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About This Guide





  




  When I set out to write the first edition of this book, I realized that the first order of business wasn’t researching the campgrounds, but rather researching the campers. Before I could write about the places, I had to know the people who would visit them.




  What I found was a mix of people from across this continent and beyond with one thing in common: The people who journey to Colorado’s campgrounds are seekers. Some seek heart-pounding excitement running the rapids or climbing soaring peaks. Some seek physical challenges like pedaling the steepest bike trails in the country. Others come looking for fish to catch, birds to watch, waterfalls to photograph. Still others come seeking nothing more than the solitude of the wild.




  Perhaps the most incredible thing is that Colorado can satisfy all these travelers. But could this book? My own version of the ideal campground involves a quiet place to stretch out in a lounge chair, and a couple of easy hiking trails nearby, with a hot mineral pool and maybe a golf course down the road. I don’t ride dirt bikes anymore, but I knew I must find campgrounds suitable for those who do, just as I knew I had to find camping destinations for people who like to fish, hike, bike, climb, ride horses, swim, ski, bird watch, gamble, or just park. Perhaps more than any state I have visited, Colorado is always on a track of improving its offerings to campers. There are new state parks and greatly improved campsites everywhere you turn.




  The descriptions in the book provide facts important to your travel planning, such as elevation, GPS coordinates, road conditions, and activities, plus contact information in case you need to know even more. Also included is a brief narrative based on my own observations of the campground. Interestingly enough, I found that when I viewed each campground with your needs in mind, I found an exciting array of choices that I might have otherwise overlooked.




  My strongest hope is that somewhere between these pages you will find that one spot that begs you to air out the sleeping bags and hit the road. And when you arrive, I hope it’s everything you dreamed of and that it stirs a song in your soul that will keep you coming back.









   



  
Camping Choices





  




  Colorado offers a wide variety of camping choices to suit every taste. Because the level of development is one of the most important factors people use when choosing a destination, this book is arranged by those levels as well as geographically.




  Within each of five geographic regions are areas in which camping choices are listed as follows: national parks (in alphabetical order), then state parks, city or county parks, national forest campgrounds, and Bureau of Land Management camps. Listed last are state wildlife areas, which are least developed. In general, the farther down each area’s list you go, the fewer amenities you can expect to find. The following descriptions of these classifications should help in your planning.




  Fee ranges listed for the campgrounds are based on prices for the year 2019 and are subject to change. Many campgrounds have restrictions on the number of people per campsite. When in doubt, call the managing agency.




  Camping facilities change frequently. The information in this book was current at the time of publication, but it may be slightly outdated by the time you use it. If you would like to share information about changes you encounter, please send it to the author, care of Globe Pequot Press, PO Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437-0480.




  Commercial Campgrounds and RV Parks




   




  Though this book does not include listings for commercial campgrounds, in Colorado it is an option that should not be overlooked. In many areas of the country, RV parks consist mainly of roadside parking lots designed for people who are just passing through. You will find those in Colorado, but the overwhelming majority of commercial operations here offer much more. Many use the word resort in their names, and they mean it. Among the choices are working ranches, fishing camps, and whitewater rafting resorts.




  Most commercial facilities offer such amenities as hot showers, flush toilets, and free Wi-Fi. All provide drinking water, and there is usually a choice of other hookups, such as sewer, electricity, and even cable TV. Don’t be surprised to find video game rooms, gift shops, or tour services at many of these operations. For more information on these privately owned campgrounds, visit the Colorado Tourism Office’s website, www.campcolorado.com.




  National Parks and Monuments




   




  Colorado has four national parks, three national monuments, and one national recreation area with camping facilities. From dinosaur bones to ancient cliff dwellings to fascinating geologic formations, these destinations offer incredible educational opportunities for travelers of every age. If the idea of spending the night in a living museum tickles your fancy, then these are ideal destinations for you.
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  Physical activity at the national parks and monuments usually centers on hiking, but there are also places to fish, four-wheel drive, or go whitewater rafting. For campers who need even more stimulation, all but one of the parks are located close enough to other attractions to make day trips outside the park an additional bonus.




  The terrain in this category is diverse, but with the exception of Rocky Mountain National Park, don’t plan trips to these spots expecting a campground in pine-covered snowcapped mountains. In general, think desert beauty, not mountain beauty. Campgrounds typically remain below the 9,000-foot mark, making them accessible to a great number of campers.




