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			Introduction

			The Front Range of Colorado is an area that roughly extends from Fort Collins in the north to Pueblo in the south. This book explains in detail sixty hikes from Fort Collins to Colorado Springs. It is a spectacular area of low-lying plains, rounded foothills, towering mountain peaks, wide open meadows, free-flowing rivers and streams, beautiful alpine lakes, glaciers, narrow gulches, tall rock walls, and views that extend in all directions. It is also an area of tremendous vertical relief: From the mile-high city of Denver you can travel west and in a mere 35 miles gain over 8,000 feet in altitude.

			At the heart of this great vertical topography are the southern Rocky Mountains and the Continental Divide. Colorado has the highest mountains in the Rocky Mountains and claims fifty-four summits over 14,000 feet high. The Continental Divide runs in a north-to-south direction near the center of the state and controls the flow of water from rivers and streams on both sides: West of the divide water flows to the Gulf of California; on the east side water flows into the Gulf of Mexico.

			Between the plains and the high mountains are the foothills, a place of mixed forests, wide open meadows filled with cacti, yuccas, wildflowers, various shrubs, pinyon, junipers, ponderosas, aspens, tall cottonwoods, Douglas firs, and spruce trees. It is a place myriad animals call home. Mountain lions, elk, white-tailed deer, mule deer, prairie dogs, Abert’s squirrels, high flying hawks, bald and golden eagles, prairie falcons, Canada geese, and other migratory birds can be found in this very diverse area. More than 960 species of animals call the open lands of the Front Range home. You can walk through most open areas and spot or hear one or many of these animals. Coyotes sing as they hunt at night; elk bugle in the fall looking for mates; bighorn sheep roam the high country and climb steep rock walls with sure-footed moves that would make any climber envious. Hawks and eagles fill the sky looking for food and cruising on thermals, diving and looking as though they don’t have a care in the world.

			There are five different life zones in the Front Range of Colorado. The Upper Sonoran is an area of high desert, filled with stunted pinyon, small ponderosas, juniper trees, cacti, yuccas, and prairie grasses. It ranges from 4,000 to 6,000 feet above sea level. Next is the Transition Zone, an area that ranges from 6,000 to 8,000 feet above sea level. Tall ponderosas, Douglas firs, Gambel and mahogany oaks, various wildflowers, and the occasional lodgepole pine are found here. Above the Transition Zone is the Canadian Zone, an area that extends roughly from above 8,000 feet to nearly 10,000 feet in altitude. This zone is much cooler than the lower elevations and sees more precipitation. Common trees include aspens, Engelmann spruce, and lodgepole pines. Wildflowers thrive in this zone, as do many animal species.

			Next is the Hudsonian Zone, an area rising from 10,000 feet to above timberline, roughly around 11,000 feet above sea level. This zone is home to hardy species of trees and animals: Bristlecones, limber pines, and subalpine firs all live in this harsh environment and somehow cling to life in an area that is pounded by high winds and extreme weather. Last is the Arctic-Alpine Zone, which lies above timberline. This is an area where only the hardiest of plant and animal species can survive.
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				Looking west from Pawnee Pass, Indian Peaks Wilderness

			

		

		
			When I travel above timberline I am amazed to find that tundra grasses, small stunted wildflowers, pikas, summering elk, and bighorn sheep somehow seem to thrive in the summer months at this harsh altitude. It is a place where I respect all living things for their tenacious will to survive. Winter can start as early as September and last well into July.

			Very few places in the United States can lay claim to such a diverse physical environment. This is indeed a special area, and I feel that all the hikes in this book are special. From the riparian ecosystem of Barr Lake State Park to the snow-capped summit of Grays Peak and everything in between, you can seek solitude in these lands. You can hike along wild mountain streams and hear the sound of mountain water, a sound that will calm your heart and lighten your spirit. You can sit on top of high mountain peaks and look in all directions, feeling that you can see to forever. You can wander through the aspens in fall, seeing and hearing their gold leaves quaking in a soft breeze. You can hike on a narrow mountain trail under a canopy of tall pine trees and see wild animals in their natural environment, or fish high alpine lakes under towering rocky peaks and hear the sound of solitude. Believe me, that is a beautiful sound. But most of all, with a little bit of effort and with strong legs and lungs, you can experience the natural world of Colorado’s Front Range. Hopefully this book will help you get there.

