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  HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published.




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@rowman.com.




  Thanks for your input!
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  Hiking in the foothills on a warm winter day
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Introduction





  Hikers in the Denver and Boulder area, you are in luck! Within about an hour’s drive, you can experience every facet of hiking in Colorado except western canyon country. From open prairies to old ranches preserved as parks in the foothills, to crystal-clear mountain streams and lakes, you can select a terrain and hike length to suit you on any given day. With such beautiful public lands so close, you have no excuse to stay at home. Time to take a hike!




  The spine of mountains that lie easternmost in Colorado from the Wyoming border to about Castle Rock is known as the Front Range. The cities immediately east of this mountain range are also referred to as “the Front Range.” Since 1912, people living in the Front Range have seen value in preserving land and in wandering about in natural areas to recreate and replenish their spirits. While hiking across many of these beautiful areas, I’ve often felt deep gratitude for their presence in our increasingly crowded landscape. If these lands had not been preserved, they would probably be covered with thousands of buildings by now. A healthy balance between development and preservation serves everyone in these communities.




  Because the Denver metro area is roughly 30 by 40 miles, we used the metro-area beltways as the “starting” places for the hour drive.
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 Colorado blue columbine, the state flower, is found throughout the Rocky Mountains at elevations of 6,000–10,000 feet.




  Cities, counties, the State of Colorado, USDA Forest Service, National Park Service, and US Fish and Wildlife Service have all designated lands for both recreation and wildlife preservation, from the eastern edge of Denver west to the Continental Divide. Whether you enjoy wildlife, geology, or history—or just want to get away from the hustle and bustle of the city—you can’t go wrong living in the Denver-Boulder area. Many people move to this thriving metropolis because so many outdoor amenities are available within relatively short distances.




  For this edition, I chose a variety of newer trails and some favorite hikes that have been around for a while, like those in Boulder’s Open Space & Mountain Parks (OSMP) and Rocky Mountain National Park (RMNP). Many open space parks and a couple of state parks with excellent trails have been established in the recent past, and I enjoyed exploring some new terrain for this book. I chose a number of hiker-only or hiker/equestrian-only trails to highlight those opportunities.




  PLEASE NOTE: The publisher changed the title of this guide to Best Hikes Denver and Boulder, eliminating the word near, which may require some clarification. This new title does not mean that all the hikes are located in Denver or Boulder. These forty-six hikes include a wide variety of trails all over the Front Range landscape of plains, foothills, and mountains, focusing on a selection that have trailheads within an hour’s drive of either Denver or Boulder.




  Updated information about each hike is as accurate as possible from the time frame of 2021 and spring/summer 2022. Additional reservation systems may be implemented in the near future, so be sure to check the websites for hikes that interest you. Sometimes trails are closed temporarily due to muddy conditions or other situations—another reason to check for up-to-date info. “Know before you go!”




  This book is divided into three sections: The Plains, The Foothills, and The Mountains. This division creates three north–south strips of terrain, each higher in elevation than the one to the east. In each strip, I started with hikes closer to Boulder and ordered them by which highway you take from Boulder, Golden, or Denver. The strips are useful in determining hiking seasons and winter snow depth. You can hike many of the plains trails year-round except after a major snowstorm. Some shady areas may harbor snow or ice, so be aware and prepare for that. Most of the mountain trails are not snow-free until late June.




  Plains hikes include those in “flatter” areas to the east of the foothills. Some hikes climb mesas towering over surrounding lowlands. Wildflowers, grasses, and wonderful views—not to mention some spectacular geology and remains of plants and dinosaurs from millions of years ago—reward hikers. These trails can be easier to get to when the weather is less than optimal or if your time is limited.




  Foothills are the lower mountains that rise abruptly from the plains. Mostly covered in ponderosa pine and Douglas fir, these trails offer a variety of steepness and usually provide good viewpoints along the way. Many include historical features, from old railroads to the remains of mansions. Others explore former ranchlands with interesting rock formations. Roughly speaking, this strip is east of the north–south highway sections of CO 119, CO 72, and CO 7, and west of the “flat” plains.
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  A golden-mantled ground squirrel near Gem Lake




  The mountain hikes take you to sparkling lakes, beautiful wildflowers, and scenic vistas. Roughly speaking, this strip is west of the north–south line drawn by CO 119, CO 72, and CO 7.




  You may wonder why some popular parks or areas are not included in this book. Occasionally, a land management agency requested that we not include certain areas due to overuse or user conflicts. With so many options from which to choose, eliminating these areas just made room for other wonderful hikes.




  Because of the varied elevations of the three sections in the book, here are some guidelines for approximate times when trails become snow-free (from the USDA Forest Service Dillon Ranger District). Check with the land management agency listed in each hike description for current trail information.




  • Below 9,500 feet—mid-May




  • Between 9,500 and 10,000 feet—end of May




  • Between 10,000 and 10,500 feet—mid-June




  • Between 10,500 and 11,500 feet—July 1




  • 11,500 feet and above—mid-July




  Determining trail mileage is as much an art as a science, even for land managers. We used the Global Positioning System (GPS) to obtain these mileages. In some areas, poor satellite reception may have provided less-than-accurate information. Please realize that trail locations and conditions, roads, and signage are subject to change over time. Even trailheads can move, and some trails are rerouted to prevent environmental damage, or as a result of fire or flood damage. Finding accurate historical information was sometimes interesting when different books contained conflicting information! We tried to find appropriate websites, only to discover that URLs change rapidly or sites don’t get updated.




