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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—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.


We would appreciate hearing 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 authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


Globe Pequot
Reader Response/Editorial Department
246 Goose Lane
Guilford, CT 06437


Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction


Days lengthen. Mercury rises. Rivers swell. Winter concedes defeat and snow pours off hillsides with wild abandon. With each passing day, the sun hangs in the sky for a few minutes longer. Tiny bursts of color surge through the soil, heralding spring’s return. After a long, frigid season, the hillsides, forests, and mountaintops beckon once again. You heed their call and return to the mountains, meandering through sweet-smelling pines, strolling along striking tundra, and squishing through patches of mud and persistent snow. Some old friends reward your efforts and welcome you back by slowly revealing themselves in hidden blooms of blue, pink, yellow, white, and red. Time moves on and summer takes hold. Sporadic blossoms give way to grand wildflower displays as nature generously cloaks Colorado in a dazzling gown of colors.


These changes excite the senses, and if you love flowers like I do, spring and summer unearth an irresistible inner urge that drives you to explore. But, where should you go and when, in order to catch the peak bloom? In a state overflowing with striking trails that meander through canyon country, rugged mountain ranges, and wild plains dappled with ancient buttes, this can be a challenging question to answer.


Fear not! This user-friendly book guides you to fifty of my favorite wildflower hikes—some classics, some lesser known, all delightful. The Centennial State is amazingly diverse, with many joys awaiting the ardent adventurer. Among our gems are the diamond-shaped east face of Longs Peak in Rocky Mountain National Park, brilliant blue alpine lakes of the San Juans, red rock canyons rife with ancestral artifacts, otherworldly buttes rising from plains, and world-famous meadows of neck-high flowers framing Gothic Mountain near Crested Butte. In an attempt to encourage you to sample the range of Colorado’s varied terrain and experience its fascinating geology, flora and fauna, and human history, I’ve chosen hikes scattered across the state that vary in difficulty and explore a range of habitats.
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This region boasts many of the highest mountains in the lower 48, with fifty-eight summits over 14,000 feet and hundreds over 13,000 feet. Glaciers have given rise to some of these mountains, while erosion, wind, water, and ice have joined forces with time to sculpt other peaks. As a result, summits vary greatly from jagged crests to rounded knobs to massive wide expanses. Tiny trickles of water begin high in the hills, flowing downward and turning into some of the continent’s largest rivers, while the mountainous spine of the Continental Divide dictates which way this water flows. Four of the nation’s major rivers, the Colorado, the Rio Grande, the Arkansas, and the Platte, begin within the state’s borders.


Substantial swaths of wild and remote lands remain relatively untouched in Colorado, allowing an array of ecosystems—alpine tundra, woodlands, shrublands, grasslands, wetlands, lakes, riparian corridors, and forests—to thrive. This rich landscape provides habitat for an abundance of charismatic wildlife like elk, black bears, bighorn sheep, and mountain lions as well as lesser-known critters like the Clark’s nutcracker, sphinx moth, broad-tailed hummingbird, the Phoebus ­Parnassian butterfly, and numerous species of bees and bats. Many of these animals, big and small, depend on a diverse community of plants and flowers for their survival.


Botanists estimate that there are more than 3,000 species of flowering plants in Colorado alone. Wildflowers range in size from the ground-hugging moss campion (Silene acaulis var. subacaulescens) to towering 13-foot-high annual sunflowers (Helianthus annuus). Numerous shapes and flower types grace hillsides, and the colors are as wide-ranging as the paints on an artist’s palette.


Flora and Fauna


Colorado ranges in elevation from 3,337 feet at its lowest point in the northeastern plains to 14,433 feet at the top of Mount Elbert near Leadville. In the rain shadow of the Rocky Mountains, the Eastern Plains are high and dry, with less than 15 inches of annual precipitation. Wolf Creek Pass on the Continental Divide often receives over 300 inches of snow annually. Just east of Wolf Creek Pass, the San Luis Valley is a true desert, receiving less than 8 inches of moisture per year. It is these environmental extremes and the unique range in elevation, latitude, and climate that give rise to Colorado’s incredible diversity.


Other factors, including variation in rock and soil type, moisture, and changes in temperature greatly affect growing season and species distribution, thus creating regions commonly referred to as ecosystems or life zones. An ecosystem is a recognizable community of living organisms existing together in a particular area; the plants, animals, and microorganisms within a zone interact with each other and local environmental factors like elevation, wind, temperature, precipitation, sunlight, soil type, and slope.


Climate plays an important role in delineating life zones. This factor is extremely variable, susceptible to localized shifts, and influenced largely by changes in altitude and latitude. For instance, temperatures typically drop as elevation increases. On average, the temperature drops 3°F for every 1,000 feet gained. As elevations rise and temperatures cool, precipitation generally increases. In addition, gaining 1,000 feet in elevation is similar to traveling 600 miles north, meaning climatic conditions and plants encountered on the highest peaks resemble those found in the Arctic. This is why, as you make your way through the various life zones, you will notice obvious shifts in plant life. Certain plants are adapted to living in cooler, windier spots while others need shelter and warmth to survive. Monsoon moisture, drought, fires, and other environmental events can also add to plant variation.
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On drives or hikes, you have probably observed that certain species of flowers and trees grow within a certain range of elevations. At the lowest elevations, short-grass prairie dominates the Eastern Plains, while semidesert scrub and sagebrush shrublands populate the west side of the Rockies. Prairie dogs, mule deer, white-tailed deer, coyotes, and pronghorn antelope rule these areas. Coyotes, foxes, eagles, hawks, and great horned owls feed on little critters. As elevation and precipitation increase, you pass from mountain shrublands into pinyon-juniper forest, then ponderosa pine and Douglas fir forests. Mule deer browse on bushes, elk munch grasses, and black bears roam the forest in search of food, while mountain lions prowl rocky rises. Continue to climb through lodgepole pine and aspen forests into forests of spruce-fir and limber and bristlecone pine. Mountain grasslands and wetlands punctuate the forest blanket. Mountain goats and Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep thrive on cliffs and rocky steeps towering overhead.