  The campgrounds themselves are all well designed. They are tightly spaced to conserve precious land resources, but there are usually vegetation screens between campsites to provide a bit of privacy. Facilities vary from camp to camp, even within a single park. There are primitive camps at some locations, but the usual amenities include tables, toilets, fire rings, and drinking water. Additional services found at some locations include public phones and rental stables.




  With the exception of Mesa Verde National Monument, the campgrounds in this category are currently operated by the national park system. You can expect cleanliness, strict enforcement of rules concerning water and ground fires, and ranger involvement in the form of nightly visits and scheduled presentations.




  The massive Morefield Campground at Mesa Verde is operated by a concession-aire, which provides services not found at the other parks, including a cafe, showers, and laundry. The tradeoff is cost. A night at Mesa Verde can run as high as $45, plus the per-vehicle gate fee.




  Camping fees at the other parks range from $16 to $26 per night, plus the entrance fee. The fees are discounted for Golden Age and Golden Eagle Passport holders.




  Seasons of operation vary within the system, often depending on weather and road conditions, but there are some year-round choices. For more information visit the National Park Service website at www.nps.gov.




  State Parks




   




  Colorado has thirty-four state parks with camping facilities. They are a diverse group of destinations, with water being the primary focus at most. The amenities vary from park to park, but you can almost always plan on having drinking water, picnic tables, and vault toilets. Eighteen parks also offer electricity at some campsites, many offer coin-operated showers, and some have on-site laundry facilities. Ten of the state parks offer camping cabins or yurts.




  Activity is the keyword when you think of the state parks. They are busy places, attracting busy people. Water sports like swimming, skiing, sailing, sailboarding, and jet skiing reign at warm-water parks, and fishing, hiking, and biking facilities are found at almost all parks. The parks with large lakes have marinas, with many offering boat rentals.




  Other attractions found at various parks include waterslides, golf courses, riding stables—even flying fields for model airplanes and launch pads for hot-air balloons. A bonus throughout the system is that most of the large state parks offer regularly scheduled interpretive programs ranging from campfire talks to wildflower discovery hikes. The rangers are always eager to share knowledge about their parks.




  Campgrounds at the state parks generally offer a bit more space per site than you would find at commercial campgrounds, but you can expect little in the way of privacy. One thing you can expect is cleanliness. Facilities at the state parks are well maintained and usually spotless.




  State parks are open more months of the year than any other camping category in the state, with many parks offering winter camping. These parks usually have facilities for winter sports, such as snowmobiling, ice skating, ice fishing, and cross-country skiing. Twenty-nine of the parks allow seasonal hunting. As with the national parks, state park campgrounds are typically located below 9,000 feet so that the largest number of visitors can enjoy them.




  Camping fees at the parks range from $16 to $26 per night. An additional $7 to $10 per day is charged for each vehicle entering the park (whether camping or not). A $70 annual pass eliminates this additional charge. All rates are subject to change.




  A statewide reservation system allows you to reserve specific sites at any park; there is a nonrefundable fee of $6 per reservation for this service. You can call each park directly to check availability of open sites before you decide whether to make a reservation and incur the fee. As a general rule, reservations are recommended if your stay includes a weekend. The reservation number is (800) 678-CAMP (2267), and the website is www.coloradostateparks.reserveamerica.com.




  City and County Parks




   




  This is a relatively small category of campgrounds, but one worth mentioning because it includes some very nice parks. Facilities typically include toilets, picnic tables, drinking water, fire rings, and occasionally even showers. Because these campgrounds are often located in city parks, recreational opportunities include golf, tennis, swimming, and sometimes fishing. The cost is usually low, many may even be free. Prices for more elaborate parks in popular areas may run as high as $55. It is always a good idea to call the recreation office in charge of the park before planning your trip around this type of stop.




  National Forests




   




  The national forest campgrounds offer the most sites, the most diversity, and the greatest array of recreational opportunities in Colorado. From roadside stopovers to primitive, near-wilderness camps, you can choose from hundreds of campgrounds across the state.




  The two things almost all national forest campgrounds have in common are toilets and concrete picnic tables. Most also have drinking water and fire rings with a grill attached. Many sport level tent pads and paved parking spaces. A handful have electrical hookups and even flush toilets and hot showers. There are camps with corrals for pack-and-saddle livestock, double-wide parking for large families, and wheelchair-accessible sites, restrooms, and boardwalk trails.