  Henry David Thoreau said, “In wildness is the preservation of the world.” Aldo Leopold added, years later: “When we see land as a community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.” My wish for you is to enjoy hiking and learning about yourself and the world around you, letting these experiences inspire you to take action to conserve our finite resources. We all must act to preserve wildlands and care for these special places. When it’s gone, it’s gone and we can’t get it back.




  As you hike these trails, which are all easily accessible from the Denver-Boulder area, capture part of nature’s spirit and hold it close to your own so that no matter where you travel or live, the peace and beauty of this wild country will become a part of you.




  Front Range Weather


  


  

  An interpretive display at the Moraine Park Museum in Rocky Mountain National Park explains: “Climate is what you expect. Weather is what you get.”




Difficult to forecast and prone to change quickly, Colorado’s weather is a wonder in itself. A temperature drop of 10˚F to 20˚F in just 1 hour is not unheard of. Along the Front Range, March and April are the snowiest months, and September often has the most sunshine. Snow sometimes buries Denver and the foothills in either late September or October and also in early May, killing newly planted gardens and damaging trees. The majority of precipitation along the Front Range falls from April through September. The average annual precipitation in Denver is about 17 inches.






   An interesting rule of thumb: For every 1,000 feet of elevation gained, the temperature drops about 4°F. When it’s 80°F in Denver at 5,280 feet, it may be only 49°F at the top of 13,132-foot Mount Flora, the highest point in this book.







  A low-pressure system sitting in Colorado’s southeastern corner often produces the state’s worst weather. The counterclockwise circulation pushes storms up against the mountains, where they may sit for a few days. Another weather event, typically occurring from November through March, is the chinook wind. These warm “snow-eater” winds blow over the Continental Divide, picking up speed like a waterfall descending the east slope. With hurricane force, they blast the area between Colorado Springs and Fort Collins. In the autumn of 1986, 131-mile-per-hour winds were recorded in Boulder.




  Normal high springtime temperatures in Denver range from 52˚F in March to 71˚F in May, making hiking pleasant on the plains. During spring, the foothills—rising up to 4,000 feet higher than the plains—can be snowy in places and dry in others. You’ll need skis or snowshoes in the mountains.
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 Shooting star wildflowers in Rocky Mountain National Park




  Summer brings temperatures in the 80s, 90s, and even 100s to the Denver metro area. This is a great time to escape to the high mountains, where snow usually melts by July 4 and flowers peak in mid-July to early August. Colorado experiences a monsoon starting about mid-July and ending in early September. Moist air combines with the forces that produce thunderstorms, making the afternoon event more a certainty than a rarity. Three problems can result from thunderstorms: One is lightning, a killer from above; the second is a flash flood, which can roar out of nowhere, destroying everything and everyone in its path; the third is more subtle—rain in Colorado tends to be cold, and unprepared hikers can become hypothermic very quickly, even in the middle of summer.
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  Yellow stonecrop grows in rocky areas in montane to alpine environments.




Autumns can be beautiful, with normal high temperatures in Denver ranging from 77°F in September to 53°F in November, and are a great time to hike and enjoy gorgeous fall colors!




  Flora and Fauna


  


  

  The hikes in this book range in elevation from 5,080 feet to 13,132 feet, across about 60 miles “as the crow flies.” In the rain shadow of the Rocky Mountains, the plains are high and dry, with about 17 inches of precipitation per year. As you travel west and up in elevation, moisture increases, especially with winter snows. Summer high temperatures at these higher altitudes may only reach 50°F. With such extremes in a short distance, a wide variety of flora and fauna call Colorado home.




  In the high plains around Denver, shortgrass, midgrass, and tallgrass prairie dominates the landscape, depending on elevation and moisture. As the land rises, you pass through mountain shrublands, juniper, ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, mountain grasslands and meadows, mountain wetlands, lodgepole pine, aspen, spruce-fir, limber and bristlecone pine, and alpine tundra ecosystems. Some of these communities favor shady, cooler areas; others prefer hot and dry ones.
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  A yellow-bellied marmot foraging near the Chasm Lake Trail. Marmots are the largest ground-dwelling squirrel.




  As you hike through different ecosystems, notice what plants and animals live among which trees and the different soil types. For example, aspens grow in moist, protected areas. Bushes such as chokecherry, gooseberry, serviceberry, and snowberry provide browse (vegetation eaten by animals) for mule deer. Grasses and other plants offer good eats for elk, who also scrape the bark off aspens in winter. Black bears often leave claw marks while climbing their favorite aspen trees. The pink Woods’ rose, blue-and-white columbine (the Colorado state flower), mariposa lily, white geranium, strawberry, and blue lupine are a few of the flowers you’ll see. Keep an ear open for the chick-a-dee-dee-dee call of the mountain or black-capped chickadee.




