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MEET YOUR GUIDE



Emma Walker was born and raised on the Colorado Front Range, where she and her family hiked with a series of loyal Labradors throughout her childhood. She studied English lit and education at the University of Colorado in Boulder, then earned a master’s degree in outdoor and environmental education at Alaska Pacific University. Emma is a Wilderness First Responder, Leave No Trace Master Educator, and certified coastal kayaking instructor with the American Canoe Association. She has worked as a whitewater raft guide and avalanche educator, and her writing has appeared in Outside, Trail Runner, and Powder. Emma, her husband and son, and their two trusty dogs are perpetually training for their next big trip on skis, feet, bikes, or boats.

Also by Emma Walker

Dead Reckoning: Learning from Accidents in the Outdoors






INTRODUCTION


For those of us who consider ourselves “dog people,” the passage of time is marked by dogs.

“That was when we had Marlowe,” my parents might say, referring to the dopey, endlessly patient yellow Lab they had when I was born, and they mean this in the same way another person might cite an apartment they lived in or a job they had.

I come from a family of dog people. My parents have always been partial to Labs, beginning with Marlowe, who as a puppy ate a pair of my mom’s earrings and later deposited them in the backyard, where my dad scooped them up—turd and all—and tapped at the window to ask if she wanted them back. Then there was Marlowe’s counterpart, Goldie, who, according to family lore, they acquired while walking Marlowe around the block one afternoon when a neighbor flagged them down and asked if they wanted another dog “just like that one.” Later, there was Gus, a neurotic chocolate Lab we got when I was about six and who remained hopelessly devoted to me for all of his fourteen years, long after I’d gone away to college; and Tully, his eventual replacement, who trained up a number of wayward puppies.

These dogs were a major upgrade from the series of antisocial dachshunds my grandparents had throughout my mom’s childhood in Boulder, one of whom—“The Great Dog Baron,” as my mom and her siblings exclusively refer to him—bit, depending who you ask, somewhere between three and six neighborhood children. (This was in the 1960s, when if you came home with a dog bite, your parents wouldn’t call animal control but would instead say something like, “What were you doing over there, anyway? You know the Wullschlegers’ dog is mean!”)

By the time I was on the scene, they’d mostly given up on the wiener dogs and switched to an ill-tempered Sheltie who worshiped my grandfather, despite the fact that my grandma was the one who walked and fed her. She waited faithfully at his favorite chair for him to come home each day, at which point he’d serenade her with a rendition of “Don’t Cry for Me Caledonia” to the tune of the eponymous ballad to Argentina from Evita. She also barked shrilly at anyone who entered the house and didn’t happen to be her beloved, and was thus the first dog I can ever remember not particularly liking, which would make Grandpa Gerry roll over in his grave.

The Caledonia era overlapped with my Aunt Kelly’s decades-long German shepherd period, which began with a thick specimen named Roscoe (affectionately known as “Doof Buddy”) and during which she rarely had fewer than two 90-pound dogs in the house. One of my earliest memories is of crawling into a wire kennel to snuggle up with bat-eared Jade sometime in the first six months of her life, something I probably shouldn’t have been allowed to do, but Kelly’s dogs were generally even-tempered, and fortunately Jade took it in stride.


It’s funny to think about what attracts us to various sorts of dogs—my parents’ line of friendly Labradors; my grandparents’ quirky, stalwart little dachshunds; the loyal German shepherds my aunt couldn’t get enough of. Despite never having picked up the same breed or mix twice, I seem to wind up exclusively with highly energetic dogs, which works for me only because they match my husband’s energy. I often send him out the door with a dog or two and instructions not to come back until everyone’s good and exhausted. (“A tired dog is a good dog,” my mom always says, and this remains the best dog training advice I’ve ever received.)

All this is to say that I’m lucky: Dogs have always been a big part of my life, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. As I write this, my nine-year-old cattle dog/pit mix Bodhi is snoring gently at my feet, and two-year-old German wirehaired pointer Rooster (“your dog,” I call her to my husband, who in fairness does use her to hunt grouse, ptarmigan, and waterfowl) has just presented me with a pair of socks, as there are no dead birds available to retrieve at the moment. These creatures have enriched my life indescribably, and I know I’m far from alone in that regard. Whether they’re patrolling the kitchen for scraps, lovingly supervising a toddler, or hiking a favorite trail with us for the twentieth time, dogs add more than the sum of their parts to our lives. I hope this book will help you and your pack make some memories.

—Emma Walker

Winter 2024


WHAT’S DIFFERENT ABOUT HIKING WITH YOUR DOG?

When you head out for a hike, you likely begin by packing a backpack. That’s one of the first things new hikers are instructed to do: pack what we call the “ten essentials.” The idea is that what’s in your pack varies depending on what you’re doing and how long you’re planning to be out, but there are some crucial items you should always have with you. Conventional wisdom holds that on every hike, your backpack should include navigation (map and compass and/or GPS), a headlamp and extra batteries, sun protection, a first-aid kit, a knife, a way to start a fire, a shelter (this could simply be a layer warm enough to sustain you overnight, even if it would be an uncomfortable night), and extra food, water, and clothing.