  Many of the national forest campgrounds are operated and maintained by concessionaires. These companies supply camp hosts who are responsible for collecting fees, maintaining order in the camp, and cleaning the facilities. The hosts also usually sell firewood in small bundles.




  Elevation is a critical factor when deciding on a national forest campground. Choices range from about 5,800 feet to just above 11,000 feet, with the average running around 9,000. Higher elevations mean cooler temperatures. It doesn’t make sense to choose a campground perched at the tree line if you don’t have adequate equipment to protect you from the elements.




  Altitude sickness affects many first-time visitors to Colorado’s national forest campgrounds. Though individual susceptibility varies greatly, it can usually be avoided by allowing your body time to adjust gradually to higher elevations. Try to spend the first few days of your stay at elevations below 8,000 feet, and then move up. If that isn’t possible, avoid strenuous activities during the first day or two. Anyone with symptoms of nausea, debilitating fatigue, headache, shortness of breath, or palpitations should move to a lower elevation, where symptoms should quickly disappear.




  The cost of camping in the national forests ranges from free to $36 per night for a site that will accommodate as many as five people and two vehicles. Sites for as many as ten people are available at some campgrounds for a double fee. A few camps with space limitations also charge a second vehicle fee that is equal to half the camp fee. All fees are subject to change.




  Reservations are available by site at many national forest campgrounds for a nonrefundable fee. If reservations are possible at a campground, they are probably necessary, at least on weekends. Most of these campgrounds set aside a limited number of sites as nonreservable, but you can be assured that they will fill by early Friday afternoon.




  More and more campgrounds are being added to the reservation system each year, so if you wish to stay in a particular campground that is not listed as reservable, it can’t hurt to double check. When you make reservations, you will need to know the campground name and the national forest and state in which it is located. Be sure to verify all three. You’d hate to discover upon arrival in Colorado that you reserved a site in a campground of the same name in California. For reservations, call (877) 444-6777 or visit www.recreation.gov.




  Bureau of Land Management




   




  These rare gems are an interesting mix of campgrounds that range from high-mountain camps to rugged canyons. The two things they all have in common are that they are small and hard to find. Facilities vary from none at all to tables, toilets, and fire rings. The fact that they are located on BLM land means fewer restrictions on land usage, making them attractive to ATV enthusiasts. Many are also located near trailheads that see lower usage than national forest trails. If you are looking for a rugged, isolated camping spot, a BLM campground may be just the thing.




  State Wildlife Areas




   




  These areas offer the least amount of development you can find in the state and still camp with your vehicle. There are more than fifty wildlife areas across the state that allow camping. The heaviest concentration is in the east, but they can be found in every region. Most have water as a focal point, so anglers should pay particular attention.




  Facilities are almost nonexistent, with most areas offering only dispersed camping. Toilets are usually available and occasionally drinking water, but not much else. Seasons of operation are limited only by road conditions, making some locations ideal for ice fishing. There currently is no charge for using the wildlife areas, but you should read and follow any posted regulations.









   



  
Travel Tips





  




  Though greatly improved in the last quarter-century, the roads of Colorado can sometimes inadvertently create adventures all their own. Here are a few tips to make those adventures a little less troublesome.




  There are no shortcuts in this state. You shouldn’t automatically assume that fewer miles means a shorter trip. Get in the habit of comparing elevations if you have a choice of routes. Higher roads involve switchbacks that are impossible to detail on most maps, adding miles and driving time. Road conditions must also be considered. Twenty-five miles of dirt road over a 12,000-foot mountain pass will take three times longer to drive than a 50-mile route around the mountain on pavement.




  Use detailed maps. This point cannot be stressed strongly enough. The maps in this book are simplified and intended only for the purpose of helping you locate the campgrounds. Unless you are just passing through on the interstate, it is very difficult to navigate in Colorado using only a single-page highway map. There are several map books that you can purchase at your local bookstore, and any one of them is a good investment.




  A pass is a pass is a pass. When you see the word pass on your map, picture pioneers struggling against snow and ice, hunger, and hardship to make it over the Rockies. Paved passes are a bit easier to navigate now, but not a lot. And you might be better off with a pack mule than a motorized vehicle on some of the unpaved passes. On either, be prepared for steep grades, narrow curves, and heart-stopping drop-offs, most without guardrails or even shoulders. If you or your vehicle isn’t up for the challenge, find an alternate route.