  Prairie dogs, mule and white-tailed deer, coyotes, and pronghorn rule the plains. Small critters provide food for coyotes, foxes, eagles, hawks, and even the great horned owl. Moose, elk, mule deer, and black bears live in forested areas, while mountain lions prowl the rocky slopes. On cliffs and rocky steeps, mountain goats and Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep somehow survive and thrive. Long gone are grizzly bears and wolves. Not long ago, Canada lynx were reintroduced in the mountains amid much controversy. You can still see bison at Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wild-life Refuge (RMANWR), Daniels Park, and Genesee Park.




  The plains are mainly grasslands, with cottonwood trees along watercourses. Several types of cactus and yucca can make for painful experiences. Watch out for rattlesnakes too.




  As you gain elevation, animals and plants show their adaptations to shorter summers, less oxygen, colder temperatures, and high winds. Above tree line, you can’t miss the cute little pikas scurrying around with mouths full of grasses, or the lazy marmots sunning themselves on rocks. Chipmunks, ground squirrels, and marmots might approach you aggressively, expecting a handout. Please don’t feed wild animals! Handouts from humans could cause them to stop foraging for themselves. Several species of birds are easy to spot: crows, magpies, blue Steller’s jays with their black crowns, and pesky Clark’s nutcrackers and gray jays (nicknamed “camp robbers”).




  Fishing in Colorado can be superb. Native cutthroat trout are making a recovery after introduced sport fishes, such as rainbow and brown trout, almost outcompeted them.




  If summer has experienced normal or greater precipitation, mushrooms pop out in August and early September. Although some mushrooms are edible and incredibly delicious, many are poisonous. Don’t pick any unless you know exactly what you’re doing!




  Bristlecone pines grow in Colorado, most commonly south of I-70. These incredible trees live 1,500 to 2,000 years in our state. Between the alpine tundra and spruce-fir or limber pine ecosystems, you’ll find krummholz (German for “crooked wood”). These stunted trees, usually Engelmann spruce, subalpine fir, or limber pine form shorter tree “islands” with a few flag trees sticking up. The deadwood on the wind-ward side of these islands protects the rest of the tree organism, so please don’t use it for firewood.




  The most incredible plants grow above tree line: alpine forget-me-nots, sky pilots, moss campion, old-man-of-the-mountain, alpine avens, Parry’s clover, and more. Each flower has its own particular niche, whether on windblown slopes or next to sheltering rocks. If you have a chance, learn more about this incredible land above the trees and what you can do to protect it.




  Leave No Trace


  


  

  Everyone needs to pitch in to keep our Earth clean, beautiful, and healthy. Please follow Leave No Trace (LNT) practices whenever you’re outdoors. Visit LNT.org for more information.




  The Leave No Trace Seven Principles (© Leave No Trace: www.LNT.org)




  Please understand and practice these principles whenever you spend time outdoors:




  • Plan ahead and prepare.




  • Travel and camp on durable surfaces.




  • Dispose of waste properly (including dog poop bags and food scraps).




  • Leave what you find.




  • Minimize campfire impacts.




  • Respect wildlife.




  • Be considerate of other visitors.
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 Spiderwort is a summer and fall wildflower found in sunny, open areas in the Front Range foothills.




  The Leave No Trace program establishes a widely accepted code of outdoor ethics to help ensure a sustainable future for parks and wildlands. Originating in the 1970s with the USDA Forest Service, Leave No Trace was developed to help recreationists minimize their impacts on the natural environment while enjoying the outdoors. In the early 1990s the Forest Service teamed with the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) as partners in the Leave No Trace program “to develop hands-on, science-based minimum-impact education training for recreational activities.”




  The Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics incorporated as a nonprofit organization in 1994 with the mission “to protect the outdoors by teaching and inspiring people to enjoy it responsibly.” The Center unites federal land management agencies—the USDA Forest Service, National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management, and US Fish and Wildlife Service—with manufacturers, outdoor retailers, user groups, educators, and individuals who share a commitment to maintaining and protecting our natural lands for sustainable enjoyment. The LNT program now reaches millions of people around the world with direct training and educational tools.




  “In its simplest form, LNT is about making good decisions to protect the world around us—the world we all enjoy.” For more information, call the Center for Outdoor Ethics at 800-332-4100 or 303-442-8222, or visit LNT.org.




  Leave No Weeds




  Noxious weeds can be harmful to wildlife and entire ecosystems. These weeds tend to crowd out our native flora, which in turn affects animals and birds that depend on them for food. Yes, just like birds and furry critters, we humans can carry weed seed from one place to another. To minimize the spread of noxious weeds:




  • Learn to identify noxious weeds and exotic species. The Colorado Weed Management Association is a good source of information; check them out at cwma.org.




  • Regularly clean your boots, tents, packs, hiking poles, and vehicles of mud and seeds. Brush your dog, horse, goat, or llama to remove any weed seed.




  • Avoid camping and traveling in weed-infested areas.




  Trail Etiquette


  


  

  The American Hiking Society (AmericanHiking.org) has compiled an excellent list of guidelines that we can all follow to increase our enjoyment (and the enjoyment of our fellow hikers) of time out on the trails. In addition to the Leave No Trace principles, please:




  • Yield to uphill hikers when you’re heading downhill.




  • Move off the trail when you’re taking a break so that others can easily pass by you.