Hitting the trail with your dog requires some additional preparation. You’ll need to add a few items to your ten essentials (more on that in a moment), but you’ll also need to do some additional research: Are dogs allowed at your intended destination? Do they need to be on a leash? Of course, dog regulations vary depending on where you’re headed, but here are a few guidelines to get you started.




GENERAL OVERVIEW OF REGULATIONS

More often than not, you can find out whether dogs are allowed at a given destination by running a quick internet search for the land manager’s website. In the western United States, the vast majority of land you’ll be hiking on is public land; some of it is federally owned and operated, while other tracts are run by the state, local counties, and even cities.





FEDERAL LAND

Federal land includes public land operated by the National Park Service (NPS), including national parks and national monuments, the USDA Forest Service (USFS), and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). All three agencies operate land in Colorado.

In general, US national parks do not permit dogs on trails. In some parks, dogs may be allowed in campgrounds and parking lots on a 6-foot leash—but that’s it. With that in mind, don’t bring Fido to Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado National Monument, or Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park and expect to bring them on your hike.1

1 Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve is an exception to this rule. Dogs are allowed in the preserve section of the park, but not in most backcountry areas. Visit www.nps.gov/grsa/planyourvisit/pets.htm# for more information.

Land operated by the USFS and BLM, in general, allows dogs. You may occasionally encounter areas or parts of trails that are closed seasonally for, say, elk calving or raptor nesting, but things are a little less closely regulated in national forests and on BLM land. If you’re required to leash your dog, the land manager’s website or a sign at the trailhead typically notes that regulation. Wherever you bring your dog, of course, you should always plan to pick up after them.




COLORADO STATE PARKS

There are forty-two state parks open to the public in Colorado. All are operated by Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW). Dogs are allowed in most of those parks2; where dogs are allowed, they must be kept on a 6-foot leash. Some parks have designated dog off-leash areas, including Cherry Creek State Park, which is a great place to work on off-leash training with your dog (see page 42), and Chatfield State Park. The dog off-leash areas in both parks require a daily fee on top of your park entrance fee—you can purchase an annual pass or pay on a daily basis at the entrance station. Keep your paper off-leash permit with you; it’s likely a ranger will ask you for it, and they’re not shy about ticketing visitors without permits.

2 Dogs are not allowed in several Colorado State Parks, including Roxborough and Harvey Gap. Regulations vary by park—some have wildlife refuge areas; others allow dogs only on certain designated trails—so be sure to check the park’s individual website or call park management before you show up expecting to hike with your dog.

In Colorado State Parks where dogs are allowed, they’re not necessarily welcome in every inch of the park. Swim and water-ski beaches, for example, are closed to dogs in order to keep the beaches and water clean. Parks also occasionally institute temporary closures or require visitors to keep dogs away from environmentally sensitive areas or during wildlife nesting or mating seasons.

Several state parks, including Barr Lake, Cheyenne Mountain, James M. Robb–Colorado River, and Mueller, have ongoing restrictions in certain areas or on certain trails. The best way to know is to check the CSP Park Finder3 or give the park a call before your visit; signs are also typically posted at trailheads.


3 You can easily find the state park you intend to visit by running a quick internet search for its name or by navigating to https://cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/Pages/parkMap.aspx.

Always adhere to closures and restrictions, even if it’s inconvenient—not only is it the right thing to do, it also helps preserve dog-friendly access for the rest of your community.




COUNTY AND CITY LAND

County and city open space parks are where things get a little murkier, since regulations vary widely—and because there are dozens of cities and counties that operate open space in Colorado. In Boulder’s Open Space & Mountain Parks (OSMP), for example, you’ll need a Boulder County–specific Voice and Sight Tag that indicates you and your dog have passed a test and that the animal is under voice control.4 Just one county to the south, in Jefferson County, dogs must be kept on a 10-foot or shorter leash on all open space trails, and owners are subject to a fine if they’re cited.

4 The Voice and Sight Tag program began in 2006, and dogs who are enrolled may be off leash (and, as the name of the program indicates, within their owner’s line of sight and under voice control, meaning they’ll come back when called) on certain designated trails. Where indicated, dogs must remain on leash; the Trailhead Leash Program requires that all dogs are leashed upon exiting vehicles at all OSMP trailheads. Regardless of their Voice and Sight status, all dogs are prohibited from certain open space areas in Boulder County. OSMP maintains an interactive map with information on which trailheads are open to dogs; find it and more information on the Voice and Sight Tag program at https://bouldercolorado.gov/services/dogs-osmp.