  Know your vehicle’s limitations. Don’t risk your life and the lives of other travelers by pushing the limits. If you know that your brakes or transmission are on the short side of perfect, stay off steep roads. If your vehicle can barely haul your trailer across the prairie, don’t expect it to suddenly improve in the mountains. Travel with good tires, properly maintain all fluid levels, and don’t try to tackle four-wheel-drive roads in a two-wheel-drive passenger vehicle. Maximum RV lengths provided are inclusive of tow vehicle and RV.




  Read the signs. Colorado road crews are particularly good at providing signs that warn about steep grades, sharp curves, and worsening road conditions. Look for them. Read them. Live by them.




  Be prepared for construction delays. Because the work season is short here and because most roads are only two lanes, repairs usually involve halting traffic. Pilot vehicles lead one direction of traffic through the construction at a time, causing delays of up to thirty minutes. Build an extra half-hour into your plan on every trip off the interstate during the summer.
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  Expect poor roads from September to June. Travel in Colorado any time other than summer is difficult at best. Many minor roads close for the entire season, others only when conditions are at their worst. But major roads aren’t exempt from the foibles of Mother Nature; even the interstates can close for days at a time in Colorado. If you do not have adequate snow tires, tire chains are required on most passes when they are open. To travel safely, always know the weather forecast, check road conditions before setting out, never go around a road closure barrier, and be prepared for trouble by carrying tire chains, snack food, water, and blankets.
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Colorado Wildlife





  




  The wildlife population in Colorado is as diverse as the terrain. Since many of the camping options in the state put you in prime wildlife habitat, it is up to you to educate yourself about the local fauna. You need to know what creatures live here and how to enjoy or, in some cases, avoid them.




  Birds and Bees




   




  Watching Colorado’s migrant and resident bird population is the sole reason some people come to the state. For most, however, sharing camp with a Steller’s jay is just icing on the cake. What are you likely to see here? Everything from hummingbirds to California gulls, from great horned owls to mountain bluebirds. There are turkeys, ptarmigans, towhees, pipits, prairie chickens, and even white pelicans.




  To best enjoy the winged parade, carry along a small pair of binoculars and spend time listening to interesting calls and songs. Give all birds their space and never approach a nesting bird. Check with rangers regarding feeders; these may attract bears and discourage the birds from finding more reliable food sources.




  Where there are wildflowers there will be bees, and Colorado overflows with wildflowers. Most bees aren’t aggressive unless you threaten them. People are most commonly stung while cutting dead wood, in which many species make their homes. The best advice is to be conscious of your surroundings in the woods and tune in to any conspicuous buzzing before you cut.




   Small Mammals




   




  Colorado is home to an enormous number of small mammals: rabbits, squirrels, shrews, bats, otters, ferrets, badgers, chipmunks, skunks, coyotes, foxes, weasels, marmots, raccoons, mice, gophers, porcupines, opossums, and beavers, just to name a few. Of course, you won’t likely see most of these critters. Visitors to your camp will probably include Colorado chipmunks, golden-mantled ground squirrels, and red and gray tree squirrels. You may discover evidence of night raiders, such as coyotes, skunks, and raccoons. Just outside camp you will likely see timid cottontail rabbits. All the rest are seen only in rare glimpses, usually in such a flash of fur that you won’t even know for sure what you’ve seen. A good field guide (Scats and Tracks of the Rocky Mountains by FalconGuides) that includes drawings of tracks will increase your chances of identification.




  All these animals are best enjoyed by observing them in their wild state. Do not use food to tempt any of them into your camp, either intentionally or by accidentally leaving food out where they can get to it. Ground squirrels and chipmunks are adorable, especially when they beg. But they are like miniature bears; they quickly become a nuisance to all campers when fed by a few. They can chew through almost anything: sleeping bags, soft-sided coolers, tents, and grocery bags. Do you really want one to run up your leg to get a closer look at your breakfast? Neither does the camper who stays in your campsite next after you’ve spent a week feeding them.




  
Hoofed Animals




   




  These include deer, bighorn sheep, pronghorn antelope, elk, moose, and bison. All have been known to charge tourists who get a little too close. They are best viewed with strong binoculars, spotting scopes, or telephoto camera lenses.




