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  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  FalconGuides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane, Suite 200




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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 Best Hikes Colorado Springs is an exploration of the wild lands surrounding my home-town. Almost every day in summer when I grew up near North Cheyenne Cañon, I would pack a lunch, fill my steel army canteen with water, and shoulder an Austrian rucksack for the day’s adventure.




  I would walk in the cool morning to the pine forests at the canyon entrance. Some days I puttered along the creek, taking off shoes and wading in glassy water. Other days I watched 10th Mountain Division soldiers give climbing exhibitions at an amphitheater below the Pinnacle. But usually I logged miles on my boots, hiking Columbine Trail, then branching to St. Mary’s Falls and the summit of Mount Rosa or hoofing it up to Captain Jack’s, Tenney Crags, and Mount Arthur. I would arrive back home in the evening—footsore, tired, but always happy.




  This book details those hikes I did as a boy and more. There is no shortage of great hikes near Colorado Springs. The city park system is simply one of the best in the United States. There aren’t many cities that offer so much hiking on public lands. The Springs was fortunate to have General William Jackson Palmer, its forward-thinking founder, donate natural areas as parks but also to have a wealth of undeveloped land for recreation, including El Paso County parklands, Colorado state parks, and Pike National Forest. My thanks to the general, as well as other residents who love Pikes Peak Country and work to preserve and protect its natural values and diverse trails.




  Thanks to all of my trail companions over the years as well as other hiking experts, FalconGuides editors, and park staff at state and city parks who reviewed the manuscript, offered advice, proofread sections, and added their ten cents, including Deb Acord, Kevin Baker, Howard Brooks, John Burbidge, Bob D’Antonio, Jimmie Dunn, Dave Golec, Aubrey Green, Ian Green, Isaac Hamilton, Doug Hatfield, Mike and Sherry Heinrichs, Bob Hostetler, Dennis Jackson, Jewels Johnson, Mitch Martin, Cindy McCaffrey, Martha Morris, Max Phelps, Brian Shelton, Bill Springer, Spencer Swanger, Autumn Thorpe, and Jeff Wolin.









 

  
Introduction





  Walking is one of the most basic human activities. Walking is physical exercise that any able-bodied person can do, yet all too often we get in the car and drive somewhere when we could walk instead. There is great joy in walking or hiking for pleasure—in putting on lightweight boots, shouldering a pack, and setting off on foot into the world and into the wild.




  The way of the trail is a great American tradition. The Native Americans followed ancient worn paths across Colorado’s mountains, plateaus, and plains. Later trappers, traders, miners, and settlers trod the Santa Fe Trail, Smoky Hill Trail, and Cherokee Trail into this vast untrammeled land, taking to heart the words of the great nineteenth-century poet Walt Whitman: “Afoot and light-hearted I take to the open road. Healthy, free, the world before me. The long brown path before me leading wherever I choose.”




  One of the best ways to enjoy, understand, and appreciate the beauty and diversity of the Pikes Peak region is by hiking across its varied landscapes. Footpaths take you away from highways, roads, and suburbs and into ancient places preserved in the rarefied air, past lakes ringed by windswept grass and in the shadow of shining mountains. Anyone interested in Colorado’s different ecosystems, from plains to peaks, can learn much by hiking the area’s many trails.
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  A hiker crosses a broad meadow on the Aiken Canyon Trail (hike 11).




  
Hiking Pikes Peak Country


  


  The Pikes Peak region, including the city of Colorado Springs, is simply one of America’s best areas for hiking and trails. Over a thousand trail miles thread across prairie, peak, and canyon, climbing to cloud-scraping summits, ending at tumbling waterfalls, crossing wildflower-strewn meadows, and finding silence and solitude on wild lands within sight of a major city.




  It is hard to decide what are the best hikes in Pikes Peak country and the best within an hour’s drive of Colorado Springs, since there is no shortage of great hikes. There are no objective criteria that can be used to determine the best hikes, but the forty hiking adventures in Best Hikes Colorado Springs offer outdoor rewards for hikers of every ability, from beginners seeking an easy 2-hour day trip to intrepid trekkers who want to hike to the back of beyond.