Your best bet, for non-federally or state-owned and -operated land, is to check the land manager’s website or give them a quick call to ask about dog regulations. Where dogs are allowed, do your part to keep it that way by letting only well-behaved, non-aggressive dogs off leash and always packing out your pup’s waste.




LAND ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Many of the hikes in this book are on land that I’m referring to as “public land.” While that is true in the sense that it is now open for recreation to the American public, I respectfully acknowledge that these hikes take place on the unceded lands of several Indigenous nations, including the Apache, Arapaho, Cheyenne, Comanche, Kiowa, Navajo, Pueblo, Shoshone, and Ute people, who have stewarded this land through generations. For more information on the specific people whose ancestral land your hike is on, you can visit https://native-land.ca/.




WHAT YOU’LL NEED TO BRING

If an extra person were tagging along on your hike, your party would need to bring enough extra snacks, water, and layers to sustain them. The same goes for your dog. You won’t necessarily need to replicate the ten essentials—your dog doesn’t need a headlamp, for example, though you might consider attaching a light to his collar so you can keep track of him, should you find yourself on the trail at night—but you’ll definitely need to modify or add to your usual packing list, to a certain extent.




FOR DAY HIKING

Your day pack already includes the ten essentials for you, and you can make slight adjustments to the ten essentials to accommodate your dog in case of an emergency, too. Some 
things will remain the same: Unless your dog is a genius, they won’t need their own map and compass, knife, or fire-starting equipment. Still, there are some adjustments to make:


	 First Aid. Bring enough medical supplies to apply first aid in case of a doggie emergency. If you tend to carry a fairly robust first-aid kit (the preassembled ones you’ll find at any outdoor gear store are a good bet), that might be enough. Consider throwing in a roll of vet wrap, which sticks to itself and comes in handy for applying pressure to bleeding wounds (and keeping them clean) when your patient is unlikely to cooperate by holding a bandage in place. This stuff, paired with a fresh maxi pad—a super-cheap, super-handy first-aid item—and a multi-tool, will be enough to help you manage a wide variety of dog injuries.

	 Food. If you’re just headed out for a day hike, consider bringing along a few dog treats you know your dog will eat. Dogs burn calories just like humans do, and it won’t hurt to toss them a snack when you stop for a break.

	 Water. Dogs can get dehydrated, too. Do some research before your hike to determine whether there’s water available along the trail. If there’s not, you’ll definitely need to bring along plenty of extra water for your pooch—I have a 1-liter water bottle specifically reserved for slobbery dogs to drink out of. (If your dog thinks he’s people, like mine do, they may drink directly from a water bottle. Otherwise, you’ll need to bring along something for him to drink out of. Most outdoor gear stores sell lightweight, collapsible bowls for this purpose.)

	If there is water along the trail, you have a choice to make. Most people don’t drink directly from water sources in the wilderness without purifying it. There are numerous options out there for purifying your water: You can filter it, use a UV light, add purification tablets or iodine (not for dog consumption, as too much iodine presents a risk of causing a hyperactive thyroid), or do it the old-fashioned way and bring it to a rolling boil over a camp stove. Experienced hikers all have their preferred method, and it’s a frequent topic of debate; each method has its merits and deficiencies.

	In any case, even if water looks clear, it’s likely filled with all kinds of contaminants—you never know if an animal has died upstream (more commonly a concern in desert regions, especially on open cattle ranges), what predators have been defecating in the water, or, of particular concern with Colorado’s mining-heavy history, what heavy metal residue might be lurking in even the cleanest-looking mountain stream.

	If there are no obvious contaminants, some folks choose to let their dogs drink directly from water sources along the trail. This is convenient because it means not having to carry additional water, which adds significant weight to your pack. This is typically what I do, unless I’m aware of some contaminant in the local water supply. It does, however, mean you run the risk of having your pup contract giardia or some other gastrointestinal disease—it’s not a guarantee, but certainly a consideration.

	 Layers. Whether your dog will be warm enough, should you find yourselves caught in a sudden storm or spending the night out, depends greatly on your dog. That’s what fur is for, right? If you’ve got a husky mix or other long-haired dog, that’s probably true. A lot of shorter-haired breeds, though, don’t thermoregulate as well in extreme temperatures. My German wirehaired pointer would be reasonably comfortable overnight in all but the chilliest conditions; my cattle dog/pit mix, however, starts chattering his teeth at the mere thought of the sun going down on 
a mild summer evening. This is a matter of knowing your dog: If you’ve noticed them getting the shivers in colder temperatures, consider bringing along a doggie jacket if you’re heading into the high alpine or on a longer hike.






FOR BACKPACKING

Most of what you’ll need to bring on a backpacking trip with a canine plus-one is the same as what you’d bring for a day hike. The primary difference is the additional food and shelter you’ll need to provide, and how you’ll carry those items to your campsite.