As you gain elevation, animals and plants show their adaptations to shorter summers, less oxygen, and colder temperatures. In the high country, alpine tundra supports miniature vegetation on wind-blown slopes or in the crevices of sheltering rocks. Above tree line, pikas scurry around with mouthfuls of grasses and flowers, while lazy marmots sun themselves on rocks. Across ecosystems, you can easily spot crows, magpies, blue Steller’s jays with their black crowns, and pesky Clark’s nutcrackers and gray jays (nicknamed “camp robbers”).


The altitude at which a plant grows is an important clue in plant identification. Thus, it’s useful to have a basic understanding of Colorado’s five broad-based life zones, which are characterized by different temperatures and moisture conditions that give rise to unique communities of plants and animals. These noticeable belts of vegetation demonstrate the power that altitude has to shape the environment. Each hike outlined here travels through one or more of the following distinct life zones: grassland/semidesert (below 6,000 feet), foothills (6,000–8,000 feet), montane (8,000–9,500 feet), subalpine (9,500–11,400 feet), and alpine (above 11,400 feet). (See sidebars for more information about each life zone.)


These life zones help us know what to expect, but remember that nature varies. Although we discuss these ecosystems by elevational boundaries, don’t be surprised when you notice variation and overlap.


Weather


Quick to change and challenging to forecast, Colorado’s weather is as varied as the state itself. On the plains, afternoon thunderstorms offer a respite from hot summer days. Mountainous areas tend to stay cool and comfortable due to low humidity, but the mountains often create their own weather, bringing thunderstorms and rain up high in summer. Rains may drench the Front Range and Eastern Plains, while western mountains and canyons remain sunny and warm.
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Spring and summer bring unpredictable weather. One day can be warm and dry, while the next can be wet and chilly. Snow in the high country typically begins melting in May, causing runoff and thus river levels to peak in mid-June. On Colorado’s Eastern Plains, wildflowers begin to blossom in April and May, while the high country remains snowed in until mid-June or later. Exact timing depends on snowfall and summer temperatures, but expect an abundant and concentrated late season dose of color in the subalpine and alpine environs, often peaking in early to mid-July. Be ready for persistent patches of snow through July or even all year in certain areas.


Stay tuned to thunderstorms, which are quite prevalent in the plains and mountains during spring and summer. As the sun heats the ground, warm air rises, cools, and releases moisture that condenses into clouds. Thunderstorms can become quite severe, bringing a multitude of problems, including dangerous lightning, flash floods that roar into mountains and desert canyons, and cold rain or hail which can lead to hypothermia in unprepared hikers. The monsoon season, which lasts from mid-July to early September, brings occasional gray, rainy days and increased thunderstorms, so start early in the day and be prepared for anything.


Whatever the season, always be prepared for an array of conditions. Weather often changes on a dime, and temperature drops of 10ºF to 20ºF in an hour are regular occurrences. No matter the forecast or the weather at the start of a hike, bring clothing layers and rain (or snow) gear.


Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations


Opportunities for adventure and discovery abound on Colorado’s public lands. With two national grasslands, eight national wildlife refuges, twelve National Forests, forty-three Wilderness areas (not counting Wilderness study areas), three national conservation areas, four National Parks, forty-two state parks, various open space areas, and several National Monuments, there are endless chances to explore many different settings and ecosystems.
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In the following chapters, we strive to give you the most accurate, thorough, and up-to-date information on regulations. However, because regulations change, we include contact information so you can check with the responsible agency for up-to-date restrictions and regulations. In general, each Wilderness area has specific group-size limitations and some have designated campsites in heavily used areas.


National Parks and Monuments charge entrance fees and require backcountry permits for camping and sometimes for hiking. State parks charge entrance fees and separate camping fees. Each county and city open space or mountain park area has its own regulations.


As you take advantage of this spectacular region, remember that our planet is very dear and fragile. Regardless of regulations, we can help keep it healthy by using common sense, following Leave No Trace principles and employing the Green Tips found throughout the text.


How to Use This Guide


Anyone with an interest in discovering more about Colorado and its unique tapestry of plants can use this guide as a tool. Using this book requires no specialized knowledge, just a curious nature, perceptive skills, and an eye for detail.


This remarkable region is home to thousands of incredible wildflower hikes, and a book this size cannot cover every one. It would have been easy to write solely about hikes in the Crested Butte area, which is the wildflower capital of Colorado. However, to create a geographically diverse book, we included a range of hikes—some with less dazzling but equally worthy flower displays—that span a range of interesting ecosystems and landscapes. We not only chose many classic flower hikes, but also included a handful of less common hikes that we felt filled in the gaps. We did this to ensure that this guide accurately highlights the diversity of flora found in Colorado by including a broad range of flowers, habitats, and altitudes. Included here are photographs, maps, and descriptions of over fifty day hikes throughout Colorado.


Each region begins with a section introduction, where you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. After this overview, we describe specific hikes within that region.


Each hike starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick ­overviews give you a taste of the adventure to follow.