  You will find amazing hikes that wind among the soaring sandstone formations at the Garden of the Gods, follow tumbling creeks in Lost Creek Wilderness Area and North Cheyenne Cañon, and reach lofty summits like Mount Herman and Pikes Peak.




  The hikes are divided among the region’s three geographic provinces: prairie, foothills, and mountains. The mostly easy prairie hikes traverse open plains and climb bluffs with views of distant mountains. The foothills hikes, including the city of Colorado Springs, lie in a long strip of land sandwiched between the plains and the mountains. These hikes are easily accessible for year-round expeditions. The mountain hikes, the largest number in the book, explore the rugged Front Range peaks and valleys. These diverse hikes, taking you to scenic vistas and through gorgeous terrain, are of varied distances, difficulty, and steepness.






   AMERICA THE BEAUTIFUL




  When you stand atop Pikes Peak after hiking up, a vault of sky and clouds fills the heavens above. Far below to the east, cloud shadows trail across shimmering Colorado Springs and the distant prairie horizon edges the earth. Beneath the open sky, you feel on top of the world and sense the ancient eternal earth, the original Colorado.




  In the summer of 1893, that same primeval Colorado prompted Katharine Lee Bates, a young English professor at Wellesley College, to write “America the Beautiful,” the country’s unofficial anthem, after riding to the top in a wagon and then a mule. On the summit she penned, “O beautiful for spacious skies, for amber waves of grain, for purple mountain majesties above the fruited plain.”




  “The opening lines of the hymn floated into my mind,” Bates later recalled, “as I was looking out over the sea-like expanse of fertile country spreading away so far under those ample skies.”





    
Pikes Peak Region Trails


  


  Colorado Springs, the forty-first-most populous city in the United States with a 2018 population of 464,474, spreads across plains and valleys beneath a looming escarpment of mountains. The city’s park system, run by the City of Colorado Springs Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Services Department, is simply one of the best and largest in the United States.




  There just aren’t many major American cities that offer so much hiking on public lands and trails. The Springs was fortunate to have many benefactors who donated scenic gems to the city as public parkland. General William Jackson Palmer, the city’s forward-thinking founder, in 1871 donated some of its best natural parks, including Palmer Park and North Cheyenne Cañon Park.




  Charles Eliot Perkins, a friend of General Palmer and fellow railroad man, bought 480 acres at the Garden of the Gods and wished to give it to the city but died before it was included in his will. His six children honored his wishes and conveyed those acres in 1909 to Colorado Springs as the seed of today’s Garden of the Gods Park with the stipulation that it would always remain free to the public.




  There is a wealth of undeveloped public land in Pikes Peak country that is available for recreation and hiking, including El Paso County parks, Colorado state parks, Pike National Forest, and Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands. There are also many urban trails and trail corridors that follow old rail beds and abandoned rights-of-way, including the Santa Fe Trail or Pikes Peak Greenway. This multiuse 30-mile trail, not included in this book, runs from Fountain Creek Nature Center south of Colorado Springs to Palmer Lake along the old Santa Fe Railroad bed and provides branches and linkups to other urban trails in Colorado Springs.




  The city parks are also dog friendly with lots of off-leash areas for Fido to romp unfettered; the best dog areas are at Red Rock Canyon Open Space, Garden of the Gods Park, Palmer Park Dog Park, and the very popular Bear Creek Dog Park. Remember, however, to keep your dog under voice control to avoid unpleasant contact with other dogs and hikers and to always pick up and dispose of your dog’s waste. It’s the polite thing to do.




  Pikes Peak Defines Geography


  


  The Pikes Peak region is roughly bounded by the short-grass prairie east of Colorado Springs, the Arkansas River and Cañon City to the south, the Puma Hills and South Park to the west, and the South Platte River and Palmer Divide to the north. Geography dictates the landscape, a place of textbook geological formations including billion-year-old bedrock granite, thick layers of Mesozoic sandstone uplifted into soaring hogbacks, and coarse gravels deposited by runoff during recent ice ages.