	 Food. If you’ll be spending the night out, you’ll need to bring along your dog’s usual evening and morning meals. One thing that makes this easier is that unlike the fancy freeze-dried meals popular with backpackers, you won’t need to do any additional planning for your dog’s backpacking dinners and breakfasts: The usual kibble will do just fine. Like you, your dog has likely burned significantly more calories than on a typical day, so consider bringing along some extra food to help replenish that lost energy. This isn’t an exact science, but if you’re not sure how much extra food your dog needs, consult with your vet to figure out an appropriate ratio.

	 Sleep system. One complicating factor of backpacking with a dog is where they’ll sleep. If you’ve got a small- or medium-size pooch (and if, like me, you’re not a particularly light sleeper), you can likely get away with squeezing them into your own sleeping bag. The added benefit here is that your dog acts as a little furnace, keeping you warm even on chilly high-altitude nights.

	If your dog is bigger—or if, reasonably, you’re not willing to share your sleeping bag—you’ll need to figure out another system. Some folks bring along dog-specific sleeping bags, though for my money, an old synthetic puffy jacket works just as well and is significantly less expensive. (I specify synthetic because a down jacket will make a gigantic mess when your pup inevitably claws a hole in it.) Consider testing out your sleep system on a shorter, lower-consequence trip (maybe somewhere at lower elevation, where you’re less likely to shiver through a miserable night if your system isn’t yet up to par) before you head out for a challenging multiday adventure.

	 Dog backpacks. It’s appealing to saddle your dog with a backpack to carry his own supplies. Not only does it cut weight from your own pack (and look cute), but the extra weight might wear out an energetic dog a little faster—at least, that’s often my plan when I take my energetic young pointer out for an overnight. Before you load up a backpack for your dog, though, consider whether it’s in their best interest.

	The conventional wisdom is that dogs shouldn’t be made to carry more than a quarter to a third of their own body weight, and for some dogs, even that’s a stretch. How much weight your dog can carry, and whether they should carry any weight at all, depends on their fitness, the terrain you’ll be covering, and the environmental factors of your hike (e.g., will it be especially hot or cold?).

	If you do choose to have your dog carry their own food, collapsible bowl, and other supplies, make sure you’re weighting the backpack evenly. Most dog backpacks are set up like saddlebags, so the dog is carrying half the weight on either side, rather than centered directly on the spine. If you weight one side more heavily than the other 
(just like in your own backpack), it’ll not only be uncomfortable, but can get caught up on branches along the way and cause rubbing or even sores.






PREPARING YOUR DOG TO HIT THE TRAIL

Hiking is more fun when you’re in great shape. You can hike farther and faster, and you can spend more mental energy on enjoying your surroundings than on feeling exhausted. The same is true for dogs. We often think of our canine companions as being endlessly energetic, but they, too, have varying levels of fitness.

You can get your pooch ready for hiking season by spending the winter and spring months doing some basic conditioning, both for mental and physical fitness.




DOG-SPECIFIC LEAVE NO TRACE AND ETIQUETTE

If you’ve spent some time on the trail, you’ve likely heard of the concept of Leave No Trace (LNT). In essence, LNT means minimizing one’s impact on the natural world and on other users when traveling in wilderness areas. There are seven LNT principles: Plan Ahead and Prepare, Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces, Dispose of Waste Properly, Leave What You Find, Minimize Campfire Impacts, Respect Wildlife, and Be Considerate of Other Visitors.

The Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics has published extensively about the application of LNT principles for dogs (visit https://lnt.org for more information). I can’t say it any better than they already have, but there are a few principles in particular that merit special attention.




DISPOSING OF WASTE

This is such a hot topic—and, unfortunately, such a source of conflict—between dog owners and other trail users that it would be easy to make picking up dog waste a whole section of this book. I’m not going to do that (who wants to spend that much time talking about poop?). Instead, I’m going to boil it all down to one big idea: Pick up after your dog!

There is, occasionally, some nuance to the disposal of dog waste. If you’re on a day hike, there’s really no excuse not to pick up after your dog. Many trailheads now provide bags specifically for dog waste pickup, but you should come equipped with your own (preferably one or two more than you think you need) so you don’t come up short if that’s not the case.

If you’ve hiked more than a handful of miles on your local trails, you’ve likely noticed something I consider a pet peeve (no pun intended): neon-colored bags, filled with dog poop, sitting on the side of the trail. Probably most people who leave these bags there really do intend to pick them up later, but, unfortunately, that doesn’t always happen. People forget altogether, or they’re tired, or they don’t remember the spot where they stashed their bag and walk right by it on the way back to the trailhead. And then there’s a bright blue or green bag full of dog waste sitting on the trail until some other good citizen decides to pick it up and throw it away.

I get it. It smells bad! It’s no fun to smell your dog’s poo throughout your hike, though some would argue that’s part of the cost of bringing one’s dog on a hike, and that other hikers, who are not the owners of your dog, shouldn’t have to look at or smell 
it either. There are some workarounds for this. Bring along a plastic grocery bag or even an extra dog poo–specific bag to double-bag the doo, which can help contain the smell and keep it from leaking if you stick it in an outside pocket on your backpack. Many pet stores and outdoor gear stores also sell handy, leak-proof nylon pouches, which you can stick bagged poo in. They work surprisingly well, and you can reuse them. In short: Picking up after your dog is not an option.