  Hoofed animals pose a hazard when they cross roads. Striking a deer while driving at 60 or 70 miles an hour can be deadly for all involved. When you drive at or after dusk, you need to pay particular attention to activity along the sides of the road, but be aware that deer feed at all hours. Always slow down when you spot a deer because you can never be certain which direction it may leap. There are small, inexpensive devices that can be mounted to the front of your vehicle that produce a high-pitched sound, supposedly with the effect of scaring away the deer. Many people swear by them, but they should not be considered fail-safe.




   Bears




   




  Bears are probably the most awesome, yet feared, members of Colorado’s wildlife community. It is sad but comforting to campers that the only bear remaining in the state is the black bear. There are no grizzlies; bears with brown fur are simply black bears with cinnamon coloration.




  Bears create a nuisance in many camping areas, but unprovoked attacks on humans are rare. Still, there are things you need to know when camping in the neighborhood of these magnificent animals. Colorado Parks and Wildlife provides the following tips for vehicle campers:




  



 	Follow all posted regulations concerning where you camp. Backcountry camping is often prohibited in areas with bear problems.


   

	Store all food and food containers inside a closed, hard-sided vehicle. This includes canned food, beverages, pet food, coolers, and water containers.




	Store all cooking utensils in the same manner. This includes coffeepots, stoves, silverware, and dishes, no matter how clean you think they are.




	Do not bring food, cosmetics, or other toiletries into your tent or pop-up camper. Eliminate everything that smells!




	Do not sleep in the same clothes you cook in. Change into clean clothes and store cooking clothes inside a closed, hard-sided vehicle.




	Immediately dispose of all trash in dumpsters or bear-proof containers.




	Also, hummingbird feeders are prohibited in some areas; in others, they should be stored with all other scented items at night.







  Additional information for hikers, even those just out for a stroll, is as follows:






	Hiking at dusk or dawn increases your chances of encountering a bear.




	Use extra caution in places with limited visibility, such as brushy areas or bends in the trail.
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	Try to not hike alone.




  	Make sure children stay within your sight at all times.




  	Don’t take pets into the backcountry.




  	Clap your hands, sing, or make other noise as you hike and stay alert.




  	Watch for signs of bear activity, such as scat, scratch marks on trees, tracks, and overturned logs.







  If you encounter a black bear, you and your children need to know how to handle the situation. The old advice of playing dead applies only to situations in which you are actually attacked. Your goal is to avoid this by giving the bear a way out of the confrontation. If that fails and an attack does occur, and if you have nerves of steel, lying motionless may discourage a continued attack.




  Your first choice should always be to leave the area if the bear has not detected you. If the bear does see you, try to stay calm and follow these guidelines:






	Stop and slowly back away while facing the bear, but without direct eye contact. Give the bear plenty of space to escape, by stepping off the trail if necessary. Remember that a charge is not necessarily an attack; startled bears may attempt to bluff.




	Speak softly to the bear.




	Never run! Always walk away. Running may trigger a bear’s predatory instinct to give chase.









  Spotting a bear will give you a story to tell for the rest of your life, and educating yourself about how to handle the situation is your best assurance that you will live to tell it a thousand times over. A good additional source of information is Bear Aware (FalconGuides).




   
Mountain Lions




   




  It comes as a surprise to many Colorado visitors that they will be sharing a habitat with lions. The fact is, mountain lions have been here for ages. Population estimates run from around 1,500 to 3,000 lions, far fewer than estimates of black bears. The lion’s habitat is widely varied, both subalpine and desert. You will find them most plentiful in areas with large deer populations.




  Though attacks on humans are rare in Colorado, they do occur, often without provocation. Educating yourself on the habits of mountain lions is your best protection. Lions are most active during the night, but they do travel and even hunt during daylight hours. Lions prefer a diet of deer, but they also prey on elk, small mammals, livestock, and pets. After spotting prey, a lion will usually stalk silently, then attack in a rush, often from behind. Lions that are feeding can be dangerous to people, and a seemingly tame lion fed by humans is the worst hazard of all. Tips for camping in lion country provided by the Colorado Parks and Wildlife include:






	Make lots of noise if you are out between dusk and dawn.




	Closely supervise children and teach them what to do if they see a lion.




	Keep pets under control and don’t take them on hikes.




	Don’t feed any wildlife.




	Hike with a sturdy stick that can be used for defense in the event of an attack.







  While bear encounters in the state are relatively common, lion encounters are rare enough to warrant reporting them. First you must know how to handle the encounter. The overall objective is to appear large and threatening, while giving the lion a route for escape.






	Stay calm.




	Talk softly, yet firmly.