		

		
			Climate

			Colorado’s Front Range is blessed with brilliant weather and sees almost 300 days of sunshine. You can hike in Colorado’s Front Range year-round. Summer can be hot, but all you have to do to escape the heat is travel to the high country. Winters are mild, and in high snow years you can strap on a pair of skis or snowshoes and experience the quiet that only winter brings. Spring and fall are times of stable weather and moderate temperatures. Summer in the high country is absolutely beautiful, and you should make it a point to travel and experience the beauty of the high mountain peaks.

			Hiking with Children

			One of the greatest joys my wife and I have had is the time we have spent with our three children in the woods. Hiking is a wonderful sport that can be enjoyed by the entire family. That said, things can go wrong with children when you are out in the woods, and they can go wrong very fast. Be prepared! Take extra clothing, food, diapers, water, and a healthy sense of humor.

			Day hikes and shorter trails are the best for introducing your child to the outdoors. Your child’s age and fitness level will dictate how many miles you travel in the woods. For toddlers, 1 to 4 miles will be just right. They are the hardest to travel with in the woods, and depending on how much or how long you want to carry them, your hike could be shorter. My son Jeremy had his own little backpack at the age of five and loved to carry his own food and water when we went into the woods. Older children travel at a faster rate and are strong enough to carry most of their gear. They require less attention and like to travel ahead of the adults, exploring on their own. Make sure the older children don’t travel too far ahead and emphasize that they stay on the trail and wait for you at all trail junctions.

			Younger children have a different agenda than most adults. They travel at a slower pace; they stop and check things out. Tree stumps, streams, butterflies, flowers, snow, and lakes are quite fascinating to their inquiring minds. They like to look at animals and bugs. Children will stop and sit down for no reason at all. They will ask a million questions. As a parent, enjoy your time with your children. Stop and answer all those questions. Sit with them on a log and treasure the time with your little ones in the woods; you won’t regret it.

		

	
	
			How to Use This Guide

			This guide provides information on sixty hikes in the plains, foothills, and mountains of Colorado’s Front Range. The hikes in this book range in length from 1 to 15 miles, with elevation gains ranging from as little as 100 feet to more than 3,000 feet. The trails vary from extremely rocky to flat and smooth. The hikes in this book start at an elevation of just over 5,000 feet, and go up to 14,000 feet above sea level. The hikes are presented from north to south, with Greyrock National Recreation Trail, just north of Fort Collins, being hike 1 and Waldo Canyon, just west of Colorado Springs being hike 60.

			Each hike description begins with the highlights of the hike, outlining the physical, historical, and other special attractions that you may find along the way. Information is then given about the best season for the hike, how long the hike is, and the difficulty of the hike. Following that, you’ll find a listing of the maps that you will need, the entity that manages the area, trail conditions, and directions to the trailhead. A detailed description of the hike is provided, followed by Miles and Directions, which details mileages between specific landmarks or trail junctions along the route.

			A majority of the hikes in this book are day hikes and can easily be completed in a reasonable time frame. Almost all the hikes in this book could be turned into overnight excursions with the addition of a backpack, sleeping bag, tent, and other essentials. Make sure camping is allowed on the hike you are planning to do.

			Read through the text and find the hike or hikes that best suit your needs. Distances are given for each hike and should be used as a reference point. Don’t let the length of a hike stop you from doing that hike; go as far as you like on any given trail. If you are not up to completing a hike in this guide, turn around and return to the trailhead; come back another day. Just being outdoors and walking is enough for me.

			Type of Trail

			Suggested hikes have been categorized as follows:

			Day hike: Best for a short excursion only, due to lack of either water or suitable camping sites.

			Backpack: Best for backpacking with at least one or more nights in the backcountry. Many of the overnight hikes can be done as day hikes if you have the time and/or stamina.

			Loop: Starts and finishes at the same trailhead with no (or very little) retracing of your steps. Sometimes the definition of a “loop” includes creative shapes (like a figure eight or lollipop) and a short walk on a dirt road to get you back to the trailhead.

			Out-and-back: Traveling the same route coming and going.

			Shuttle: A point-to-point trip that requires two vehicles (one left at each end of the trail) or a prearranged pickup at a designated time and place. One effective way to manage the logistical difficulties of shuttles is to arrange for a second party to start at the other end of the trail. The two parties then rendezvous at a predetermined time and place along the trail, trade keys, and drive to each other’s home upon returning to the trailhead.