Of course, this gets more complicated when you’re on an overnight or multiday trip. Study the regulations for waste management in the area where you’ll be traveling: What are humans supposed to do with their waste? Bury it? Pack it out? Make your dog waste management plan accordingly. You won’t go wrong if you’re willing to pack out your dog’s poop. If, however, you’re bringing along a trowel to bury your own waste, keep an eye out when your dog’s doing the deed so you can bury theirs, too.




RESPECT WILDLIFE

You can explain to humans why they shouldn’t harass wildlife, but that doesn’t stop some people from approaching bison and bears and moose to take selfies. Dogs, however, have limited ability to understand language and a much stronger prey drive than we do, so it’s even tougher to keep them from chasing critters.

This is largely a matter of knowing your dog. Sure, most dogs are interested in squirrels and rabbits and deer. We can’t hold that against them; it’s in their nature. But if they tend to chase those critters, and particularly if they have a habit of venturing far off trail in order to chase them, you’ll need to make some changes. Dogs who chase wildlife are not only in danger of being hurt themselves—the terrain out of your sight could include cliffs to tumble over, or the creature they’re chasing may retaliate (more on this on page 10)—they’re also disrupting the natural ecosystem.

Even if your dog doesn’t manage to catch up to that elk or deer they’re after, those animals need every calorie they’ve got on board to survive. Wasting a lot of energy on running away from Fido can have dire consequences for wildlife and, at certain times of the year, can even be fatal.

With that in mind, consider whether your dog is a good candidate to be off leash, even if there’s no regulation prohibiting you from doing so. If they’re not quite there yet, you may very well be able to get those prey instincts under control with diligent training. If not, you and your dog can certainly still enjoy your hikes on leash.




CONSIDER OTHER VISITORS

Most of the aforementioned reasons to keep your dog from harassing wildlife apply to other trail users, too. If you’re on a multiuse trail, ensure that your dog doesn’t chase mountain bikers or equestrians. Even if you’re headed somewhere that’s hiker-only, remember that (hard as it may be to believe for those of us who adore dogs) not everyone is comfortable around dogs. You may know your pooch to be a friendly, lovable fellow, but some folks are afraid of dogs or, understandably, simply don’t want to be jumped on by a strange dog.

Remember, too, that folks with dogs who are nervous or aggressive may choose (responsibly!) to keep their dogs on a leash. If your pooch is off leash and comes bounding up to a dog who doesn’t play well with others, it’s a recipe for disaster—and in this scenario, you’re in the wrong.


The big picture here is that dogs should only be allowed off leash if they’re under voice command. See page 10 for resources on training your dog.




GET YOUR PUP TRAIL-READY

Dogs need physical conditioning to be trail-ready, just like humans do; that means slowly working your way up in terms of mileage and difficulty, and, if you’re using a backpack, gradually adding weight over time. That’s all fairly straightforward, and you can find dog-conditioning plans written by experts in dog physiology online by running a quick search. There are, however, a number of other things to consider as you get ready to hit the trail with your dog:


	 Dewclaws. Dogs are born with dewclaws (a fifth digit) on their front legs, and some dogs have dewclaws on their back legs, too. Some folks have their dogs’ dewclaws removed, since they’re more likely to tear, especially at the nail. If it’s not done during early puppyhood, though, this is painful and more likely to cause complications. If your adult dog is the owner of a set of dewclaws, your best bet is to keep the nail fairly short.

	 Nails. Since dogs don’t wear sturdy hiking boots or shoes with traction, like humans do, they rely on their claws. Keep these fairly short to avoid tearing, but not so short that your pup has no traction on slippery surfaces. Some dogs are active enough that their nails are worn down naturally, but if your dog’s nails aren’t ground down on their own, you’ll need to get them trimmed. If you’re not comfortable doing this yourself, check with your vet or head to a kennel or groomer, most of whom offer this service fairly inexpensively and can do it quickly and painlessly.

	 Feet. Like the calluses on human hands and feet, the pads of your dog’s paws get fairly tough over years of walking on various surfaces. Still, if you’re hiking on especially rough terrain, your dog’s paws may get worn down or tender. Keep an eye out for limping; if you check the culprit paw and don’t find anything caught between the pads, this may be the problem. If you think this may be an issue for your dog, consider carrying a set of dog booties in your first-aid kit. These don’t have to be the expensive specialty kind, though those are certainly nice to have, if your dog will tolerate them. You can pick up a fairly inexpensive set from a dog-mushing retailer online; this is what Iditarod mushers use for their dogs, and they work great in a pinch.

