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Introduction




  When national political figures feel compelled to quote the Old Testament prophet Amos—“But let justice roll down like water and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream”—it is time to write a book about hiking to waterfalls in Rocky Mountain National Park. Actually, rolling water and flowing streams were not particularly common in Amos’s Israel, but Rocky Mountain National Park is greatly blessed with falling water.




  My hiking interest has tended to focus more on quoting Richard Rogers and Oscar Hammerstein in The Sound of Music where they urge us to “Climb every mountain.” For some literal-minded hikers (such as myself), this means every mountain more than 11,000 feet tall (or 12,000 or 13,000 feet, goals vary). And everyone, I thought, wanted to reach the top of Longs Peak, at 14,259 feet the tallest in the national park.




  [image: A hiker rests at Ouzel Falls.]




  But the next line after “Climb every mountain” urges us to “Ford every stream.” Therefore the publishers of FalconGuides surely were correct in altering my interests to waterfalls, which they maintained were very popular goals. I discovered universal hiker enthusiasm for the plan to focus on waterfalls within extremely popular Rocky Mountain National Park. After all, when water flows from more than 14,000 feet above sea level to 7,000-some feet in just a few miles down glacier-roughened terrain, waterfalls are destined to be dramatic natural features.




  Unlike peaks, which normally have acquired names over the past century, waterfalls, cascades, torrents, cataracts, and rapids are so normal in this national park’s frequently noisy landscape that particularly fine examples of falling water seem to be labeled mostly by coincidence. They derive names from pioneer people, nearby plants, interesting wildlife, or adjacent landmarks.




  Some very grand falling water sites have no names that would cause map makers to draw lines across streams to indicate waterfalls. But I needed to call them something for the sake of a table of contents. Therefore, I sometimes invented my own names, which are perhaps no more appropriate than what other hikers unknown to me call the falls. I have indicated these with quotation marks.




  I see no point in attempting to slot waterfalls into particular liquid categories or shapes with which most hikers are unfamiliar and find little joy in interpreting. I do hope to increase waterfall splendor (ambitious, I know) by recounting the sources of some of the names.




  And, of course, the point of a FalconGuide is to get you to these goals safely and enjoyably, even if I may discourage you from fording every stream for the sake of National Park Service search and rescue teams.




  Transportation




  




  There is no public transportation to Rocky Mountain National Park from airports, bus, or train stations in the outside world away from the mountains. There is public transportation to the gateway communities of Estes Park and Grand Lake. The town of Estes Park provides free bus transport to link with free shuttle buses that operate along Bear Lake Road. The bus ride is free, but hikers must pay the park entrance fee. Bear Lake Road runs past trailheads that begin many of the finest waterfall hikes in the national park, so not all is hopeless for hikers who do not use private vehicles.




  For hikers with private vehicles, there are roads that easily reach park trailheads. There are, however, no gas stations within the national park. Enter with a full tank to enjoy the scenery instead of constantly reading a gas gauge, which is even duller than reading this warning about not running out of gas.




  Water Falls (and Rises)




  




  “What goes up must come down” is a comment attributed to Isaac Newton, the “discoverer” of gravity (famously struck by a falling apple). Great though Newton is in the history of science, the main interest for hikers mesmerized by waterfalls is that what falls down must first go up.




  Crashing, splashing, dashing over boulders and cliffs, the most overwhelmingly impressive thing about waterfalls is their noisy constancy. Where does all that water originate? Mostly from the Pacific.




  More than 1,000 miles west of Rocky Mountain National Park, solar energy lifts unimaginable tons of water from the salty sea surface. Molecule by invisible molecule, the sun evaporates fresh water, leaving the salts behind.




  Prevailing winds from the west, given direction by the earth’s rotation, carry waterlogged air currents east until they crash into the coastal mountains. These mountains were raised by shifting plates of the earth’s crust moved by convection currents of molten rock below the crust. This geological bashing and smashing, called continental drift, raised a succession of mountain ranges lined north and south from west to east as far as the Rockies.