	Stop and back away only if it appears you can do so safely.




	Never run! This activates a cat’s natural instinct to give chase. (Think about a house cat chasing small moving objects; it’s automatic.)




	Do everything you can to appear larger and more intimidating. Raise your arms; open your jacket. Pick up or shield children.




	If the lion is behaving aggressively, throw things, wave your arms slowly, and speak in a firm voice.




	Do not crouch down or turn your back. That is the animal’s cue to pounce.




	If you are actually attacked by a lion, DO NOT PLAY DEAD. Fight back in any way you can. If possible, remain standing or get back up.







  A good additional source of information is Mountain Lion Alert (FalconGuides). Additional information on all mammals in the state can be found at www.cpw.state.co.us.









   



  
Camping Etiquette





  




  You are no longer at home. You’re not even on your own turf. Camping is a foreign world where strangers may be sleeping on the ground under the stars 50 feet away. It’s a world where the choices you make can make a difference from the top of the food chain to the bottom. And it’s a world where respect for your fellow man and beast is of utmost importance if we are all to continue to enjoy our natural resources.




  The first sign of that respect is in knowing the camping rules that apply to your destination. The rules may seem arbitrary to you, but respect the fact that they have been placed into effect for good reason. Some examples of rules you should know include:




  Maximum number of people per campsite. This varies between five and fifteen, but in general, fewer is better. Fewer people means less impact on the campsite and less impact on neighboring campers.




  Maximum number of vehicles per campsite. The reasons are the same as for people per campsite, plus, by requiring additional vehicles to pay for additional space, the facility gains needed revenue.




  Campfire restrictions. Always find out whether fires are allowed at the time of your stay. You don’t want to be the one responsible for the next forest fire.




  Maximum number of nights. Campgrounds in state parks and national forests are not second homes. They are for the enjoyment of all. Popular areas may limit stays to as few as three days, whereas secluded destinations may allow up to fourteen or twenty-one days (campgrounds restricted to fewer than seven are so noted in the book).




  Quiet hours. All campgrounds place people a little closer together than we would like. Quiet hours are to ensure everyone’s enjoyment and are usually strictly enforced. The normal times are between 10 p.m. and 8 a.m., but you will occasionally find places that are more strict.




  Checkout time. You’ve paid your money and you intend to stay all day, right? Wrong. What you paid for was the previous night. Staying past your welcome cheats fellow campers out of a campsite. Even the national forest campgrounds have checkout times around noon. If for some reason you must stay longer, be sure to contact the camp host or a ranger about whether you need to pay for another night.




  No picnicking in campgrounds. This is one of the most ignored rules in national forest campgrounds, but in areas where campgrounds stay filled, it is an important rule. When you spread out a blanket for lunch in a campsite you haven’t paid for, you cheat fellow campers out of a good site for the night.




  Don’t pollute other people’s senses. Specifically, consider the impact on other people of every noise you make, every flashlight you shine, and every smelly pile your dog leaves behind.




  Share space graciously. Campgrounds force us to share everything from toilet facilities to parking spaces, from water faucets to boat ramps. A good rule of thumb is to never use more than your neighbor does. Don’t take up extra parking. Don’t spread your camp right up to the next one. Don’t hang buckets or towels from or leave hoses attached to shared water faucets. And where showers are available, don’t hog the hot water. There’s always a limited supply.




  Leave your campsite better than you found it. Do more than clean up after yourself. Pick up trash left behind by others, and leave a stick or two of firewood for the next guy.




  Learn how to camp lightly. Camping lightly means having the least amount of impact on the environment as possible. Little things, like pitching your tent in a grassy spot rather than on already hardened ground, cause damage that lasts far beyond your stay. The next camper sees that the grass is matted down where your tent was and decides to try that spot himself. In a very short time, that spot of grass no longer exists; it is now hardened earth that may be subject to erosion. There are good books written entirely about this subject, but they tend to be overlooked by vehicle campers who think those camping techniques apply only to wilderness campers. Many of them apply to anyone who sets foot in the forest. One of the best guides available is Wild Country Companion (FalconGuides).




  It all boils down to respect—for each other and for nature. If you lack either, you simply are not welcome as a fellow camper.









   



  
Camping with Kids





  




  Kids need to camp. All kids, whether they are raised on the farm or in the city, benefit from the experience of family camping. Group camping with organizations, such as Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts, can provide some of the same benefits, but the memory of helping Dad build a campfire can outshine even the glitter of a trip to Disney World.