Next, you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike: trailhead location, nearest town(s), hike distance, approximate hiking time, difficulty rating, best season for wildflowers, peak bloom, common flowers, type of terrain, and what other trail users you may encounter.


Most are self-explanatory, but here are details on others:


Distance: The total distance of the recommended route: one-way for loops, round-trip for out and back or lollipops, point-to-point for shuttles. Options are additional.


Difficulty: Each hike received a level of difficulty rating: easy, moderate, strenuous. Difficulty varies greatly based on your fitness level, distance, terrain, elevation gain, and altitude. In the high country especially, altitude and elevation gain can make short hikes much more challenging than usual. Thus, you will find these rankings are largely subjective and vary greatly based on steepness of climbs and altitude. Use these as guidelines only; trails may prove easier or harder depending on you.


Flowers Commonly Found: List of flowers commonly found; not a comprehensive list of all flowers you might encounter.


Finding the Trailhead: Gives you dependable directions from a nearby town to where you’ll want to park. (GPS coordinates are in WGS 84 datum.)


Hike: This is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, this is the author’s carefully researched impression of the trail. While it’s impossible to cover everything, we do our best to include what’s important and to discuss natural history and wildflowers commonly encountered along the way. Keep in mind that flowers will vary from year to year depending on snowfall, temperatures, and the date you hike the trail. Flower blooms can happen and disappear quickly depending on conditions. At times in the description, we mention historical or medicinal uses or mention edibility. This is meant solely for educational purposes and not as a definitive guide for plant use. Many plants, including those used medicinally or historically, are toxic and can cause harm or death. In addition, countless edible plants have poisonous counterparts that look similar. Because of the difficulties and uncertainties associated with plant identification, do not eat, use or attempt to create medicine out of any of the plants or fruits you find.


Miles and Directions: Mileage cues identify turns, intersections, and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.


Hike Information: Provides details about local events and attractions, hiking tours, and hiking organizations.


Honorable Mentions: Describes some hikes that didn’t make the cut, for whatever reason; in many cases it’s not because they aren’t great hikes, but because they’re crowded or environmentally sensitive to heavy traffic.




How to Use the Maps


Overview Map


This map shows the location of each hike in the state by hike number.


Route Map


Your primary guide to each hike, it shows roads, trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. We have highlighted the selected route, and directional arrows point the way. Shaded topographic relief in the background gives you an accurate representation of the terrain and landscape in the hike area.


Final Note: Leave Only Footprints, Take Only Photographs


There is a great deal to discover within each of the ecosystems in this remarkable state. Here charismatic wildlife roam free, rare plants thrive, and humans have untouched space in which to wander—an unusual delight in our burgeoning world. Please remember that as an adventurer, you have a duty to leave things as you found them, or even better. Be aware of all regulations in the areas you visit and please do not pick wildflowers. It harms nature’s handiwork and in some instances is illegal. Always be sure to carry a camera and a notepad. Taking photographs or keeping a journal will provide memories that long outlast even the most colorful blooms.
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Trail Finder
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Northwest


Dramatic forested peaks and high mountain passes dotting the mighty Continental Divide lie in stark contrast to the sage-covered mesas and deep red rock canyons of the Western Slope. Adding to the region’s diversity, where the Colorado Plateau meets the Rocky Mountains, are stunning cliffs, huge alpine lakes, world-renowned ski resorts, iconic rocky crags like Aspen’s Maroon Bells, dinosaur footprints, and the Yampa and Green rivers, whose gushing whitewater careens through narrowly carved sandstone chasms.


Steamboat Springs, boasting a ski resort, hot springs, and premier mountain biking, straddles two worlds where ranching and tourism play a role in sustained growth. Further north, nestled between the Medicine Bow, Rabbit Ears, and Park mountain ranges and the Mount Zirkel and Flat Tops Wildernesses, a huge valley called North Park harbors elk, pronghorn, moose, mule deer, and sage grouse. To the south, the region’s lifeblood—the mighty Colorado River—flows through Grand Junction and Fruita, two towns punctuated by Grand Mesa, the world’s highest flattop mountain, and the exquisite rock formations and canyons of the Colorado National Monument and the Black Ridge Canyon Wilderness, home to the second largest assembly of arches in the country (second only to Arches National Park). East on I-70, the paved artery road cutting across Colorado, numerous peaks tower overhead while world-renowned ski resorts like Breckenridge and Vail—which are now year-round destinations—await. The eastern part of the region holds the more remote and less trammeled west side of Rocky Mountain National Park, which you can access from Grand Lake. Home to the headwaters of the Colorado River and the wildlife-rich Kawuneechee Valley, this side of Rocky is typically cooler, wetter, and more lushly vegetated than its eastern counterpart.






1 Mad Creek




Accompanied by the invigorating sound of rushing water, stroll through a steep, peaceful canyon high above a rugged forested riparian corridor harboring a range of species and offering fabulous views. Nestled adjacent to the Zirkel Wilderness, this relatively easy walk winds through aspen groves and meanders across open meadows to reach the Mad Barn, a piece of history harkening back to homesteading days.