	 Vaccinations. Before you hit the trail, make sure your dog is up to date on all their vaccinations. In Colorado you’ll want to make sure your dog is vaccinated against rabies and Distemper/Parvo/Bordetella (DA2PPV), both of which are three-year vaccines. Many Colorado veterinarians also advise dog owners to get on a monthly preventive heartworm supplement, which comes in the form of a meat-flavored tablet most dogs find irresistible.

	 Grooming. If your pooch has long hair, you’ll be happier later if you keep it well trimmed, especially in the spring and fall shoulder seasons, which tend to be muddy in Colorado. This is true in the winter, too, when balls of snow and ice often form on long fur and between the toes. If balled-up snow and ice in the paws tends to be a problem for your pooch, consider trying out Musher’s Secret, which helps prevent uncomfortable ice buildup.








TRAINING RESOURCES

Your dog needs some training to be the best pooch they can be. Some dogs are certainly easier to train than others—some of this is based on breed characteristics, and some of it is simply that, like humans, dogs each have their own personalities.

I’m not an expert in dog training. I’ve typically trained my dogs simply by repetition and positive reinforcement: I take them hiking all the time, and, especially when they’re young, I carry treats to reward them for coming back when I call them. So far, that’s worked fairly well for me, though I realize not every dog is so cooperative.

The Cherry Creek State Park Dog Off-Leash Area (hike 6) is a great spot to start working with your dog off leash. If you’re looking for more-specific resources, consider stopping by your local pet shop or shelter, many of which have relationships with local trainers with good reputations.

As far as written resources, the Whole Dog Journal has a thorough breakdown of what goes into good off-leash training, including some specific drills to try with your dog.5 Outside Online has also published a more-hiking-specific primer on training dogs to be off leash.6

5 www.whole-dog-journal.com/issues/5_3/features/Building-Off-Leash-Reliability_5440-1.html


6 www.outsideonline.com/2201211/how-train-your-dog-walk-leash





HAZARDS ON THE TRAIL

As with most things worth doing, there are some risks to hiking with dogs. They include a lot of the same risks humans take when we go out on the trail, with the added complication that dogs can’t explain to us how they’re feeling or what’s wrong. With that in mind, you’ll need to keep an eye out for a few key potential dog hazards, including some that are specific to Colorado.




FLORA

Poison ivy is less common in Colorado than in many parts of the country (if you’ve hiked much in the southeastern United States, you’ll be pleasantly surprised how much less frequently you run into it in the Centennial State). Still, it’s around, and you should be able to recognize it and keep your pooch away from it. The plant has a distinctive three-leaved shape (poison oak is similar, but with shiny leaves) and grows low to the ground. The oil from the plant can get trapped in your dog’s fur, causing you to react when you touch him; if your dog has short hair, poison ivy may cause a reaction on particularly hairless areas, like their belly and armpits. If you find that one or both of you is having a reaction, topical cortisone cream will provide some relief.

There are also some poisonous plants that may make your dog sick. Most dogs are pretty discriminating when it comes to eating plants, so it’s not necessarily a likelihood you’ll catch your dog munching on rhododendrons or Japanese yew. If your dog does start acting strangely and you suspect poisoning, though, make a note of what they’ve eaten and head back to the trailhead, where you can call poison control and figure out your next steps.




FAUNA

We’ve already discussed at length why it’s important to keep your dog under voice control so it doesn’t harass wildlife. That’s true both for predator-type animals and those 
that fall into the prey end of the food chain. As a general rule, if there have been recent sightings of a predator in the area, it’s smart to keep your dog on a leash. There are also some specific considerations to keep in mind for the various critters you might run into on the trail.




PREDATORS

Most predators in Colorado are even less interested in running into us than we are in encountering them. If you do run into any charismatic megafauna, though, there are a few rules of thumb that may help keep the situation from escalating. Do your best to keep your dog close to you, preferably on a leash; if they run away, they’ll appear to be prey, and if they attack, the odds are not in their favor.


	 Bears. As a general rule, black bears (we don’t have grizzlies or brown bears in Colorado) are quite afraid of humans, and as long as you’re being smart about not leaving food or other smelly items (toiletries like toothpaste, for example) out overnight, you’ll likely avoid bears altogether. If you do run into a black bear, talk to it in a loud, calm voice and back away slowly. Black bears often bluff when they charge (which they’re likeliest to do if you surprise them, so make some noise when you hike in bear country), so stand your ground. Fight back if you’re attacked.

	 Mountain lions. Big cats are among the most formidable predators in Colorado, and they’re a compelling reason to keep your dog on a leash, particularly if you happen to be hiking in an area they’re known to frequent or where they’ve been sighted recently. Again, stand your ground. Make yourself as big as possible, and make plenty of noise—yell loudly and confidently; if you’re lucky, your dog will join you in barking. Don’t turn your back on the cat, and if it begins to advance, feel free to throw rocks or whatever else you can reach for in its direction. If you’re attacked, fight back.

