right into Red Rocks Entrance #2. Make a right on Trading Post Road and park in the lot on your left. If it’s full, continue around on Ship Rock Road to the next parking lots.


GPS COORDINATES: 39.66391, -105.20285 / 39° 39’ 50.094”, -105° 12’ 10.2846”




[image: image]


TRADING POST TRAIL







BEST NEARBY BITES AND BREWS


Ship Rock Grille (18300 W. Alameda Pkwy., Morrison; 303/697-4939; 10:30am-2:30pm daily, closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and sometimes in winter) is an on-site restaurant located at the top of the Amphitheatre stairs, with a wonderful outdoor patio overlooking the loop you just hiked. Meanwhile, the nearby small town of Morrison has several places catering to the pre- and post-concert crowds, including Red Rocks Beer Garden (116 Stone St., Morrison; 208/861-7873; noon-8pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-10pm Sat.-Sun.).





TOP EXPERIENCE



7 Lake Ladora and Lake Mary Loop



ROCKY MOUNTAIN ARSENAL NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE


[image: Image]


Hike across windswept fields, around lakes, and see wildlife, all within sight of Denver.


BEST: Easy Hikes


DISTANCE: 2.7-mile loop


DURATION: 1-2 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 52 feet


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Wide, flat, sometimes as wide as a road; sections of dirt, gravel, and some paved paths around Lake Mary, no shade


USERS: Hikers, some parts are good for wheelchair users and strollers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: USGS topographic map for Montbello


TRAILHEAD: Lake Ladora


FACILITIES: Visitor center, trailheads with bathrooms, handicapped parking, shade shelters


CONTACT: Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge, Visitor Center; 303/289-0930; www.fws.gov, rockymountainarsenal@fws.gov


[image: image]


A wide-open loop trail, almost completely flat, with a nice reward at Lake Mary. Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge is a vast, wildlife-filled gem in the middle of an otherwise industrial urban landscape in north Denver. It’s technically in Aurora, right next to Commerce City and just a couple miles west of Denver International Airport. The refuge is home to 330 species, including big animals like elk and a bison herd. Many migratory birds pass through to enjoy the wetlands, lakes, and prairies. Keep an eye out for blowing tumbleweeds when the winds pick up.
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