Start: From the Mad Creek Trailhead kiosk at the north edge of the parking lot (6,760 feet)


Distance: 3.8 miles out and back


Hiking time: 2–3 hours


Difficulty: Easy due to smooth terrain and minimal elevation gain


Trail surface: Dirt, forested trail


Best season: July to October


Peak bloom: mid-June to mid-July


Flowers commonly found: mountain harebell,­ wild rose, Rocky Mountain penstemon,­ ­Wyoming paintbrush, stemless evening ­primrose, sticky geranium, chokecherry dogbane, wax currant, heartleaf arnica, false Solomon’s seal, yarrow, serviceberry, silvery lupine, scorpionweed, sulphur flower, mule’s ears, aspen sunflower, golden aster, nettle-leaf giant-hyssop, beautiful cinquefoil, smooth woodland star, Geyer’s onion


Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers


Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted


Land status: National Forest


Nearest town: Steamboat Springs


Fees and permits: No fees or permits required


Schedule: Open all year, but often covered in snow from fall to summer


Maps: USGS Rocky Peak; Trails Illustrated 117: Clark, Buffalo Pass


Trail contacts: Medicine Bow–Routt National Forest, Hahns Peak/Bears Ears Ranger District, 925 Weiss Dr., Steamboat Springs; (970) 870-2299; www.fs.usda.gov/mbr


Finding the trailhead: From Steamboat Springs, drive west on US 40 for 2 miles. Turn north (right) onto CR 129/Elk River Road and follow it for 5 miles. Park in the large lot on the right. GPS: N40 34.034'/W106 53.206'





The Hike


From the trailhead kiosk, pick up Trail #1100 (Swamp Park Trail). Begin meandering along this angled trail as it cuts across a dry slope to rise above Mad Creek. Notice mountain harebell, wild rose, Rocky Mountain penstemon, and Wyoming paintbrush blooming along the open hillsides. This exposed route flanked by gravelly soil provides perfect habitat for stemless evening primrose, whose showy white fragrant flowers bloom low to the ground. The flowers usually bloom in the late afternoon or evening only to wither from the heat and sun by the following afternoon at which point the blossoms turn pink and close. Continue walking high above the lush riparian corridor passing sticky geranium and chokecherry and reveling in the powerful sound of the raging water below. Be sure to look back often to absorb the gorgeous scene below: A roaring creek cuts through an expansive valley as mountains rise in every direction.


Weave along the rim of this rugged, water-carved canyon as you pass through deep green scrub oaks and Douglas firs complemented by bursts of color from dogbane, wax currant, geranium, and heartleaf arnica. Delicate purple mountain harebells flourish amidst rocky outcrops while false Solomon’s seal blooms from the shady undergrowth. Yarrow, purple asters, and serviceberry bloom here too.


Continue climbing to find silvery lupine, harebells, and Rocky Mountain penstemon adorning the trail in a flurry of purple. Look closely for scorpionweed, an interesting plant that might escape discovery since its white flowers blooming in a curved scorpion tail begin as tight green spheres. Across the river, towering cliffs draw your eyes upward; observe keenly to spy small cascades tumbling over vertical rock walls high overhead.


Tightly hugging the canyon rim, the trail lures your eyes back to the ground where sulphur flower, mule’s ears, aspen sunflower, and golden aster light up the forest in various shades of sunshine. The trail levels high above the brook to pass another unique bloom, nettle-leaf giant-hyssop, a member of the mint family with a dense, pungent pinkish-purple spire of flowers sitting atop a square stem.


Descend along the narrow, rocky trail to catch a better glimpse of the creek and the black chunky rocks making up its bank. A tranquil aspen grove delivers you to the remnants of an old gate and a fence-lined portion of trail. Beautiful cinquefoil, smooth woodland star, and towering specimens of corn lily bloom in this cool corridor. Just a few steps beyond, massive numbers of mule’s ears, dappled with geranium and fragrant Geyer’s onion, bloom exuberantly in a sandy, open area where social trails head down toward the water.


Stay on the main trail and continue straight. The canyon yields to an emerald meadow where you’ll discover the historic Mad Barn, an original US Forest Service homestead built in 1906. Enjoy a moment’s rest on shaded rocks nearby or explore the inside of the cabin where a ladder brings you to the second floor for a spectacular vantage point. Absorb the creek’s soothing rhythm and vistas before retracing your steps to the trailhead.




Options: Near the barn, pick up the Saddle Trail (#1140), which passes through a lush environment to hook up with the Red Dirt Trail (#1171), a route that descends through a drier environment and affords the opportunity to explore different flowers. This option, a 3.4-mile loop, requires a car shuttle or an additional 1.2-mile walk along Elk River Road since you end at the Red Dirt Trailhead.
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Mule’s ears on Mad Creek
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Miles and Directions








	0.0

	From the informational kiosk at the well-marked trailhead, cross the service road to reach Trail #1100 (Swamp Park Trail), which begins climbing above Mad Creek.






	1.5

	Reach an old gate and fence-lined portion of trail. Continue straight.






	1.9

	Leave the constricted canyon to reach the restored Mad Barn sitting in a large open meadow.