  As the winds encounter each of these ranges, the barriers force the winds to higher, colder elevations. Cold air cannot carry as much water vapor as can warmer air. Therefore, each of these mountain ranges precipitates water from the air as rain, snow, sleet, or hail.




  When the less-wet air reaches Colorado’s more than 14,000-foot peaks and associated other mountains, most of the remaining water vapor is pushed even higher and expelled by the cold from the sky. To the east are the Great Plains, slandered as the Great American Desert by explorer Stephen Long, for whom the tallest peak in Rocky Mountain National Park is named.




  Waterfalls, however, significantly diminish Long’s negativity. Flowing off the Continental Divide (the north-to-south ragged line of peaks bisecting Colorado and directing water flow toward either the Atlantic or Pacific Oceans), waterfalls send moisture to drier lands both east and west.




  Pioneers and their agricultural successors ignored Long’s dire description and have done much to add economic well-being to waterfalls’ spiritual and aesthetic values. Katherine Lee Bates in 1894 was inspired to write during a visit to Colorado:




  O beautiful for spacious skies, for amber waves of grain,


  For purple mountain majesties above the fruited plain.




  Hikers, however, claim geographical priority to the benefits of waterfalls far above the lower lands they eventually irrigate. Fed by melting snow accumulated on high peaks during winter, in spring and summer waterfalls gush over abrupt variations in elevation to magically attract exuberant hikers awed by the white wonder of descending streams.




  Map makers describe elevation drops as vertical relief. Relief maps are those on which light lines connect points of identical elevation, creating the illusion of landscape contours viewed from overhead. The vertical distance indicated between these lines usually is either 40 or 80 feet. The closer together the lines are on a relief map, the steeper is the actual terrain represented. Hence, waterfalls are most likely to occur where the lines are very close together with a stream indicated flowing across the lines at approximately a right angle.




  As summer ends, waterfalls diminish when snow stores water on the summits. Lower water reveals textures of gorges and boulders water-smoothed over millennia. Most of the action ceases in winter, when some waterfalls morph to vertical ice sheets to provide adventure for climbers with short ice axe in each hand and spikes strapped to their boot toes. Winter waterfalls become natural still abstractions of motion observed from cross-country skis or snowshoes.




  The motion of waterfalls, whether actual in warm seasons or portrayed in cold months, provides the excitement that makes them so beautifully inspirational. The Bible characterizes moving water as living water, which symbolizes the Divine. Waterfalls are symbols that motivate the feet of hikers through the valleys of Rocky Mountain National Park. The moving water, the living water, energizes their soles and their souls.




  More Geology




  




  For geologists, 65 million years—when formation of the current Rockies began—is merely a long time ago. Four and a half billion years, the theoretical span of time, is a very much longer time ago.




  In time, Rocky Mountain geology began 2.3 billion years ago, when the oldest Rocky Mountain rocks came to be. In space, the Rockies began a long distance away as the North American tectonic plate began to drift on convection currents within the earth’s molten mantle layer, below the relatively thin crust. The North American plate crashed (relatively speaking) into the Pacific plate, which crashed back. At very roughly the same time, the dinosaurs became extinct (except for bird ancestors). The two events likely were unconnected, but 65 million years ago was not a good time to vacation here.




  “Tectonic” comes from the Greek word tekton, which means “carpenter” or “builder.” Tekton is the word used in the Greek in which the New Testament originally was written to describe the work of Joseph and then Jesus. All the tectonic crashing, crinkling, crushing, crunching, crumbling, and colliding built the Rocky Mountains, from which water now falls.




  By 10 million years ago, the Rockies had risen remarkably high. Today, after much erosion, more than fifty peaks above 14,000 feet remain in Colorado. Longs Peak, the tallest in Rocky Mountain National Park (14,259 feet), is the farthest north of the “fourteeners.” It may be that Wild Basin’s particularly fine collection of waterfalls is due in part to Longs pushing damp air from the west to a particularly high, cold altitude where it can hold little water vapor, dumping the rest as rain and snow in Wild Basin.