  • Don’t take up the whole width of the trail when hiking in a group; allow others to pass.




  • Hike quietly. Turn your cell phone down, if not off. Leave the music at home and enjoy the sounds of nature, letting others do the same.




  • Take everything out with you that you brought in, including bags of dog poop, banana/orange peels, apple cores, and any other food scraps. Food peels and cores might be “natural,” but they are still garbage.




  • If you need to relieve yourself but a facility is not nearby, go 200 feet away from the trail and any source of water.




  Thanks for being a considerate hiker!






   Keep your dog on a leash unless you are certain it can follow your voice commands. Even then, keep the leash handy and your dog in sight. Do not let it approach other people and their pets unless invited to do so. Some people are afraid of all dogs. Even if your dog is usually well-behaved, it may suddenly act differently around strangers. Never allow your dog to chase wildlife.
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  Dog waste has become a problem on many trails. Please deposit waste bags in a trash container, not along the trail.




  Getting Around


  


  Public transportation in the Denver/Boulder area is mostly via Regional Transportation District (RTD) buses or light rail. While you can take a bus throughout both cities and even up to Nederland, Lyons, Parker, Evergreen, and Conifer, getting to the trailheads in this book unfortunately requires a vehicle. For information on RTD routes and fares, take a look at rtd-denver.com; new stops and routes are occasionally developed. You can also call them at 303-299-6000.
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 Sugarbowl flowers bloom in the spring and early summer in montane to subalpine habitats.




  Area Codes


  


  The Front Range area of Colorado is split into three telephone area codes. The Denver metro area and towns roughly up to the Continental Divide use 303 and 720. This includes the area from Castle Rock on the south to Longmont on the north. For Colorado Springs and points south and east and somewhat west, the area code is 719. For the rest of the state, including Loveland and Fort Collins, the area code is 970.




  Cell Phones and GPS Units


  


  A word of caution: Cell phone coverage is lacking on many of the trails and even some of the state highways mentioned in this book. On a few hikes, drainages are narrow and GPS units have trouble connecting with enough satellites for good readings.




  Road Information


  


  Contact the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) by phone at 303-639-1111; on the web at cotrip.org; or download their mobile app, COtrip App, for road conditions, closures, construction status, and maps or webcams. However, none of these will get you information on most county roads or city streets. You’ll have to contact the appropriate county or city for those updates.









  
How to Use This Guide





  Take a close enough look and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike near Denver and Boulder. Stuffed with around 300 pages of useful information, Best Hikes Denver and Boulder features forty-one mapped and cued hikes along with five Honorable Mentions. Here’s an outline of the book’s major components:




  Each section begins with an introduction to the region, in which you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. Each hike then starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer.




  Following the overview, you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:




  Distance: The total distance in miles of the recommended route—one way for loop hikes, round-trip for an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point distance for a shuttle. Options can add additional mileage or cut the hike short.




  Hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.




  Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for different people, depending on ability and physical fitness.




  Easy—4 miles or less total trip distance in one day, and/or elevation gain less than 600 feet, and/or paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail, and/or with less than a 6 percent average grade.




  Moderate—Up to 8 miles total trip distance in one day, and/or elevation gain of 600 to 1,200 feet, and/or with a 6 to 8 percent average grade.




  Difficult—Up to 12 miles total trip distance in one day, and/or elevation gain of 1,200 to 2,500 feet, and/or trail with an 8 to 10 percent average grade.




  Most Difficult—Up to 16 miles total trip distance in one day, and/or elevation gain of 2,500 to 3,500 feet, and/or trail that may not be well-defined in places, and/or a trail with a 10 to 15 percent average grade.




  Strenuous—Mainly reserved for peak climbs. Trails are greater than 15 percent grade on average.




  Elevation gain: From the GPS track on the topo maps, we calculated the elevation at the lowest and highest points, rounding to the nearest 20 feet. If the trail undulated a lot, we calculated elevation gain for the various undulations and added it on.




  Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.




  Seasons/schedule: General information on the best time of year to hike and when the property is open to the public.
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Soaring along the Devil’s Backbone




  Other trail users: Such as horseback riders, mountain bikers, runners, and others.




  Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are not allowed on several trails in this book, or they must remain leashed at all times. Failing to follow these regulations can result in fines.




  Land status: National forest, county or city open space, national park, wilderness, etc.




  Fees and permits: Whether you need to pay park entrance fees and permits or show a pass.




  Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. Be aware that US Geological Survey (USGS) maps are often out-of-date and do not show many of the trails in this book or any trails that were rerouted since the map was last revised.




  Trail contact: This is the address, website URL, and direct phone number for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Before you head out, get current trail access information, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.




  Other: Other information that will enhance your hike.




  Special considerations: This section calls your attention to specific trail hazards, like lack of water, hunting seasons, or potentially dangerous flora and fauna.




  Cell service: This indicates the author’s experience with accessing cell service during the hike. Service providers and individual phones can vary greatly—your experience may be different.




  Finding the trailhead gives you dependable driving directions from Boulder, Golden, I-25, or I-70 right to where you’ll want to park.




  The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human.




  Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.




  Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey shorter or longer, depending on the amount of time and energy you have.




  More Information provides information on where you can find out more about the area.