	3.8

	Arrive back at the trailhead.
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Nettleleaf hyssop





Hike Information


Local Information


Steamboat Springs Chamber: Steamboat; (970) 879-0880; steamboatchamber.com


Local Events/Attractions


Hot Air Balloon Rodeo: Steamboat; (970) 875-7006; hotairballoonrodeo.com


Organizations


Yampatika: Steamboat Springs; (970) 871-9151; www.yampatika.org




Discovering the Foothills (6,000–8,000 feet)


Grassy, flower-dotted plains creep into the lower edges of this region, quickly giving way to the more characteristic dry, rocky sagebrush shrublands and open woodlands. At lower elevations, pinyon pine, Rocky Mountain juniper, and Gambel’s oak form the backbone of this ecosystem. Wildlife like western scrub jays, chipmunks, and mule deer thrive on the seeds of these trees and utilize various shrubs, including serviceberry, mountain mahogany, rabbitbrush, and sagebrush for food and shelter. In the higher foothills, ponderosa pines and Douglas fir invade from the montane ecosystem above. Depending on winter snowfall and early season rains, spring can come to the foothills as early as March, when the first delicate lavender pasqueflower pokes through the snow. Before long, other species, such as the white, star-like sand lily and the yellow-centered Easter daisy take the stage.
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Foothills









2 Spring Creek




Explore a lush montane riparian ecosystem on a lovely walk that undulates between open spots offering cliff views and jungle-like sections where the path resembles a slender hallway carved into thriving ferns. Dropping through this shady chasm lined with a rainbow of colors, expect to cross the creek ten times or more, but don’t fret—most of these crossings are aided by a bridge and none are formidable. Remember that returning to the trailhead requires you to regain any altitude lost on the outbound journey.





Start: From the Dry Lake Trailhead (8,300 feet)


Distance: 5.4 miles out and back


Hiking time: 2–4 hours


Difficulty: Moderate due to length and ­elevation gain


Trail surface: Dirt, forested trail


Best season: July to October


Peak bloom: mid-June to mid-July


Flowers commonly found: mule’s ears, ­Richardson’s geranium, wild rose, nettle-leaf giant-hyssop, wax currant, aspen sunflower, silvery lupine, serviceberry, sulphur flower, cow parsnip, salsify, bracted lousewort, corn lily, scarlet paintbrush, chokecherry, mountain bluebells, monkshood, thimbleberry, white bog orchid, twisted stalk, Colorado columbine, Canada violet, heartleaf arnica, beautiful cinquefoil, tall larkspur, loveroot, false Solomon’s seal, lambstongue groundsel, red elderberry, northern bedstraw, ball-head waterleaf, rosy pussytoes


Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers


Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted


Land status: National Forest and city property


Nearest town: Steamboat Springs


Fees and permits: No fees or permits required


Schedule: Open all year


Maps: USGS Rocky Peak; Trails Illustrated 118: Steamboat Springs, Rabbit Ears Pass; Routt National Forest Map


Trail contacts: Medicine Bow–Routt National Forest, Hahns Peak/Bears Ears Ranger District, 925 Weiss Dr., Steamboat Springs; (970) 870-2299; www.fs.usda.gov/mbr. City of Steamboat Springs, 137 10th St., Steamboat Springs; (970) 879-2060; steamboatsprings.net


Special considerations: We started from the upper trailhead for optimal flower viewing. This trail is popular with mountain bikers so keep an eye out for descending traffic.


Finding the trailhead: From Steamboat Springs, travel 4 miles north on CR 36 (Strawberry Park Road). Turn right onto CR 38 (Buffalo Pass Road) and continue for 3.5 miles until you reach the trailhead on the south (right) side of the road. GPS: N40 32.065'/W106 47.062'





The Hike


Leave the parking area to enter an aspen-filled wonderland bursting with brilliant-yellow mule’s ears, white Richardson’s geranium, deep pink wild rose, and nettle-leaf giant-hyssop, whose long tight cluster of pink flowers stands on a long stem with triangular leaves. The narrow trail abruptly spits you out into the open where scrub oak, sunshine, and blue sky prevail. As a result, the hillside above and below overflows with a dramatic display of yellow mule’s ears, wax currant, aspen sunflowers, silvery lupine, hyssop, geranium, rose, serviceberry, and sulphur flower. Continue dropping down through outstanding meadows teeming with purple, pink, yellow, red, white, and deep green. Enjoy the soothing sound of the creek as you flow through the rainbow of colors and oscillate between aspens and open meadows.
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Mule’s ears on Spring Creek





The trail curves west (right) passing cow parsnip, salsify, geranium, bracted lousewort, corn lily, and scarlet paintbrush before heading into a more lush area where ferns and chokecherry flowers thrive. Reach the brook and pause a moment on the bridge to notice mountain bluebells, cow parsnip, monkshood, corn lily, thimbleberry, and rose. You may have to leave the bridge and get down to creek level to see smaller, but equally stunning, blooms like white bog orchid, twisted stalk, and Colorado columbine.




[image: Images] GREEN TIP—Carry a reusable water container that you can fill with tap water. Bottled water is not only expensive, but also a lot of petroleum goes into making plastic bottles and they create a disposal nightmare.





Continue walking through head-high ferns where Canada violet, heartleaf arnica, beautiful cinquefoil, and columbine hide. Reach a second water crossing where tall larkspur, monkshood, geranium, thimbleberry, wild rose, and loveroot bloom exuberantly. Nearby, false Solomon’s seal and Canada violets color the trailside.


Soon, reach the creek to find a thicket of thimbleberry dappled with scarlet paintbrush, aspen sunflower, and lambstongue groundsel. Red elderberry, scarlet paintbrush, and geranium adorn the forest floor with sparkles of color. Cross the stream and look for beautiful cinquefoil and northern bedstraw thriving in the shade of aspens. Just after you cruise through a lush area with mountain bluebells and corn lily, another bridge carries you across the water followed immediately by another crossing where heartleaf bittercress and an array of violets thrive. After this fifth crossing, quaking aspens and head-high ferns create a thin corridor colored with lupine, geranium, thimbleberry, cow parsnip, and loveroot. The lush vegetation, sound of the creek, and buzzing birds and insects momentarily transform this mountain adventure into a jungle-like journey.
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Thimbleberry





Cross a sixth time, passing similar flowers including salsify, geranium, cow parsnip, and lambstongue groundsel. As you meander along this shady, tranquil trail, rejoice in the fact that the soothing sound of the creek accompanies you for the entire adventure. Look up and to your right for glimpses of the lovely red, brown, and black cliff walls comprising the canyon.