  Tearing down mountains is easier to understand than lifting them up. Of course, water is the chief destroyer. Water penetrates cracks in the rocks, freezes, expands, and thaws, then freezes and expands again. The freezing and thawing over geologic stretches of unimaginable time wedges rocks apart, eventually breaking mountain-sized rocks into sand-sized rocks. As a liquid, water carries the bits of rock away. As a flexible solid in the form of glacial ice, water creates the steep spots over which flow waterfalls.




  The removal by liquid water continues as you read this. The reshaping of the mountains by glacial ice is more complex. When masses of ice and snow that accumulated in colder-than-present ice ages reach a depth of approximately 250 feet, they begin to flow downhill. In the case of the Rockies, alpine glaciers are on especially steep grades and therefore respond to gravity more readily.




  One cause of the cooling of ice ages is a slight irregularity in Earth’s orbit, which causes variation in the amount of heat our planet receives from the sun. In extreme contrast, our current warm period is caused more directly by the burning of fossil fuels by human culture, creating a carbon dioxide blanket that keeps solar heat from radiating back into space. Ten thousand years ago, when mountain glaciers were plucking and grinding to reshape V-shaped valleys cut by liquid water into steep-sided, U-shaped valleys to create the topography for waterfalls, ski resorts could have remained open in Colorado throughout the year.




  Where a glacier originates high on east-facing slopes where prevailing winds given direction by the earth’s rotation dump snow out of the wind’s power, the resulting river of ice is particularly active in plucking and grinding rock from surrounding walls. There, where the ice has the longest time to work, it carves bowl-shaped basins called cirques. Cirque bowls often collect water from melting snow, such as Crystal Lake or Chasm Lake in the national park. When these bowls fill to capacity, the water runs out as waterfalls such as “Crystal Falls” or “Chasm Lake Falls” (not officially named, hence the quotation marks).




  Glaciers that cut more deeply into their valleys than glaciers in adjacent valleys can cut off the ends of valleys that have weaker (smaller) glaciers or none at all. These valleys with their ends converted to cliffs are called hanging valleys because they are suspended above the floor of the valleys cut by larger glaciers. Glacier Gorge is a hanging valley above the route of the glacier that descended through Loch Vale, cutting away the present site of Glacier Falls. Even more obvious is Windy Gulch, which never contained a glacier and was left hanging above the Big Thompson River, forming Windy Gulch Cascades, which tumbles down a glacier-steepened valley wall so precipitous that the cascades are hidden from its top.




  Weather




  




  The perils of weather prediction are proverbial. Weather in Rocky Mountain National Park is no more predictable than anywhere else. Nevertheless, it is possible to present possibly useful weather comments about hiking trails to where precipitating water vapor is spectacular.




  During warm weather when waterfalls are flowing, afternoon rain is common. Storms normally come from the west. The few that arrive from the east tend to arrive earlier in the day and bring along more intense lightning.




  Assume that storms coming from any direction are out to get you. Lightning is the most deadly danger. But wind, wet, and cold are waiting to target you if lightning misses. Fortunately for waterfall fans, most of the falls are below tree line where you are a less favored lightning target. But lightning can hit anywhere outside. In 1999 hikers returning from Bridal Veil Falls were struck by a bolt that was fatal to one and injured others. They were below 8,800 feet in elevation, close to as low as anyone can be in Rocky Mountain National Park.




  Hanging below the East Face of Longs Peak, Columbine Falls and “Chasm Lake Falls” are places to be appropriately nervous when lightning roams. In 2017 a very experienced backcountry traveler died in a tumbling fall when one of the unusual and lightning-filled storms arrived early in the day. He was quite appropriately retreating from Mount Lady Washington by what appeared to be the fastest route possible when death by gravity took him instead of death by lightning. His situation was the perfect example of being between a rock and a hard place. National Park Service rangers were on the scene immediately but could not revive him. The Estes Park community lost a beloved volunteer leader for good works.