  Geography, geology, and the huge range of elevations from below 6,000 feet to 14,115 feet conspire to make Pikes Peak country an ecological melting pot. The diversity of animal habitats and plant communities are molded by variable temperatures, precipitation patterns, and elevation. Indeed, traveling from the arid desert south of Colorado Springs to the frigid ice-bound summit of Pikes Peak is like taking a telescoped journey from Mexico to beyond the Arctic Circle in less than 30 miles and in over 8,000 feet of elevation difference.
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  Looking across East and West Beaver Creek Canyons from high on the Powerline Trail (hike 24)




  The region is, of course, dominated by Pikes Peak, Colorado’s thirty-first-highest mountain. From everywhere within 50 miles, the great Peak dominates the central Colorado landscape and the skyline of Colorado Springs, etching its snowcapped crown against a blue sky horizon. Pikes Peak stands alone as a silent granite sentinel, proudly rising above the tawny eastern plains and the lower forested mountains and valleys that surround it.




  The storied mountain shapes more than the land and its natural history—it also exerts a powerful influence on the region’s history, culture, and economics. The Peak is always there—serene, eternal, and a constant reminder of the wild out there beyond the city limits.




  Pikes Peak is sacred to the native Ute Indians, who called it Tava (sun) as well as Tavakiev (sun mountain). The Utes, calling themselves Tabeguache (people of the sun), revered the mountain and lingered at the “boiling springs” at its base and camped among the sculptured sandstone formations at the Garden of the Gods. Even today the Utes come and leave ritual offerings at sacred sites and twisted prayer trees, some hundreds of years old.




  Later, during the 1859 gold rush to the diggings at Central City, west of Denver, the famous mountain was a slogan—“Pikes Peak or Bust!”—for fortune seekers who marched across the Great Plains, including over 100,000 in a three-month period. The St. Louis News documented the peak obsession in a March13, 1859, article: “Now they hear of nothing, dream of nothing, but Pike’s Peak. It is the magnet to the mountains, toward which everybody and everything is tending. It seems that every man, woman and child, who is going anywhere at all, is moving Pike’s Peakward.”






   THE TEN ESSENTIALS




  The Ten Essentials are easy to carry and will help you survive. The purpose of carrying the Ten Essentials is twofold: to allow you to respond positively to an accident or emergency situation and to allow you to survive one or more nights outside. It’s best to carry most of the Ten Essentials in your hiking pack on a major trek like the Devil’s Playground Trail up Pikes Peak, even though the highway parallels half of the trail.




  These are the essential items to carry:




  1. Navigation. Bring a map, compass, GPS unit, and extra batteries.




  2. Sun protection. Sunscreen is essential to protect from the burning rays of the high-altitude sun as well as lip balm and either baby powder or Gold Bond powder for chafing.




  3. Insulation. Bring plenty of clothing and dress in layers. Waterproof outer gear is essential.




  4. Illumination. Bring a headlamp and extra batteries if you have to hike down in the dark.




  5. First-aid supplies. A small first-aid kit with bandages, Band-Aids, and basic medical supplies is important.




  6. Fire. Bring a lighter and box of matches to start a fire for warmth if you are benighted.




  7. Repair kit and tools. A multiuse tool or pocketknife along with some duct tape can repair torn gear.




  8. Nutrition. Pack plenty of food. Bring extra energy bars to stash in your pack. You may need them if you get lost.




  9. Hydration. Bring plenty of water. In summer bring a minimum of three quarts of water. You can substitute a sports drink for one of them or bring powder to mix in water. You can refill your water bottles or CamelBak at the Pikes Peak Summit House or at the trailhead at many area parks.




  10. Emergency shelter. It’s easy to pack a lightweight space blanket or ultralight tarp for shelter from a storm.


  





  Pikes Peak Country Trails and Hikes


  


  Best Hikes Colorado Springs describes forty of the area’s best hikes with informative text, GPS coordinates, and detailed maps within 50 miles of the city and Pikes Peak. It is difficult to narrow down all the wonderful trails in the region to only the select few, which were handpicked by the author, a native Colorado Springs resident, climber, and hiker.