  And a camping vacation generally doesn’t break the bank or require years of saving to accomplish. The average cost of accommodations per night for a family of four camping in Colorado is somewhere around $25. There are pricier spots, but there are also hundreds more that are considerably less. Also take into consideration that camping allows you to eat all or part of your meals at camp rather than at high-priced restaurants, and the savings grow even larger. In most cases, even if you rent equipment, camping is the best travel bargain to be found.




  Camping is the perfect opportunity for your children to develop an appreciation of nature. Ever see a kid at the deer and elk exhibit at the zoo? It’s a big yawn. But let those same kids spot one grazing in the meadow beside their campground and you’ll see real excitement. And, if they spot a moose or a bear? They’ll tell the story for years. Kids today are bombarded with television shows about nature, but knowing the facts about the world around them isn’t enough. Camping takes the passivity out of learning about nature. Only by stepping into the wild themselves will children feel the awe.




  Likewise, history, archeology, and paleontology are brought to life when children spend time living on the same piece of land where dinosaurs or ancient peoples once roamed. Indian paintings on a cliff wall have a much stronger impact than pictures in history books. And camping down the road from a rock wall containing thousands of dinosaur bones beats any museum trip.




  Even if your family camping trip doesn’t bring you into contact with any of the above, it will bring you into closer contact with each other. While the close quarters in the car driving to the campground may be a little too much togetherness for some families, those same families will often find that a tent or trailer parked in a small campsite is just the right amount of space. There are no bedrooms for teenagers to hide out in and few closed doors that have to be yelled through. There are probably scientific studies that supply facts and statistics about the comfort derived in being close to the people you love, but why not just test the idea yourself?




  Camping skills are wonderful confidence builders for kids of all ages. Learning to build a fire is a big step for 8- to 12-year-olds. For a teenager who is doubtful about handling the challenges that adulthood will bring, the accomplishment of hiking a difficult trail may spur confidence that might not be gained in any other way. Younger children show off skills, such as jumping over rocks near camp or helping wash the dishes. It’s all about pushing their comfort zones just a little. It may be scary, but there’s something primeval about knowing that you can take care of yourself in the wild.




  So how do you go about planning a family camping trip? And how do you ensure that the trip will be a success? First of all, know your family. Pick a spot close to the kinds of things your kids are interested in. Don’t drag a 3-year-old who is terrified of Tyrannosaurus rex to see Dinosaur National Monument. Seek out activities that he or she will enjoy. If your kids have always harbored a love of horses, find a campground with a rental stable close by. If they love to swim, try a lakeside camp with a swim beach. Finding what suits your family is the most important key to success.




  The second key is to ease into camping. Don’t plan a two-week unguided wilderness expedition if your family has never camped, and certainly don’t rush out and buy thousands of dollars of equipment for that first trip. Borrow or rent what you need, or consider trying a campground with rustic sleeping cabins or yurts for the first time out. Then, if camping suits your family, buy a few things and branch out into the woods a little farther.




  How old should children be before you consider camping? There’s no easy answer. It depends a lot on your own adaptability, as much as that of the child. Many parents take infants camping; others wouldn’t dream of taking a child under the age of 4 or 5. Again, the best advice is to take small steps. If you are determined to take a very young child, try a one-night trip close to home first.




  Here are a few tips to make camping with kids all that you want it to be:


  

  Expand comfort zones, but don’t make the trip uncomfortable. This applies to everything from the length of the trip to the food. A camping trip is not the time to try new camp foods or to break in new hiking boots. Simple things like making sure kids are warm, well fed, and comfortably dressed go a long way toward making the trip more pleasant for everyone.




  Don’t forget to make the trip comfortable for Mom and Dad, too. All that companionship goes down the drain if you can’t get a good night’s sleep. Don’t leave home without a well-stocked first-aid kit, either. There will be bumps, scratches, bites, and upset stomachs, so be prepared for them.




  Keep attention spans in mind. Parking a lawn chair beside the lake and waiting for the fish to bite might seem like a relaxing way to spend the day to an adult, but a busy 4-year-old will be throwing rocks in the water and scaring away the trout before the first minute has passed. Likewise, a half-day trail ride would push the limits for even a horse-loving 8-year-old (not to mention the comfort of all concerned). Being saddle sore will not add to anyone’s enjoyment.