		

		
			Difficulty Ratings

			Difficulty ratings are inherently flawed: What’s easy for you might be difficult for me. Still, such ratings serve as a general guide and give a useful approximation of a hike’s challenge. Remember that ratings are not the final word, and that the most important factor is to be honest about your own fitness level when planning your trip. In this guidebook, difficulty ratings consider both how long and strenuous a hike is. Following are general guidelines for ratings:

			Easy: Suitable for any hiker—young or old. Expect no serious elevation gain, hazards, or navigation problems.

			Moderate: Suitable for hikers who have at least some experience and an average fitness level. Likely includes some elevation change and may have places where the trail is faint.

			Strenuous: Suitable only for experienced hikers with above average fitness level. Possible hazardous trail sections, navigation difficulties, and serious elevation change.

			Trail Mileage

			Measuring trail distances is an inexact science at best. In this guidebook most distances have been taken from map measurements and from in-the-field estimates. Most trail signs on Colorado’s Front Range do not include distances, and when they do you can bet they are just somebody else’s best guess. Keep in mind that distance is often less important than difficulty. A steep 2-mile climb on rocky tread can take longer than a 4-mile stroll through a gentle river valley. It may be helpful to note that most hikers average about 2 miles per hour and take into consideration that what matters is not how far you go, it’s how much you enjoy your time out on the trail.

			Maps

			The maps in this book serve as a general guide only. Don’t hit the trail without buying a better, more detailed map. There are a few choices when it comes to maps, and they are listed with each hike.

			Elevation Charts

			All hike descriptions include elevation charts (except for five). Use these profiles to get a general picture of how much elevation gain and loss a hike entails. The charts are not meant to be a detailed, foot-by-foot account of the route, but serve as a quick glimpse of the overall elevation change.

		

		
			Backcountry Regulations

			
					Get a wilderness permit for all overnight use (see Appendix A).

					Camp only in appropriate places (see Leave No Trace, below).

					Stay on trails (where possible) and don’t create shortcuts.

					Dispose of human waste in a cat hole at least 200 feet from all water sources and campsites.

					Dispose of bathing and dishwater well away from water sources.

					Use camp stoves rather than cooking fires whenever possible.

					Carry out all trash. If you can pack it in, you can pack it out.

					Limit group size to ten or fewer.

					Suspend food out of reach of animals.

					Do not feed or in any way disturb the wildlife. Do not leave behind food scraps.

					Do not operate any mechanized vehicle in the wilderness.

					Do not destroy, deface, disturb, or remove from its natural setting any plant, rock, animal, or archaeological resource.

			

			Please read about Leave No Trace for more details on minimizing impact on the wilderness.

			Leave No Trace

			Going into a wild area is like visiting a famous museum. You obviously do not want to leave your mark on an art treasure in the museum. If everybody going through the museum left one little mark, the piece of art would be quickly destroyed—and of what value is a big building full of trashed art? The same goes for pristine wildlands. If we all left just one little mark on the landscape, the backcountry would soon be spoiled.

			A wilderness can accommodate human use as long as everybody behaves. But a few thoughtless or uninformed visitors can ruin it for everybody who follows. All backcountry users have a responsibility to follow the rules of zero-impact camping.

			Nowadays most wilderness users want to walk softly, but some aren’t aware that they have poor manners. Often their actions are dictated by the outdated habits of a past generation of campers, who cut green boughs for evening shelters, built campfires with fire rings, and dug trenches around tents. In the 1950s, these practices may have been acceptable. But they leave long-lasting scars, and today such behavior is absolutely unacceptable.

			Because wild places are becoming rare and the number of users is mushrooming, a code of ethics has grown out of the necessity of coping with the unending waves of people who want a perfect backcountry experience. Today, we all must leave no clues that we were there. Enjoy the wild, but don’t leave any trace of your visit.

		

		
			Leave No Trace

			
					Leave with everything you brought in.

					Leave no sign of your visit.

					Leave the landscape as you found it.

			

			Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the backcountry. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless of how small it is, along the trail or at your campsite. This means you should pack out everything, including orange peels, flip tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Also, pick up any trash that others leave behind.

			Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail. Don’t pick up “souvenirs,” such as rocks, antlers, or wildflowers. The next person wants to see them, too, and collecting such souvenirs violates many regulations.

			Avoid making loud noises on the trail (unless you are in bear country) or in camp. Be courteous—remember that sound travels easily in the backcountry, especially across water.

			Carry a lightweight trowel to bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep at least 200 feet from any water source. Pack out used toilet paper.

			Go without a campfire. Carry a stove for cooking and a flashlight, candle lantern, or headlamp for light. For emergencies, learn how to build a no-trace fire.