  There are some significant omissions, including Barr Trail, an arduous 12.6-mile trail up Pikes Peak’s east side, and the fabulous Captain Jack’s hike above North Cheyenne Cañon. Barr Trail was not included due to its length and difficulty and simply because the Devils Playground Trail is a better way to hike the Peak. The Captain Jack’s hike was omitted because the Bear Creek area has been periodically closed by the USDA Forest Service to protect the endangered greenback cutthroat trout, the Colorado state fish. A 4-mile stretch of the creek southwest of Colorado Springs is the only remaining place with a genetically pure greenback population, and hikers using the creek area put those surviving fish at risk for extinction.




  Also, the once-popular Waldo Canyon Trail was excluded because that trail has been closed until further notice, perhaps even permanently, as a result of the Waldo Canyon Fire, which burned over 18,000 acres in 2012. The 7-mile trail will eventually be reimagined and rebuilt with a different trailhead.




  The hikes in this book are of varying lengths and difficulties so it is easy to pick out fun strolls for families, nature walks for kids, and barrier-free trails that are wheel-chair accessible, as well as long, difficult hikes on rough terrain and in wilderness areas teeming with wildlife.




  All of the trailheads are easily reached by driving, have parking lots, and often have facilities including water and restrooms. GPS coordinates are given for all of the parking areas and trailheads as well as in the Miles and Directions section for each hike’s important trail junctions, points of interest, overlooks, and turnaround locations. The hikes are also rated by difficulty from easy to challenging so you can find trails for your ability and interest.




  Best Hikes Colorado Springs is all about getting outside, walking for pleasure, and having a great adventure. So, pick a trail, put on your boots, and go hiking. If you put one foot in front of the other, you can go just about everywhere.




  Practice Zero-Impact Philosophy


  


  Colorado Springs is an outdoors-oriented city. The US Olympic Committee is headquartered in downtown Colorado Springs. World-class runners, Olympic speed skaters, triathletes, and mountain bikers train on Colorado Springs’ trails. One of the region’s biggest sporting events is the famed Pikes Peak Marathon—26 miles and 8,000 vertical feet up and down America’s most famous mountain. In 2019 U.S. News & World Report rated Colorado Springs the third best “Best Place to Live” in the United States, while Outside magazine called it one of the “Top 10 Best Towns for High-Altitude Running in America.” Colorado Springs and the Pikes Peak region provide simply a wonderful place to go outside and enjoy wild nature.




  With all the hikers and outdoors enthusiasts in the Pikes Peak region, it’s important to practice a zero-impact philosophy so that the area’s natural resources and its
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  Helen Hunt Falls, named for the famed nineteenth-century writer, is at the western end of the Columbine Trail (hike 20).




  trails are protected from overuse and to maintain a positive outdoor experience for all backcountry visitors. Use the following zero-impact suggestions to make both your own as well as everyone else’s visit enjoyable and to protect our spectacular natural world.




  Zero-impact is about responsible outdoor ethics, including staying on the trail, not cutting switchbacks, packing out litter, keeping your dog leashed and picking up its poop, disposing properly of human waste, and leaving the environment as pristine as possible. Mountain and prairie ecosystems and environments are fragile and sensitive to human use. The marks of man, including social trails and damage from ATVs and motorcycles, linger for years on this dry landscape.




  Every hiker should adopt the zero-impact ethic to minimize his or her impact on this beautiful land. It’s our responsibility to pay attention to our effect on the environment so that we can ensure that all these fabulous trails will remain as wild refuges from the urban environment.




  FalconGuide Principles of Zero Impact




  Always stay on the trail. Cutting switchbacks or traveling cross-country causes erosion and destroys plants. Often an area, like Garden of the Gods, is braided with social trails from careless hikers. Try to always follow the main route whenever possible. The mountains, especially steep slopes, are susceptible to erosion caused by unthinking off-trail hiking.