  A short list of Honorable Mentions appears at the end of the featured hikes. These aren’t included in the featured hikes for various reasons—maybe they’re a bit overcrowded or environmentally sensitive to heavy traffic. They’re still worthy of a visit, especially if you have a flexible schedule.




  Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to dive into the Front Range backcountry and high plains, and discover new routes for yourself. Enjoy your time in the outdoors, and remember to pack out what you bring in. NEVER leave used toilet paper on the ground; bring a zip-lock bag to put it in, and bring it out with you for proper disposal.




  How to Use the Maps


  


  

  Overview map: This map (see page vi) shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number (or, in the case of honorable mentions, by letter).




  Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.









  
Trail Finder





  Best Hikes for Backpackers




  13 Homestead Meadows




  19 White Ranch Park Northwest Loop




  32 Buchanan Pass Trail 910




  33 Ouzel Falls and Lake




  37 Black Bear/Horseshoe Loop—Golden Gate Canyon State Park




  Best Hikes for Waterfalls




  33 Ouzel Falls and Lake




  34 Chasm Lake




  Best Hikes for Geology Lovers




  10 Castlewood Canyon State Park Loops




  12 Talon Loops—Cheyenne Mountain State Park




  17 Rattlesnake Gulch Trail—Eldorado Canyon State Park




  34 Chasm Lake




  36 Arapaho Glacier Trail 905




  Best Hikes for Children




  1 Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge Loop




  23 Shadow Pine Loop—Flying J Ranch Park




  35 Caribou Ranch Loop




  38 M. Walter Pesman Trail—Mount Goliath Natural Area




  Best Hikes for Dogs




  3 Eagle Wind Trail—Rabbit Mountain




  13 Homestead Meadows




  20 Travois Trail—Centennial Cone Park




  23 Shadow Pine Loop—Flying J Ranch Park




  25 O’Fallon Park Loop




  28 Spruce Mountain Loop




  39 Mount Flora Trail




  41 Herman Lake




  Best Hikes for Peak Baggers




  15 Green Mountain West Ridge Trail




  27 Bill Couch Mountain—Deer Creek Canyon Park




  39 Mount Flora Trail




  Best Hikes for Great Views




  3 Eagle Wind Trail—Rabbit Mountain




  15 Green Mountain West Ridge Trail




  16 Walker Ranch Loop




  17 Rattlesnake Gulch Trail—Eldorado Canyon State Park




  18 Mount Galbraith Park




  19 White Ranch Park Northwest Loop




  22 Sisters/Bearberry Loop—Alderfer/Three Sisters Park




  24 Mason Creek and Bear Paw Loop—Staunton State Park




  28 Spruce Mountain Loop




  29 Sandstone Ranch Loop




  30 Gem Lake




  31 Sandbeach Lake




  32 Buchanan Pass Trail 910




  33 Ouzel Falls and Lake




  34 Chasm Lake




  36 Arapaho Glacier Trail 905




  38 M. Walter Pesman Trail—Mount Goliath Natural Area




  39 Mount Flora Trail




  Best Hikes for Lake Lovers




  30 Gem Lake




  31 Sandbeach Lake




  33 Ouzel Falls and Lake




  34 Chasm Lake




  41 Herman Lake




  Best Hikes for Canyons




  10 Castlewood Canyon State Park Loops




  17 Rattlesnake Gulch Trail—Eldorado Canyon State Park




  Best Hikes for Nature Lovers




  1 Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge Loop




  11 Blackmer Loop—Cheyenne Mountain State Park




  12 Talon Loops—Cheyenne Mountain State Park




  16 Walker Ranch Loop




  17 Rattlesnake Gulch Trail—Eldorado Canyon State Park




  31 Sandbeach Lake




  38 M. Walter Pesman Trail—Mount Goliath Natural Area




  39 Mount Flora Trail




  Best Hikes for History Lovers




  1 Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge Loop




  6 South Valley Park Loop




  13 Homestead Meadows




  14 Nighthawk Trail—Hall Ranch




  16 Walker Ranch Loop




  17 Rattlesnake Gulch Trail—Eldorado Canyon State Park




  26 Mount Falcon Park Upper Loop




  29 Sandstone Ranch Loop




  35 Caribou Ranch Loop




  37 Black Bear/Horseshoe Loop—Golden Gate Canyon State Park




  40 Griffin Monument









  
Trail Ratings





  Easy




  3 Eagle Wind Trail—Rabbit Mountain




  5 Trails for Dinosaur Lovers




  6 South Valley Park Loop




  7 Fountain Valley Loop—Roxborough State Park




  23 Shadow Pine Loop—Flying J Ranch Park




  29 Sandstone Ranch Loop




  Moderate




  1 Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge Loop




  2 Devil’s Backbone Loops




  4 Big Bluestem Loop




  7 Roxborough State Park Loops




  8 Swallowtail Trail




  9 Hidden Mesa Trail




  10 Castlewood Canyon State Park Loops




  11 Blackmer Loop—Cheyenne Mountain State Park




  12 Talon Loops—Cheyenne Mountain State Park




  13 Homestead Meadows




  18 Mount Galbraith Park




  19 White Ranch Park Northwest Loop




  20 Travois Trail—Centennial Cone Park




  22 Sisters/Bearberry Loop—Alderfer/Three Sisters Park




  25 O’Fallon Park Loop




  26 Mount Falcon Park Upper Loop




  28 Spruce Mountain Loop




  33 Ouzel Falls and Lake




  35 Caribou Ranch Loop




  Difficult




  14 Nighthawk Trail—Hall Ranch




  16 Walker Ranch Loop




  24 Mason Creek and Bear Paw Loop—Staunton State Park




  27 Bill Couch Mountain—Deer Creek Canyon Park




  30 Gem Lake




  31 Sandbeach Lake




  32 Buchanan Pass Trail 910




  33 Ouzel Falls and Lake