Navigate slowly through a steep, rocky descent past plentiful geranium, rose, and thimbleberry. Climb a bit only to descend again, this time even more steeply past ball-head waterleaf and heartleaf arnica to reach another water crossing. Threading through giant boulders, the trail descends once more cruising by rosy pussytoes, arnica, and false Solomon’s seal. The next bridge brings you to a muddy section of trail ripe with white bog orchids. Descend through another lush section of quaking aspens and giant wildflowers to reach two creek crossings in quick succession. Take a break in the shade near the last bridge, and then retrace your steps (uphill!) to return to the trailhead.
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Miles and Directions








	0.0

	Start from the Dry Lake Trailhead. Follow the Spring Creek Trail (#1160) south through the forest.






	0.6

	Drop downhill to reach a small bridge that crosses the creek for the first time.






	0.8

	Follow the trail across the water for the second time. Continue downhill.






	1.0

	Come to a bridge that brings you across the creek for the third time.






	1.1

	Cross the brook for the fourth time.






	1.2

	Reach the fifth creek crossing and then pass through a narrow corridor of head-high ferns.






	1.5

	Come to the sixth water crossing.






	1.9

	The trail descends steeply over rocky terrain to reach your seventh creek crossing.






	2.3

	Continue descending to reach another bridge that carries you over the roaring creek for the eighth time of the day.






	2.6

	Pass through a lush section to reach the creek again.






	2.7

	Rest in the shade at your final water crossing.






	5.4

	Arrive back at the trailhead.






	
Options: Use two cars and hike the entire length (~4 miles) from top to bottom.









Hike Information


Local Information


Steamboat Springs Chamber: Steamboat; (970) 879-0880; steamboatchamber.com


Local Events/Attractions


Hot Air Balloon Rodeo: Steamboat; (970) 875-7006; hotairballoonrodeo.com


Organizations


Yampatika: Steamboat Springs; (970) 871-9151; www.yampatika.org






3 Rabbit Ears Peak




A short drive from Steamboat Springs, this moderately challenging 5-mile adventure follows an old winding road through pine forest and open meadows to reach the base of Rabbit Ears Peak (10,550 feet). Though steep in sections, the tough climbs are short-lived, while plentiful and varied blossoms and spectacular views reward hikers with each step.





Start: From the small parking area at the intersection of FR 291 and 311 (9,600 feet)


Distance: 5.4 miles out and back


Hiking time: 2–4 hours


Difficulty: Strenuous due to rocky terrain and steep sections


Trail surface: Dirt road


Best season: July to October


Peak bloom: mid-June to mid-July


Flowers commonly found: loveroot, silvery lupine, yarrow, beautiful cinquefoil, scarlet paintbrush, northern goldenrod, golden aster, showy daisy, pearly everlasting, heartleaf bittercress, white bog orchid, marsh marigold, heartleaf arnica, mountain bluebells, cow parsnip, aspen sunflower, triangularleaf senecio, Fremont geranium, elephant heads, Colorado columbine, tall larkspur, corn lily, twinberry, Coulter’s daisy, beautiful daisy, Richardson’s geranium, Fendler’s meadowrue, wild rose, Whipple’s penstemon, sulphur flower, red elderberry, mule’s ears, glacier lilies, globeflower, brook saxifrage, tall valerian, yellow violet, subalpine Jacob’s ladder, American vetch, peavine, mountain parsley, wax currant, yarrow, parrot’s beak, wild candytuft, wild raspberry, Nuttall’s gilia, cutleaf daisy, tall larkspur


Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers


Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted


Land status: National Forest


Nearest town: Steamboat Springs


Fees and permits: No fees or permits required


Schedule: Open all year


Maps: USGS Rabbit Ears; Trails Illustrated 118: Steamboat Springs, Rabbit Ears Pass; Routt National Forest Map.


Trail contacts: Medicine Bow–Routt National Forest, Hahns Peak/Bears Ears Ranger District, 925 Weiss Dr., Steamboat Springs; (970) 870-2299; www.fs.usda.gov/mbr


Special considerations: Though many people tackle the 4th class summit pitch to the top of the west tower (10,654 feet) or a technical route to the top out on the east tower (10,657 feet), our description ends at the base of the peak. The towers were formed from the remnants of pyroclastic materials, or volcanic rock and ash, which means the rock crumbles in your hand and can be dangerous to climb.


Finding the trailhead: From Steamboat, head east on US 40 for 19 miles. Climb past Rabbit Ears Pass Summit (9,426 feet) to the signed Dumont Lake Campground turnoff. Turn north (left) onto FR 315 and follow it for 1.5 miles until you reach an old stone monument. Turn north (left) at the monument onto FR 311. Continue on the main road past an information kiosk. After a quarter mile, reach FR 291. Turn right and immediately park in a small lot on the right. GPS: N40 24.235'/W106 37.133'





The Hike


Follow the pine-lined route northeast to find loveroot, silvery lupine, yarrow, beautiful cinquefoil, and scarlet paintbrush just steps from the trailhead. Turn a corner and get your first glimpse of the Rabbit Ears, slender monoliths in the distance. Erosion has ensured they no longer exactly resemble their namesakes—a change more defined years ago when part of the east tower toppled over. Though nature continues reshaping this volcanic plug, Rabbit Ears Peak remains an iconic, popular summit with wildflower lovers, hikers, and bikers


Continue along the level road through a dry, open area where northern goldenrod, golden aster, showy daisy, lupine, and pearly everlasting add bits of color to the scene. Continue gradually climbing to reach a creek lined with lush vegetation that gives rise to heartleaf bittercress, white bog orchid, marsh marigold, heartleaf arnica, mountain bluebells, loveroot, and cow parsnip. This spot is truly a flower gold mine!