  Pack it in—pack it out. Everything you carry and use, including food wrappers, orange peels, cigarette butts, plastic bottoms, and energy-bar wrappers, needs to come out with you and be deposited in a trash can. Carry a plastic bag for picking up other trash along the trail. Also remember to pick up your dog’s waste and pack it out in a plastic bag. Too many thoughtless dog owners leave their pet’s feces in the middle of the trail. That’s just gross.




  Respect public and private property, livestock fences, and mining claims. Federal laws protect all archaeological and historic antiquities, including Indian artifacts, projectile points, old ruins, petroglyphs, fossilized bone and petrified wood, and historic sites. Don’t carve your name in a rock surface or on a tree. Leave all natural features, like flowers and rocks, where you found them. Enjoy their beauty but leave them for the next hiker.




  Properly dispose of human waste. Dig a hole 4 to 6 inches deep and at least 300 feet from water sources and dry washes. Do not burn or bury toilet paper. Instead, pack it out in a plastic baggie. The best thing to do, of course, is to use the public restrooms that are found at many of the trailheads.




  Take only photographs and memories. We can easily avoid leaving any evidence of our passage across this lovely and delicate mountain environment. With care and sensitivity, we can all do our part to keep the Pikes Peak region beautiful, clean, and pristine. Don’t pick flowers, pick up rocks, or take anything with you when you leave. If everyone took just one item, it wouldn’t be long before nothing special was left. Leave your souvenirs for other hikers to enjoy.
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  Evening light on the Garden of the Gods from the Bretag Trail in Colorado Springs, Colorado (hike 4)




    Be Prepared


  


  Hiking, while immensely rewarding, also comes with hazards and inherent risks, especially for those who come unprepared. Respect the mountain environment and be prepared and you’ll be safe. Remember that many dangers are found in the greater Colorado Springs area.




  You must assume responsibility for your own actions and for your safety. Be aware of your surroundings and of dangers, including drop-offs, cliffs, and loose rock; the weather; and the physical condition of both your party and you. Never be afraid to turn around if conditions aren’t right. Pay attention to those bad feelings—they keep you alive.




  Here are a few suggestions to be prepared for emergency situations on your hike:




	Bring extra clothes and a raincoat, especially in the mountains. The weather can change in an instant. Heavy thunderstorms regularly occur on summer afternoons and cold wet clothing can lead to hypothermia.




	Colorado’s Front Range has more lightning strikes than almost anywhere else in the United States. Pay attention to the weather and get off high places before a storm arrives. If you can hear thunder, you’re probably not safe.




	The air is thin, and the sun is bright. Summer temperatures can be hot. Use sunscreen to avoid damaging sunburns and wear a hat.




	Carry plenty of water and sports drinks for electrolyte replacement due to sweating. Don’t drink any water from streams unless you treat and purify it.
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  The upper section of the Mount Manitou Incline Trail reaches grades steeper than 60 degrees (hike 26).




	If you’re coming from a lower elevation, watch for symptoms of altitude sickness, including headache, nausea, and loss of appetite. The best cure is to lose elevation.




	Allow enough time for your hike. If you start in late afternoon, bring a head-lamp or flashlight so you can see the trail in the dark.




	Bring plenty of high-energy snacks for the trail and treats for the youngsters.




	Wear comfortable hiking shoes and good socks. Your feet will thank you for that. To avoid blisters, break in your shoes before wearing them in the backcountry.




	Enjoy wildlife you see along the trail but keep your distance and treat the animals with respect. Cute little animals can bite and spread diseases like rabies. Watchful mother animals, including deer and black bears, are protective of their babies. Rattlesnakes are found on low-elevation trails. Watch where you place your hands and feet. Don’t feed wildlife as that can disrupt their natural eating habits.




	Carry a day pack to tote all your trail needs, including a raincoat, food, water bottle, first-aid kit, flashlight, matches, and extra clothes. A whistle, GPS unit, topo map, binoculars, camera, pocketknife, and FalconGuide identification book for plants and animals are all handy additions. And don’t forget your Best Hikes Colorado Springs book!


  











  
How to Use This Guide





  Take a close enough look, and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you need to choose and enjoy a hike near Colorado Springs. Here’s an outline of the book’s major components.