  Prominent stone lips over which some waterfalls drop seem to be predictable targets for lightning strikes. The top of well-named Timberline Falls is an attractive place for hikers to relax, but not when storm clouds appear suddenly from hiding places above the surrounding cliffs. Similarly spectacular views may be had from out-crops atop Windy Gulch Cascades (although not of the cascades themselves, which hide in a very steep drop into the valley of the Big Thompson River). Here, though, hikers along the Old Ute Trail may have a broader view and warning of approaching danger with retreat to a safer spot available. No one has died from lightning in either of these spots—yet.




  Global warming has favored beetles carrying a deadly fungus to pines in Rocky Mountain National Park. Frequent wind can blow the dead trees onto the unwary or unlucky, as has occurred in the waterfall haven of Wild Basin. On the west side of the national park, the once-lovely Timber Creek Campground is devoid of timber. Wind also can topple forest-fire-killed trees on trails to waterfalls. Therefore, on windy days while hiking amid dead trees, keep a lookout above for falling wood, at least until you trip over a rock in the trail.




  Despite its abundant water features in Rocky Mountain National Park and throughout Colorado, the state is known for its sunny days. This exposure to abundant ultraviolet radiation can cause a miserable sunburn to unprepared hikers. Even on mostly shady waterfall hikes in Wild Basin and especially on trails to glorious falls in Glacier Gorge, put on sunscreen before putting on your boots. Colorado has not only lovely waterfalls and very high peaks, but also the nation’s highest rate of skin cancer.




  Flora




  




  Combining lovely plants with falling water is one of the most beautiful visions in Rocky Mountain National Park. However, streamside (riparian) wildflowers do not combine their color with white water as often as might be expected. Small but spectacular calypso orchids are common at Calypso Cascades in early July but difficult to include in the same photo with the cascades.




  Tall chiming bells, which gave their scientific name to Mertensia Falls, may be the most common of streamside flowers. Mertensia often grows mixed with dark purple monkshood, named for the shape of its blossom. Monkshood was said to be the source of raw material for famous poisoner Lucrezia Borgia during the Italian Renaissance.




  Especially spectacular Parry’s primrose decorates Timberline and other falls. Perhaps the best flowers are the multicolored subalpine blooms alongside “Tyndall Falls” between Dream Lake and Emerald Lake below Tyndall Glacier. (See this guide’s front cover.)




  Colorado’s state flower, the blue columbine, is unsurprisingly common around Columbine Falls. But perhaps even more interesting are the rosy blossoms of queen’s crown that catch the falls’ spray, which on late summer nights covers the blooms in transparent ice that glitters in morning sun.




  Woody plants encountered near some falls include subalpine fir and Engelmann spruce, both dependent on the snowbanks that water the trees as well as boost the power of the waterfalls. Quaking aspen growing around Alberta Falls found sunny habitat after a 1900 forest fire. Riparian shrubs include water birch, alder, and enough indistinguishable species of willow to be analyzed for many a doctoral thesis in botany.




  On the other hand, it is easy to recognize that the power of falling water is inconsistent with the accumulation of soil necessary to grow plants. For this reason, waterfalls crash over rock in simple, mostly uncolorful glory. A black-and-white photo of waterfalls can be even more impressive than a color version.




  Fauna




  




  The protection that deer, elk, and other popular species of wildlife receive make Rocky Mountain National Park the premier place in Colorado to view these animals. The park’s trout try the patience of many anglers. They all need the streams that pour over waterfalls.




  But one species is particularly adapted to the falls themselves. The very entertaining, 8-inch, wren-shaped water ouzel has given its name to Ouzel Lake (where it is seen) and to Ouzel Peak (where it is not seen). But the classic, outstanding place to watch for an ouzel is where Ouzel Creek bursts over Ouzel Falls, in Wild Basin (along with the lake and peak). Virtually any waterfall in the park deserves to be named for the ever-present ouzel, but its name ended up on one of the most spectacular.