Cross the brook to find aspen sunflower, triangularleaf senecio, Fremont geranium, elephant heads, and Colorado columbine painting the trailside in a dazzling display of color. Heading upslope away from the trickle, peavine, lupine, tall larkspur, and paintbrush line both sides. Leveling, the trail continues its journey through verdant pastures teeming with corn lily, twinberry, Coulter’s daisy, and beautiful daisy. In the distance, the Rabbit Ears stand like sentinels calling you toward them.


Heading straight for the Ears, huge fields of corn lily speckled with Richardson’s geranium, Fendler’s meadow rue, Colorado columbine, aspen sunflower, beautiful cinquefoil, larkspur, and bluebells create a wavy sea of deep green bursting with bits of yellow, purple, red, and white.


Follow the road back into the forest to find wild rose and Whipple’s penstemon. When you pop out into the open again, sulphur flower, lupine, corn lily, red elderberry, mule’s ears, paintbrush, and bluebells await.
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Columbine with Rabbit Ears in back





Shortly after you drop down into a wet seep where you spy glacier lilies, columbine, and loveroot, cross a tranquil tributary. Here marsh marigolds and globeflower thrive side by side. Bluebells, heartleaf bittercress, brook saxifrage, senecio, larkspur, and cow parsnip flourish.
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Nuttall’s gilia





Hop across the seep and follow the road as it ascends steadily through impressive stands of spruce where tall valerian, lupine, and Whipple’s penstemon take shelter. Alternating between open meadows and forested stands of spruce, the road travels upward, a bit more steeply now. In the forested spots, notice tiny yellow violets, subalpine Jacob’s ladder, and larkspur while columbine, scarlet paintbrush, Richardson’s geranium, and loveroot burst from meadows. Periodically you pass an impressive display of glacier lilies, exquisite bright yellow blossoms dangling from slender stems and often blooming at the edge of snow banks. Continue climbing past American vetch, peavine, mountain parsley, wax currant, yarrow, and yellow violets. parrot’s beak and wild candytuft hide amid the undergrowth of the trees as well.


At the bottom of a short descent, the trail ascends very steeply to reach a giant pine in the middle of the trail where you can find mats of Nuttall’s gilia and impressive clumps of Onesided penstemon. A small adjacent open area bursting with blooms offers views back across the valley and toward the rocky outcrops leading up to the Ears.


The route increases in verticality offering a very challenging but short lung-busting climb. Push through to reach the base of the Ears where you will find various social trails meandering across the stone formations. Explore to find wild raspberry, Nuttall’s gilia, cutleaf daisy, and larkspur, but take care since loose rocks and slippery, narrow trails make this a potentially dangerous spot. Rest for a bit, soak in the vistas, refuel, and then retrace your steps back to the trailhead.
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Miles and Directions








	0.0

	From the trailhead, follow the old jeep road (FR 291) northeast.






	0.4

	Head north and continue climbing to reach the creek lined with lush vegetation. Cross and climb gradually through an open meadow heading straight toward the Ears.






	1.3

	Cross a tranquil tributary that trickles across the road. Follow the road as it ascends.






	2.4

	Reach the bottom of a rocky, steep descent and climb sharply to reach a giant pine in the middle of the trail. Continue climbing even more steeply from here.






	2.5

	Explore the base of the peak and soak in the views, but be careful as you do. Retrace your steps back to the trailhead.






	5.4

	Arrive back at the trailhead.









Hike Information


Local Information


Steamboat Springs Chamber: Steamboat; (970) 879-0880; steamboatchamber.com


Local Events/Attractions


Hot Air Balloon Rodeo: Steamboat; (970) 875-7006; hotairballoonrodeo.com


Organizations


Yampatika: Steamboat Springs; (970) 871-9151; www.yampatika.org




What’s in a name?


Plant lovers—from botanists with PhDs to wildflower enthusiasts—spend a lot of time talking about plant and flower names. Those just joining the game might wonder, “What’s so important about what we call each plant?” As Juliet famously said, “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” Well, in the world of botany this isn’t exactly true. Unless we agree on the name of a plant, we could be talking about two entirely different species. The whole idea of naming can cause confusion, even among those of us with years of experience. Here’s a simple primer that will give you some insight and make things clearer.




	Common names: Common names are unreliable. Most plants have several common names, and a common name used in one region may apply elsewhere to a totally unrelated plant.


	Scientific names: Because of the confusion surrounding common names, the scientific name of the plant is necessary to label a species accurately. These names, rendered in Latin or Greek, are a more stable and universal means of referring to a particular plant; scientists across the planet usually use and accept the same scientific name. The scientific name consists of two words. The first word, the genus, is the name of a group of plants with similar general characteristics. The second part of the scientific name is the “specific epithet” or species name, which identifies the particular species of a plant and distinguishes this plant from all others in that genus. Thus, there are many species found within a single genus. In a few cases, the scientific name for a plant will have a third part, preceded by the word “variety,” abbreviated “var.,” or “subspecies,” abbreviated “ssp.” These plants differ slightly but consistently from other plants of the same species and often have distinct ranges.