			Camp in obviously used sites when they are available. Otherwise, camp and cook on durable surfaces such as bedrock, sand, gravel bars, or bare ground.

			Leave no trace—and put your ear to the ground and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.

		

	
		
			Backcountry Safety and Hazards

			The Boy Scouts of America have been guided for decades by what is perhaps the single best piece of safety advice—Be prepared! For starters, this means carrying survival and first-aid materials, proper clothing, a compass, and a topographic map—and knowing how to use them.

			Perhaps the second-best piece of safety advice is to tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return. Pilots must file flight plans before every trip, and anybody venturing into a blank spot on the map should do the same. File your “flight plan” with a friend or relative before taking off.

			Close behind your flight plan and being prepared with proper equipment is physical conditioning. Being fit not only makes wilderness travel more fun, it makes it safer. Here are a few more tips:

			
					Check the weather forecast. Be careful not to get caught at high altitude by a bad storm or along a stream in a flash flood. Watch cloud formations closely so you don’t get stranded on a ridgeline during a lightning storm. Avoid traveling during prolonged periods of cold weather.

					Avoid traveling alone in the wilderness and keep your party together.

					Don’t exhaust yourself or other members of your party by traveling too far or too fast. Let the slowest person set the pace.

					Study basic survival and first aid before leaving home.

					Before you leave for the trailhead, find out as much as you can about the route, especially the potential hazards.

					Don’t wait until you’re confused to look at your maps. Follow them as you go along, so you have a continual fix on your location.

					If you get lost, don’t panic. Sit down and relax for a few minutes while you carefully check your topo map and take a compass reading. Confidently plan your next move. It’s often smart to retrace your steps until you find familiar ground, even if you think it might lengthen your trip. Lots of people get temporarily lost in the wilderness and survive—usually by calmly and rationally dealing with the situation.

					Stay clear of all wild animals.

					Take a first-aid kit that includes, at a minimum, a sewing needle, snake-bite kit, aspirin, antibacterial ointment, antiseptic swabs, butterfly bandages, adhesive tape, adhesive strips, gauze pads, two triangular bandages, codeine tablets, two inflatable splints, moleskin for blisters, 3-inch gauze, CPR shield, rubber gloves, and lightweight first-aid instructions.

					Take a survival kit that includes, at a minimum, a compass, whistle, matches in a waterproof container, cigarette lighter, candle, signal mirror, flashlight, fire starter, aluminum foil, water purification tablets, space blanket, and flare.

			

		

		
			

			Finally, don’t forget that knowledge is the best defense against unexpected hazards.

			Lightning: You Might Never Know What Hit You

			Mountains are prone to sudden thunderstorms. If you get caught in a lightning storm, take special precautions.

			
					Lightning can travel ahead of a storm, so take cover before the storm hits.

					Don’t try to make it back to your vehicle. It isn’t worth the risk. Instead, seek shelter even if it’s only a short way back to the trailhead. Lightning storms usually don’t last long, and from a safe vantage point, you might enjoy the sights and sounds.

					Be especially careful not to get caught on a mountaintop or an exposed ridge; under large, solitary trees; in the open; or near standing water.

					Seek shelter in a low-lying area, ideally in a stand of small, uniformly sized trees.

					Avoid anything that attracts lightning, like metal tent poles, graphite fishing rods, or pack frames.

					Crouch with both feet firmly on the ground.

					If you have a pack (without a metal frame) or a sleeping pad with you, put your feet on it for extra insulation against shock.

					Don’t walk or huddle together. Instead, stay 50 feet apart, so if somebody gets hit by lightning, others in your party can give first aid.

					If you’re in a tent, stay in your sleeping bag with your feet on your sleeping pad.

			

			Hypothermia: The Silent Killer

			Be aware of hypothermia—a condition in which the body’s internal temperature drops below normal. It can lead to mental and physical collapse and death.

			Hypothermia is caused by exposure to cold and is aggravated by wetness, wind, and exhaustion. The moment you begin to lose heat faster than your body produces it, you’re suffering from exposure. Your body starts involuntary exercise, such as shivering, to stay warm and makes involuntary adjustments to preserve normal temperature in vital organs, restricting blood flow in the extremities. Both responses drain your energy reserves. The only way to stop the drain is to reduce the degree of exposure.

			With full-blown hypothermia, as energy reserves are exhausted, cold blood reaches the brain, depriving you of good judgment and reasoning power. You won’t be aware that this is happening. You will lose control of your hands. Your internal temperature will slide downward. Without treatment, this slide leads to stupor, collapse, and death.
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