	 Snakes. There are plenty of snakes in Colorado, and many species are harmless. Their slinky movements are often very interesting to dogs, so if you’re hiking somewhere known for rattlesnakes (North Table Mountain in Golden is a good example; I’ve rarely hiked there during the summer months and not seen a rattler), keep your dog on a leash. It’s exceedingly rare that adult humans die from rattlesnake bites, but it takes less venom to kill a dog than it does a human. The antivenin is terribly expensive (think thousands of dollars), and that’s if you make it to a vet in time. Your best bet is prevention. Don’t let your dog go off trail if you’re hiking in rattlesnake country, and keep a keen ear out for that telltale rattle.






INSECTS


	
Mosquitoes. Mosquitoes make the top of the list because they have a knack for ruining any trip where they show up. They’re irritating, and can also carry diseases that can be dangerous to dogs, including West Nile virus and heartworm. Applying DEET isn’t an ideal solution, since dogs lick themselves to stay clean and can get sick from ingesting those chemicals. You can use natural remedies, including organic eucalyptus solutions, to keep mosquitoes at bay. I’ve also been known to put a fleece on my dog to keep bugs away when the mosquitoes were especially thick.

	 Ticks. Ticks are less common in Colorado’s super-dry climate than in many parts of the country, but they do still exist. Since they carry Rocky Mountain spotted 
fever and Lyme disease, you should make a habit of checking your dog for ticks whenever you’ve been hiking anywhere wet or heavily wooded.

	Look for ticks in cracks and crevices: behind and under your dog’s ears, around the neck, near the eyes, under the tail, and so forth. If you find one before it’s latched on, that’s great, since things get a little trickier once they’ve gotten their mouth attached to their host.

	It can be tough to get your dog to hold still long enough to safely remove a tick, so if you’ve got a companion (or a handful of tempting treats), you’ll likely have an easier time. The key is to not leave the tick’s head in place, so use tweezers to grasp the tick as close to your dog’s skin as possible. Give one steady pull to remove the tick, and then wash your hands and the spot you just removed the tick from. If you’ve had to remove a latched-on tick, check in with your vet as soon as you get home. In that case, try to get a photo of the tick before getting rid of its remains so you can show the vet.






PREY


	
Elk and deer. On a scale from “fight” to “flight,” these ungulates fall just about as close as possible to the flight end of things: If they’re chased, they are going to run. This is bad for the wildlife (as mentioned earlier, stressors like this can have big consequences for wildlife), but there are potential dangers for your dog, too. Unfortunately, many dogs have been injured or killed by taking big falls while chasing wildlife, so that’s a good reason to leash your dog if you see critters out and about. And while elk and deer are often docile, there are occasional exceptions. During the fall elk rut (mating season), bull elk can become quite aggressive, and those big antlers can cause serious damage.

	 Moose. These giants hardly belong in the prey category; they’re enormous and can easily trample a dog. (They also have razor-sharp hooves and knee joints that allow them to kick in multiple directions.) Moose are often aggressive, so keep your distance and leash your dog if you spot one, particularly if they’re accompanied by a calf.

	 Goats. Mountain goats aren’t native to Colorado, but they’re here nonetheless. You’ll find them in high alpine areas, particularly above tree line. Unfortunately, many mountain goats in Colorado are habituated, and they can be fairly bold about approaching humans—and less likely to flee from dogs. They’ve been known to charge and even gore dogs, so keep your distance and keep your pooch close if you spot them.

	 Sheep. Many bighorn sheep populations in Colorado are vulnerable, and a stressful interaction with an overly enthusiastic dog is the last thing they need. Those giant horns are also attached to a very thick skull, used for literally butting heads with other sheep. Keep dogs away so they’re not victims of an angry head-butting.






ENVIRONMENTAL HAZARDS

Think about how you plan ahead for a hike: If you think you will be especially hot or cold, apply those principles to your dog. For the most part, they’re capable of thermoregulating—their fur and panting mechanisms can generally keep them at a comfortable temperature. When the mercury really starts to rise or fall, though, there are precautions you can take to keep your pup comfortable.





HEAT

It’s easy to dismiss Colorado’s summer temperatures—it’s a dry heat, after all—but despite the lack of humidity, it’s possible to suffer from heat exhaustion and heatstroke, particularly when there’s no shade, as is often the case on the Eastern Plains and in the high desert of western Colorado. Reduce your dog’s risk of suffering from heat-related illness by starting your hike early (this has the added benefit of getting you back to the car before those reliable afternoon thunderstorms roll in). You should also plan to carry plenty of water and give your dog frequent opportunities to drink it. If you come across a stream or pond, give your pup the chance to wade in and cool off. If you’ve got some extra water, you can also dump a little on your dog’s head and back to help keep them cool.




COLD

Dogs can get frostbite just like people, and are particularly vulnerable on their ears, paws, and other extremities. If you’ll be hiking on snow or ice, carry some booties or Musher’s Secret, which gives you a backup plan if your dog’s paws are chafed on the snow or keep collecting balls of ice.