  Commonly called a dipper for its bobbing dance on midstream rocks, these birds have not received their due on any falls named dipper. There are so many unnamed falls in the national park that options abound for a “Dipper Falls.” Any one of them would be appropriate, for a dipper would be nearby.




  Astonishingly, a dipper will face upstream and launch its body in an arcing dive into the ferocious torrent. The dive takes the bird to the stream bottom, where it walks either up- or downstream to look for bugs, beetles, and other edible critters that cling to pebbles and sand in the creek. The ouzel may never eat any plant material. Surely no other predator competes with an ouzel for its tiny prey in an extremely specialized niche.




  The ouzel may emerge from the frigid water as far as 30 feet from where it entered. It lands on another water-slickened rock to repeat its dance, perhaps of triumph. The only thing that could increase a dipper’s entertainment value would be for its feathers to be the harlequin colors of the red, yellow, black, and white male western tanager, but the ouzel’s overall gray camouflages perfectly as just another rock in the stream.




  When it can be heard above the crashing of water amid rocks, the ouzel’s song is a reasonably melodious series of long, clear notes that proclaims its courage as it flies with no concern, skimming the torrent or even penetrating waterfalls. It is not a robin’s or a hermit thrush’s virtuoso. But it is great to hear when only the unperturbed ouzel is present to enliven a winter streamside walk in Wild Basin to Hidden Falls to see its sheet of ice hanging on a cliff where nothing much is visible in summer.




  So bound is the ouzel to its home of churning rapids that it will not fly above land to reach another stream. If it wants to explore another waterway, it will skim whatever course its home stream follows until it reaches a junction and then follow the new current. It is very rare to even see an ouzel fly over a bridge across the stream, though it may nest on the girders beneath the bridge.




  An ouzel normally builds its nest on a streamside rock where spray hits it or even on a slight ledge behind a waterfall if an extension of the lip prevents the water from coursing against the vertical rock as it falls. Like everything else about the bird, its nest is an unusual marvel. Ideally, it is a dome rather like a soccer ball–size igloo. An ouzel pair constructs it of sticks and grass molded into shape with mud. Then the birds cover the whole structure with moss, creating a perfect imitation of a moss-covered stone with only an entrance hole at the base. The classic dome shape may vary to conform to irregularities of rock surrounding the ledge, making the nest even more difficult to spot unless an ouzel is seen returning to it. Finding a nest in this way is unexpectedly easy if time is entertainingly spent watching the birds dive for bugs, dance on rocks, and return to feed their (typically) three babies. Both parents feed the young, although experts claim the mothers are better providers. Mere audiences to the performance think the sexes are indistinguishable.




  Observers watching a nest approximately eighteen days after gaping baby mouths appear at the entrance hole to receive the parental bounty of bugs may witness the young leaving the nest. The family act then gets even funnier. Sounding squawks, the young experiment with the narrow world of the stream course outside the dome. They fly from rock to shiny rock as their parents urge them to ever-braver behavior. Their first flights above the rapids are side-splitting clumsy. They attempt to perch and fall into the stream. But they are ouzels, so they emerge quickly from the rapids and launch themselves again.




  For the first few days out of the nest, the parent birds hide the youngsters after each feeding within spray distance of the water. After the third day the fledglings are able to fly after their parents on food-gathering expeditions. The older birds gradually assume less responsibility for providing food, but will feed even mature offspring with insect larvae and other stream bounty, which the now fully grown birds accept eagerly.




  Perhaps the most surprising trait among ouzels’ abundant amazing traits is one they do not possess. Ouzels cannot swim. They dive to the stream bottom, stabilizing their bodies with their wings as they stroll the bottom. Observers can see their feet easily on their rock dancing platforms. They have no webbing. Ouzel feet seem similar to those of wrens and other songbirds to which ouzels are related.