  36 Arapaho Glacier Trail 905




  37 Black Bear/Horseshoe Loop—Golden Gate Canyon State Park




  38 M. Walter Pesman Trail—Mount Goliath Natural Area




  41 Herman Lake




  Most Difficult




  15 Green Mountain West Ridge Trail




  17 Rattlesnake Gulch Trail—Eldorado Canyon State Park




  21 Beaver Brook Trail




  34 Chasm Lake




  39 Mount Flora Trail




  40 Griffin Monument
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The Plains





  These twelve hikes explore a geological wonderland of colorful rock formations and hogback ridges that provide homes for raptors and other birds. One hike takes you to fascinating outdoor dinosaur and ancient-life exhibits; another offers great wildlife-viewing opportunities.




  The plains are those “flatter” areas east of the foothills and include mesas that rise from the plains. Hikes start as low as 5,000 feet and rise to 6,860 feet. They vary in length from 0.85 to 8.4 miles. With temperatures reaching over 90°F in the summer, hiking these trails is best done either during early summer mornings or in the spring and fall. Most trails are hikeable year-round except after a big snowstorm.
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  The Big Bluestem Loop in Boulder






   Explore a geological wonderland of tilted rocks rising like spearpoints and hogback ridges that provide homes for raptors and other birds.







  To understand the plains today, let’s head back in time. About 355 million years ago, Colorado sat near the equator. The Ancestral Rockies were uplifted from the seas and formed part of the supercontinent Pangaea. As time progressed, the mountains eroded. The present Rocky Mountains were uplifted starting 70 million years ago. As they rose, the bordering land arched, creating hog-back ridges. Erosion wore away softer materials, leaving some interesting tilted rock formations, like the flatirons near Boulder and the freestanding rocks in Roxborough State Park and South Valley Park. Volcanic activity 25 million years ago created plateaus and several mountain ranges. As the mountains eroded, the debris pretty much buried them. Then 25 to 5 million years ago, the entire region began to rise 5,000 feet to its present high elevation. Streams washed away the accumulated debris.




  Prehistoric Native Americans wintered among these interesting rock formations and hogbacks starting about 12,000 years ago. Stone hunting blinds in the alpine tundra date back 7,500 years. By AD 100, these people made pottery and hunted with bows and arrows. Each summer they crossed the Continental Divide to hunting grounds in North Park, Middle Park, and South Park. After AD 1300, other Native American groups like the Cheyenne and Arapaho moved into the eastern plains. Later, ranchers and farmers tried to tame the land to produce food for hungry miners and city-bound entrepreneurs. Today’s parks were mostly obtained from private landowners.




  Signs are posted at many trailheads that warn of rattlesnakes and caution hikers to stay on trails. The snakes are easier to see on trails than off in the grasses and bushes. The signs explain that snakes will usually slither away as you approach, but keep an eye open, especially if you’re hiking with a dog. Some rattlesnakes will just look at you and not move. They react to motion and any perceived threat, so keep your distance and don’t panic.




  Enjoy hiking in these special areas. They provide habitat for a variety of wildlife and birds, so look around while hiking. You may spot a deer in the bushes, prairie dogs barking their warnings, or a raptor soaring overhead.




  




  

    
1 Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge Loop





    




    Established by Congress in 1992, Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge (RMANWR) is a work in progress. Over the years, the 1- to 2-mile-wide buffer around the old chemical weapons plant provided a refuge for prairie animals and birds as the Denver metro area expanded. White-tailed deer, mule deer, eagles, prairie dogs, hawks, waterfowl, burrowing owls, and bison thrive on the refuge. Black-footed ferrets, one of the most endangered mammal species in North America, were reintroduced to this refuge in October 2015. Enjoy watching wildlife on your hike through shortgrass prairie, woodlands, and wetlands rich in farming and military history. RMANWR is one of the largest urban refuges in the country, a special oasis surrounded by the busyness of urban life.




    




    

      Start: Trailhead near the interpretive signs southwest of the Lake Mary Learning Center




      Distance: 5.9-mile loop




      Hiking time: 1.75–2.75 hours




      Difficulty: Moderate due to distance; an easier loop is available.




      Elevation gain: 40 feet




      Trail surface: Natural surface trail, crusher fines, dirt road, and some paved roads




      Seasons/schedule: Best Mar through Nov. Avoid hot summer afternoons. Open year-round sunrise to sunset 7 days a week, including most federal holidays; closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. The visitor center is open Wed through Sun, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. (closed all federal holidays). Check the website or call the visitor center (303-289-0930) before your visit.