  Include physical activities. Children have energy to burn, and that energy often increases proportionally with stressful situations. Forgetting that simple fact can make or break your trip. Find opportunities for them to run or jump or swim or bicycle—anything, as long as they are moving at their pace. A leisurely stroll around the lake at your pace is not what their bodies need. On smooth trails you can let them run ahead of you as long as they stay within your sight. Older children and teenagers may seem to prefer a slower pace, but making sure they spend time moving is important, too.




  Choose your rules. Because camping involves a new set of rules—some of which can mean the difference between life and death—figure out which of your usual rules from home can be relaxed just a bit. This way you aren’t put into the tyrant role with more rules than can be obeyed, and the new rules take on a greater significance. Possibilities include slight modifications of bedtimes, food and beverage restrictions, and cleanliness. So what if they play in the dirt? It’s part of being outside.




  Let them help. If children are allowed to help with things such as gathering wood, preparing meals, or baiting hooks, the experience becomes more real. This isn’t just a ride at an amusement park where they settle back in their seats and wait for the action. Make them part of the trip.




  Camping with children takes patience, careful planning, and an adventurous spirit on everyone’s part. It’s hard work, and the rewards are hard to measure. They come in little things like seeing your teenager’s face without a cell phone attached to it or watching the firelight dance in your child’s eyes while she roasts marshmallows for the first time. It’s about laughing through fish stories where the fish get bigger with every retelling. It’s about just being a family.









   



  
Key to Abbreviations





  




  Campground types:




  BLM Bureau of Land Management




  CP City Park




  DSP Dispersed Camping (no designated “sites”; vault toilets are usually the only amenities)




  NF National Forest




  NP National Park




  NWR National Wildlife Refuge




  SP State Park




  SWA State Wildlife Area




  Road types:




  FR Forest Service Road




  CR County Road




  CO Colorado Highway




  US U.S. Highway




  Fee per night: The price codes used in the book are from fall 2019 and are expressed as a range due to ever-fluctuating campsite fees.




  



  $ = Less than $5


  

  $$ = $6 to $9


  

  $$$ = $10 to $19


  

  $$$$ = $20 or more




  




  These price ranges do not include additional fees for extra vehicles, entrance permits, or reservation fees. Additional cost should be expected for accommodation choices like cabins, shelters, or yurts where they are available.
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    Though the northwest portion of the state is generally drier, there are still ample fishing oportunities. PHOTO D. MICHAEL CROW




   
Area 1: Dinosaur National Monument





   




  The landscape of the far northwestern corner of the state is not what comes to mind when most people think about Colorado. The terrain consists of dry rolling hills crumbled by the ages and broken by the sharp-edged canyons of the Yampa and Green Rivers. In summer, it’s hot. If the pavement seems to give slightly beneath your tires, it isn’t your imagination. Temperature extremes and tons of oilfield equipment moving through the area contribute to short lives for roadbeds.




  The big attraction in this area is Dinosaur National Monument, which straddles the Colorado-Utah border. But don’t come here looking for pretty, because it’s not. Come looking instead for adventure in the form of intense whitewater. Raft trips are offered by various outfitters on both the Green and Yampa Rivers. If you are in the area for only a day or two, book your trip well ahead of arrival. The best source of information on these outfitters is the monument headquarters at the address and phone listed below.




  




	

	

	Sites

	Max Length

	Electrical

	Grill

	Toilets

	Showers

	H20

	Dump

	Cabins

	Accessible

	Recreation

	Free

	Season

	Reserve






	1

	Dinosaur National Monument: Deerlodge Park

	7

	

	

	x

	V

	

	Y

	

	

	N

	FHR

	$$$

	

	






	2

	Dinosaur National Monument: Echo Park

	17

	No trailers

	

	

	V

	

	Y

	

	

	Y

	FHR

	$$$

	

	






	3

	Dinosaur National Monument: Gates of Lodore

	17

	35'

	

	x

	V

	

	Y

	

	

	Y

	FHR

	$$$

	

	






	4

	Elkhead State Park

	47

	

	

	x

	V

	

	N

	x

	

	N

	FHBLM RTW

	$$$

	

	x






	5

	Rangely Camper Park

	26

	

	x

	

	F

	x

	Y

	x

	

	N

	CH

	$$

	May-Oct

	






	6

	Browns Park NWR: Crook andSwinging Bridge

	DSP

	

	

	x

	V

	

	N

	

	

	N

	HLORW

	

	$
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