Besides being consistent, scientific names can describe a characteristic of the plant (hairy, short, twin seeds), honor a place or person, or may be derived from history (an ancient use or the name of an ancient country where the plant was first recorded). Perhaps most importantly, scientific names show relationships by identifying species in the same genus. For example, Mertensia ciliata, the scientific name for mountain bluebells, identifies it as the species ciliata and part of the larger genus Mertensia. This gives you a clue that it shares DNA and characteristics with Mertensia lanceolata (lanceleaf chiming bells).




	How This Guide Handles Naming: To make this guide easier to read and more user-friendly, we use common names of plants within the text and narrative. To avoid confusion and ensure we accurately label each species, we have included a list of corresponding scientific names for reference in appendix A.
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Mountain bluebells





Although scientific names apply more universally than common names, botanists and plant taxonomists do not always agree on the best system of classification or which scientific name is appropriate. As research progresses and scientists learn more about plant DNA, they are constantly reevaluating what they know about plant genetics and relationships. If research reveals that a plant was classified incorrectly, families may shift, genera may transform, and names may change. In addition, if a botanist discovers an older name for a plant, its scientific name may revert to the oldest name on record.


Most of the scientific names used in this book reflect the name accepted by Dr. John Kartesz’ Synthesis of the Flora of North America, which describes thousands of plants, provides over 150,000 photographs, and gives county-by-county records of every plant in North America. We chose Dr. Kartesz, who is also the Director of the Biota of North America Program (BONAP; www.bonap.org), as our authority for naming in order to provide a consistent, accurate, research-based naming system that would cover the entire region. His Synthesis provides a uniquely comprehensive source of nomenclature and taxonomy for all known native and naturalized vascular plants and serves as an international standard for multiple agencies, educational institutions, and private conservation groups.


There are many exceptional scientists studying and naming plants in Colorado. For instance, William Weber & Ronald C. Wittmann’s outstanding Colorado Flora is widely used by biologists and botanists to identify plants. In 2015, Jennifer Ackerfield, who has been studying the Colorado plants for twenty years, released Flora of Colorado, a comprehensive guide to all the state’s plant species. Because changes are happening so rapidly and our guide is used by readers with a wide range of experience who may be familiar with the above-mentioned works, we have done our best to assist in identification by including scientific synonyms in appendix A when appropriate.









4 Green Mountain-Onahu Loop




Starting on Rocky Mountain National Park’s quieter west side, this moderate 8.0-mile loop meanders along a mountain stream and through lush, tranquil forest teeming with wildflowers. One highlight—a visit to Big Meadows—offers exquisite peak views, plentiful blossoms, and opportunities to spy moose, elk, and deer. With many worthwhile side trips and extensions, this journey allows you to explore the park while enjoying solitude.





Start: From the Green Mountain Trailhead (8,794 feet)


Distance: 8.0-mile loop


Hiking time: 3–5 hours


Difficulty: Moderate due to length and altitude gain


Trail Surface: Dirt, forested trail


Best season: July to October


Peak bloom: late June to July


Flowers commonly found: cow parsnip, wild rose, Fremont geranium, beautiful cinquefoil, mountain bluebells, heartleaf arnica, monkshood, aspen sunflower, Colorado columbine, silvery lupine, twinflower, white bog orchid, heartleaf bittercress, twisted stalk, Richardson’s geranium, American speedwell, fairy slippers, bog pyrola, green mitrewort, parrot’s beak, elephant heads, pond lily, wild strawberry, fireweed, western yellow paintbrush, spotted coral root orchid, Parry’s lousewort, brownie ladyslipper, rosy pussytoes, wild rose, greenflower pyrola, wax currant, yarrow, northern bedstraw, Rocky Mountain pussytoes, shrubby cinquefoil, Geyer’s onion, shooting stars, marsh marigold, American bistort, subalpine Jacob’s ladder


Other trail users: Equestrians


Canine compatibility: Dogs prohibited


Land status: National Park


Nearest town: Grand Lake


Fees and permits: Entrance fee, required. Wilderness permits are required for overnight wilderness camping (970-586-1242); a fee is charged. Download the Wilderness Camping Guide from the park website.


Schedule: Open all year


Maps: USGS Grand Lake; Nat Geo Trails Illustrated 200 Rocky Mountain National Park; Latitude 40 Front Range Trails; Rocky National Park Map


Trail contacts: Rocky Mountain National Park; Kawuneeche Visitor Center, Grand Lake; (970) 586-1206; www.nps.gov/romo


Special considerations: You can hike in either direction, but we start at the Green Mountain Trailhead, only 2 miles from Big Meadows. If you decide to cut your day short, you will still reach Big Meadows, see a host of flowers, and possibly glimpse wildlife.


Finding the trailhead: From Grand Lake, drive 1.8 miles north on US 34 to the park entrance station and pay the fee. Drive another 2.8 miles to reach the signed Green Mountain Trailhead on the right. GPS: N40 18.438'/W105 50.466'


Note: Do not pick flowers at Rocky Mountain National Park.





The Hike


Cross a tiny footbridge where cow parsnip, wild rose, Fremont geranium, and beautiful cinquefoil greet you immediately. Begin ascending steadily through a creekside conifer forest supporting hearty clusters of mountain bluebells interspersed with heartleaf arnica and monkshood. Continue past aspen sunflower, cinquefoil, Colorado columbine, silvery lupine, and twinflower to reach an opening on the bank that reveals delicate white bog orchid, heartleaf bittercress, and twisted stalk.
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