      Other trail users: Anglers around Lakes Mary and Ladora (Apr through Oct) and bikers




      Canine compatibility: Only assistance animals are allowed, and they must be kept on-leash at all times.




      Land status: National wildlife refuge




      Fees and permits: None required except for catch-and-release fishing (a valid Colorado fishing license and a daily fee)




      Maps: US Fish and Wildlife Service RMANWR map available on the website and at the visitor center




      Trail contact: US Fish and Wildlife Service, Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge, 6550 Gateway Rd., Bldg. 121, Commerce City; 303-289-0232; fws.gov/refuge/rocky_mountain_arsenal




      Other: Please stay on designated trails and roadways. Obey all posted signs. Alcohol and controlled substances are prohibited.




      Special considerations: Bring water with you; no drinking water is available along the trails.




   Cell service: Good




      Finding the trailhead: From I-70 in Commerce City, take exit 278 (Northfield/Quebec Street); head north on Quebec 2.6 miles to Prairie Parkway/64th Avenue. Turn right onto Prairie Parkway; drive 0.6 mile to Gateway Road. Turn left onto Gateway Road; continue 1.1 miles to the Pat Schroeder Visitor Center. Check in at the visitor center, where water, restrooms, exhibits, and a bookstore are available. You can then drive 1.7 miles to the Lake Mary Learning Center (formerly known as the Contact Station) and park by the trailhead. Or you can walk about 1 mile on the Legacy Trail from the visitor center to the Lake Mary Trail near the Learning Center. You can also ask for directions at the visitor center.
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  Looking across Lake Ladora at the snowcapped Rockies in springtime




  The Hike




  




  Originally shortgrass prairie, RMANWR was home to pronghorn, deer, gray wolf, and bison. People of the Arapaho and Cheyenne tribes made their living here before homesteaders arrived in the late 1800s. Decades later, the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941 changed the fate of these 24 square miles of land. The US Army bought the land from farmers and built a chemical weapons manufacturing complex, the Rocky Mountain Arsenal.




  After World War II, the army leased some facilities to private companies to offset operational costs and maintain the complex for national security. One company manufactured agricultural pesticides. Although waste generated during production years was disposed of according to accepted practices in those days, part of the arsenal became contaminated. It was declared a Superfund site in 1987. The entire cleanup program was completed in 2012.




  As a result of the buffer zone established around the manufacturing facilities, over the years a large animal population began to thrive in the arsenal. With the discovery of a communal roost of bald eagles, the US Fish and Wildlife Service (“the Service”) became involved in the area. In 1992 Congress designated the Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge, which at 15,000 acres is one of the largest urban wildlife refuges in the country. Exhibits in the visitor center and interpretive signs at several trail junctions relate additional historic and natural history details. The Service also offers numerous environmental education classes to schoolchildren.
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  This featured loop takes you on a tour of the various facets of RMANWR. Swallows and songbirds fly around Lake Mary, while ducks and geese enjoy the water. The Prairie Trail takes you past several prairie dog colonies, whose members yip and yap warnings when you walk by. The Woodland Trail proceeds through an old homestead area. Cottonwoods line abandoned lanes, and elms, fruit trees, white poplars, New Mexico locusts, and even a ponderosa pine reveal a human touch. White-tailed deer, a woodland species, roam freely here. They bound away as you approach, white tails held high. RMANWR staff revegetated the old lanes and fields to restore the native shortgrass prairie. Native grass seed is collected and planted.
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  A floating bridge snakes along the east side of Lake Mary.




  A viewing blind, down a spur trail off the Rod and Gun Club Trail, overlooks a wetland area where the vegetation is very different than along the Prairie Trail. Red-winged blackbirds sing a symphony, with other birds joining the chorus. The Lake Ladora Loop Trail presents opportunities to watch ducks, great blue herons, various shorebirds, and other waterfowl enjoying the lake. Watch for cormorants with their outspread wings. Deer wander around, browsing the grasses, casting a glance toward hikers.




  RMANWR is an oasis in a bustling urban area. Check the website periodically for new interpretive programs, tours, kids’ programs, and other activities that are offered throughout the year.




  Miles and Directions




  




  0.0 Start at the trailhead by the interpretive signs southwest of the Lake Mary Learning Center (formerly known as the Contact Station; elevation: 5,210 feet). After 500 feet, reach a T intersection with the Prairie Switchback Trail. Turn left and head to Lake Mary.




  0.15 Come to a Y intersection near more interpretive signs. Turn right (west) onto the Lake Mary Trail and soon cross a bridge.




  0.2 Reach a junction with the Prairie Switchback Trail. Continue straight ahead.




  0.4 Arrive at a junction with the Prairie Trail. Turn right. At the top of the switchbacks, enjoy the antics of the prairie dogs.




   

  In 2015 the visitor center at the refuge was renamed the Pat Schroeder Visitor Center to honor former US Representative Pat Schroeder of Colorado, who played a significant role in establishing RMANWR. She represented Congressional District 1 for twenty-four years and, in 1991, introduced a bill to turn the arsenal property over to the US Fish and Wildlife Service. Congress authorized the refuge in 1992. At the unveiling ceremony, Schroeder told the crowd, “It’s our duty to leave everything in a little better shape than we found it and, in this case, we did it.”