If your dog is of the short-haired variety, consider investing in a jacket; several manufacturers make specialized dog jackets. If you’re going to buy one expensive, specialized item for your dog, make it this one; a jacket that fits well can keep your dog so much happier even when it’s miserably cold and wet out.

Most of the hikes in this book are best done in the spring through fall, not in the winter, when they’re under feet of snow. Still, depending on when you go, you may encounter occasional patches of deep snow. In this case, encourage your pup to walk in your tracks, which makes it much easier for them to make progress without flotation.

Cold weather also means the advent of hunting season in many parts of Colorado. That means your dog could be mistaken for a game animal, so if you’re hiking in the fall, consider outfitting your dog with an orange vest to make it clear that they’re not game.




EXPOSURE

“Exposure” is hiker- and climber-speak for the risk of falling, essentially. If you’re hiking along an exposed ridgeline, for example, you might look to either side and see sheer drop-offs. If the risk (or consequence) of falling is especially high, the exposure is more significant. Of course, people have different tolerances for exposure: Some are fine with it, while others freeze up when they’re around it or avoid it altogether. Dogs are the same way: Some will trot right along, while others become terrified and refuse to keep moving.

You won’t find serious exposure on many of the hikes in this book, since it doesn’t mix well with dogs; why put your dog in that situation if you don’t need to? Should you find yourself facing the possibility of exposure, know your dog. Make sure you have a backup plan in case your dog isn’t thrilled about the exposure. More than one pup has gotten stuck and had to be rescued from notoriously exposed hikes like the Sawtooth Traverse between Mount Bierstadt and Mount Evans.

Avoid becoming part of this statistic by working up to exposure slowly and avoiding coaxing your dog to do anything they’re clearly uncomfortable with.





A WORD ABOUT THE FOURTEENERS

Colorado is home to more than fifty peaks over 14,000 feet above sea level, or “Fourteeners,” as they’re affectionately called. Many of the Fourteeners are Class 1 or 2 hikes, meaning they’re on a well-marked trail the whole way. These peaks—especially those of the nontechnical variety—are enormously popular among Coloradans, and for good reason: It’s a great way to challenge yourself, test your fitness, and see how your body performs at high altitude.

Understandably, lots of folks bring their dogs with them to hike the Fourteeners. You’ll find one Fourteener hike included in this book, but that’s it. Why? For the most part, Fourteener hikes aren’t inherently especially dog-friendly, and this book is focused on hikes that are great for dogs. Your pup may be able to do the hike, but a number of factors make them less than ideal for lots of dogs:


	 They’re crowded. The standard route on a Fourteener might see hundreds of ascents on a given summer weekend, while a peak just a few miles away might see just a handful. Unless your dog is the sort who just walks along right next to you, it can wear thin to constantly have to rein them in, especially on a narrow trail.

	 They’re at high altitude. Despite extensive research, there’s no hard-and-fast rule as to what causes altitude sickness in people; you might be fine on one Fourteener ascent and come down with a terrible headache and nausea on the next one, and researchers aren’t sure why. Dogs certainly can’t tell you when they’ve got a headache, but keep an eye on them in case they’re acting oddly as a result of the lack of oxygen.

	 Much of the hike will be above tree line. When you’re hiking up to more than 14,000 feet above sea level, much of your day will be spent above tree line, meaning you won’t be sheltered from sun, wind, precipitation, or lightning. It’s one thing to put yourself in that position, but, unfortunately, dogs have been killed by lightning strikes on Colorado Fourteeners in the past. It’s just another reason to get an early start and keep a close eye on the weather.

	 There’s a greater possibility of exposure. Not all Fourteeners have a great deal of exposure, but many standard routes (even the less-technical ones) feature sheer drop-offs, narrow trails, and trails marked only by cairns (stacks of rocks), meaning there’s a chance of getting off trail and ending up somewhere you can’t retreat from. Having a four-legged friend along only complicates this scenario, and many dogs are squeamish about exposure.

	 Scree and loose dirt are tough for dogs on a leash—and the humans on the other end. Due to their high-altitude nature, many Fourteener trails have long sections of scree, or loose dirt and small rocks on a steep-angled section of the trail. If your dog is capable of being well-behaved off leash, this may not present much of a challenge, but if your guy is on a leash, it can be tough to avoid dragging each other downhill and losing your balance as you both try to maintain your footing (especially if your dog tends to pull).



That’s not to say you shouldn’t take your dog with you to hike a Fourteener! If you know your dog—and are comfortable with the risk you’re taking on by bringing them along, just as you would be with any other hike—then suit up, get an early start, and get out there. (Bodhi has accompanied me on nearly a dozen Fourteener hikes, and has always been a happy camper.) It does mean, though, that there are some additional concerns to take into account on a high-altitude hike.
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