  
[image: A water ouzel (dipper) does not stray from its flowing habitat.]





  Although they are completely absent from bird feeders and live only in the white water of the mountainous West, ouzels are understandable favorites among bird-watchers. The most famous of wilderness advocates, John Muir, praised them lavishly more than a century ago. His disciple, Enos Mills, who was the leading promoter of establishing Rocky Mountain National Park in 1915, carried on his master’s enthusiasm for ouzels. He named Ouzel Creek and then the falls over which it plunged.




  Wilderness




  




  The federal Wilderness Act of 1964 made wilderness, in one sense, a technical term. This landmark law for preservation of wild lands prescribes very specific characteristics for lands that protect wilderness values. Ninety-five percent of Rocky Mountain National Park is overlain by official wilderness protection under the Wilderness Act.




  The bulk of park visitors and all the animals living in the park are not so fussy about the exact definition, which leaves out power lines, roads, campgrounds, and reservoirs. To them the entire park is wilderness untrammeled by humankind and part of a broader treasure spreading though much of the Rocky Mountains.




  Park Fees




  




  In 1939 pioneer innkeeper Abner Sprague was delighted to buy the first entrance pass to Rocky Mountain National Park. At least he seemed delighted.




  Today, there are four entrance stations into Rocky Mountain National Park where entrance fees are collected or entrance passes examined. Holders of passes need also to present photo identification (driver’s license). The entrance station on the park’s west side is at the Grand Lake entrance, a short way beyond the park’s west-side headquarters. On the east side are the entrance stations at Wild Basin, Beaver Meadows, and Fall River.




  Fees for the national park vary according to who is seeking to enter and how long they plan to stay. Annual interagency passes provide access to federal recreation sites that charge entrance fees all over the country. There is a one-time fee pass for a US citizen 62 years of age or older, good for life. Free lifetime passes also are available for US citizens with a permanent disability. And free passes for active-duty military members and their families are good for a year.




  Perhaps Abner Sprague was delighted because National Park Service (NPS) personnel at a visitor center or entrance station would figure out the fees for him. The rest of us can visit https://rockymountainnationalpark.com/planning/fees-permits for current rates.




  Pets




  




  Pets in Rocky Mountain National Park are not permitted more than a few yards from parking lots, roads, or campgrounds. They must be kept on a leash no more than 6 feet long. They also must be supervised at all times to prevent them from disturbing people without pets, and to protect them from injury inside an unattended vehicle, primarily from heat, which is surprisingly possible even in this haven of coolness.




  Physical restraint and supervision of pets are important to keep them safe. Nothing throws gloom over a hike like seeing a note scrawled on whatever paper was available and affixed to a trailhead sign pleading for help in locating a lost pet.




  Many pet owners who expected to escape to the glories of waterfall-drenched wilds in the company of much-loved family members who happen to have four feet can be deeply disappointed to be banned from national park trails. There are good alternatives. The road into Upper Beaver Meadows is open to dogs in winter. It is thick with elk, an extremely important reason to keep dogs leashed to prevent the elk from being hassled and to keep the dogs safe from being kicked or gored to death. Chasm Falls is a few steps from Old Fall River Road, which offers a trail-like experience when closed to auto traffic in late May and early June.




  On a more regular basis, the trail up Lily Mountain in Roosevelt National Forest, which begins a short way down CO 7 from Lily Lake in the national park, is very popular among hikers with dogs, although it offers no waterfalls and very limited parking. The best alternative for hikers with dogs is in Indian Peaks Wilderness (administered by the forest service), immediately south of the national park. It has waterfalls and every other scenic virtue offered by the national park.




  Camping




  




  Hikers should strive to hit the trail early to avoid afternoon storms. This is less important for hikers with waterfall instead of mountain summit destinations. But it remains a good idea for all hikers. Thousands of beds are available just outside the east and west park boundaries.
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A water ouzel (dipper) does not stray from its flowing habitat.
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