  US Representative Jared Polis (currently Colorado’s governor) pointed out, “We are walking here on trails that Pat blazed.” Many thanks to Pat and all who made this happen.







  0.9 Reach a junction with a road. Turn right and continue down this road until it reaches another road. Turn right.




  1.0 At this junction with the 6th Avenue Trail (intersection of 64th Avenue and Joliet Street), go across the road to the continuation of the Prairie Trail (GPS: N39 48.78' / W104 51.67').




  1.6 Reach the four-way junction with the Woodland, Rod and Gun Club Trail, and Havana Ponds Trails. Go straight to continue the hike, heading east on the Rod and Gun Club Trail.




  2.4 Arrive at the start/end of the Rod and Gun Club Trail loop. Turn right. There’s a bench here.




  2.5 At the spur trail to the Rod and Gun Club viewing blind, turn right onto the spur.




  2.6 Reach the viewing blind, with interpretive signs and views of the wetland (GPS: N39 48.60' / W104 50.38'). Return on the spur.




  2.7 Arrive back at the Rod and Gun Club Trail and turn right to complete the loop.




  2.9 Arrive back at the start/end of the Rod and Gun Club Trail loop. Turn right.




  3.1 Continue west on the Rod and Gun Club Trail.




  3.9 Return to the junction of the Havana Ponds and Woodland Trails. Turn right onto the Woodland Trail and continue north.




  4.3 Turn right onto the 6th Avenue Trail.




  4.5 Arrive at the Lake Ladora Loop Trail and turn left. Cross the arm of the lake on a floating boardwalk. Continue to the west and north, roughly following the shore of Lake Ladora.




  5.4 The trail curves over the Lake Ladora dam.




  5.7 Turn right to return to the Learning Center (GPS: N39 49.18' / W104 51.66').




  5.8 Head to the left and walk through the picnic area to the Lake Mary Learning Center.




  5.9 Arrive back at the Learning Center.




  Options




  1. For a very short and easy hike, walk the 0.9-mile lollipop from the Learning Center around Lake Mary and back.




  2. For a 1.9-mile loop, start as in the featured hike, but at mile 0.9 turn left and look for a trail to the right that heads east. Turn and walk 0.25 mile to the Lake Ladora Trail; turn left. At the paved road turn right, then in about 200 feet turn left on the trail that switchbacks down to Lake Mary. Turn left at the next junction, then right to walk on the floating bridge on the east side of Lake Mary. Follow the instructions from mile 0.15 above, in reverse, back to the Learning Center.




  3. A number of different loops of varying lengths can be created by looking at the trail map.





 

  More Information




  




  Friends of the Front Range Wildlife Refuges: 6550 Gateway Rd., Commerce City; 720-668-3887; ffrwr.org




  Denver Metro Convention & Visitors Bureau: 800-233-6837 or 303-892-1505; denver.org




  Visit Aurora: 720-484-8902; visitaurora.com






   BISON REINTRODUCED TO THE PLAINS NEAR DENVER




  March 17, 2007, was a very special day at Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge (RMANWR). Sixteen bison from the National Bison Range (NBR) in Montana arrived at their new home here. The US Fish and Wildlife Service will allow the herd to expand to approximately 200 animals over time. Bison once roamed the shortgrass prairie where the Denver metro area now lies. This small herd will help the Service evaluate the bison’s impact on RMANWR’s native shortgrass ecosystem. The Service operates a bison conservation program that includes the NBR, established in 1908 to save the American bison.




  Some bison have been crossbred with domestic cattle. The DNA of the bison chosen for RMANWR was tested, and the results showed no cattle genes in their ancestry. The Department of the Interior launched the Bison Conservation Initiative in 2008. Its goal is to restore bison to their ecological and cultural role on appropriate landscapes by maintaining herds on public lands. By moving pure bison to different appropriate wildlife refuges in eight states, the Service hopes to control disease and promote a healthy level of genetic diversity to assure the long-term conservation of the species. Microchips are implanted in the calves at the base of their ears to identify each bison and track individual information.




  The Service plans to increase the size of the RMANWR bison habitat to about two-thirds of the refuge. The bison live in an enclosed area behind 8-foot-high steel fences, away from the trails. You can take the self-guided, 11-mile Wildlife Drive to see these original natives of Colorado’s eastern plains. See the website for a map and downloadable audio tour.







  




  

    
2 Devil’s Backbone Loops





    




    Hike up and down hogbacks and along the distinctive Devil’s Backbone rock formation, experiencing the interesting geology firsthand. The area’s human history is explained on several interpretive signs and in a trail guide available at the trailhead. Red-tailed hawks, ravens, swallows, and a great horned owl nest in the niches of the Backbone formation. The views are great too! From prairie to rocky ridges to a lush little gully, the trail constantly changes. With three possible loops, you can find a short or long hike to suit your fancy. The trail system winds for over 15 miles through Devil’s Backbone Open Space, up to Horsetooth Mountain Open Space and Lory State Park. About midway, it connects with Coyote Ridge Natural Area to the east.
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When we all pitch in, we CAN keep
our parks beautiful and poop-free.
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