  Each hike starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to offer.




  Following the Overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike. Most are self-explanatory, but here are some details on others:




  Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one-way for loop hikes, the round-trip on an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point for a shuttle. Options are additional.




  Hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also affect your time.




  Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for different people depending on ability and physical fitness.




  Easy—5 miles or less total trip distance in one day, with minimal elevation gain, and paved or smooth-surfaced dirt trail.




  Moderate—Up to 10 miles total trip distance in one day, with moderate elevation gain and potentially rough terrain.




  Strenuous—More than 10 miles total trip distance in one day, strenuous elevation gains, and/or rough or rocky terrain.





  Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.




  Seasons: General information on the best time of year to hike.




  Schedule: Days and hours the trail and visitor center, offices, and so forth are open to the public. Unless restrictions are stated, the trail is open 24 hours; and if the park is open, the trails are open.




  Other trail users: Such as horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, and so on.




  Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are not allowed on several trails in this book.




  Land status: National forest, county open space, national park wilderness, and so on.




  Fees and permits: Whether you need to carry any money with you for park entrance fees and permits.




  Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but the local park map may show more recent trails. Use both.




  Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and website URL for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Before you head out, get trail access information, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.




  Other: Other information that will enhance your hike.




  Special considerations: This section calls your attention to specific trail hazards, like hunting seasons or a lack of water, and other safety information.




  The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park, as well as GPS coordinates for the start of the hike.




  The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human.




  Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.




  Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey shorter or longer depending on the amount of time you have.




  Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped here. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself.




  How to Use the Maps


  


  Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the Colorado Springs area by hike number.




  Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.











  
Trail Finder





  Best Hikes for Views




  6. Perkins Central Garden Trail




7. Red Rock Canyon Trail




22. Gray Back Peak Trail




31. Devils Playground Trail (Pikes Peak)




32. Pancake Rocks and Horsethief Falls Trails




37. Goose Creek Trail




  Best Hikes for Waterfalls




  20. Columbine Trail




21. St. Mary’s Falls Trail




32. Pancake Rocks and Horsethief Falls Trails




  Best Hikes for Kids




  6. Perkins Central Garden Trail




9. Coyote Run Trail




18. Canyon View Nature Trail




35. Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument Trails




  Best Hikes for Wildlife




  11. Aiken Canyon Trail




24. Beaver Creek Loop Trail




33. Mueller State Park Loop




35. Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument Trails




  Best Hikes for Photography




  2. Calhan Paint Mines Trail




6. Perkins Central Garden Trail




30. Crags Trail




31. Devils Playground Trail




32. Pancake Rocks and Horsethief Falls Trails




37. Goose Creek Trail




  Best Summit Hikes




  22. Gray Back Peak Trail




29. Raspberry Mountain Trail




31. Devils Playground Trail




39. Mount Herman Trail




40. Palmer Reservoirs Loop with Cap Rock Option




Best Hikes for Solitude




  11. Aiken Canyon Trail




22. Gray Back Peak Trail




24. Beaver Creek Loop Trail




27. Heizer Trail




31. Devils Playground Trail
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The Prairie



 

  The wide, expansive prairie, stretching east from Colorado Springs to the Kansas border, is a Great Plains landscape of undulating hills broken by rocky bluffs and cottonwood-lined water courses. Much of the short-grass prairie near the Springs, once populated by vast herds of bison and migrating Native Americans, is now privately owned and divided into 5-acre ranchettes. Some exquisite pockets of prairie, however, offer scenic and unusual trails in both county and city parklands.
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  Colorful sandstone hoodoos stand above a dry wash at the Calhan Paint Mines (hike 2).






   

    
1 Homestead Ranch Regional Park Trail





    




    The Homestead Ranch Trail is composed of two loops that form a 3.3-mile hike through pine woods and grasslands on a bluff northeast of Colorado Springs.




  




  

    Start: Trailhead next to a building with restrooms at the northwest corner of the loop drive and parking lots




    Distance: 3.3-mile double loop




    Hiking time: About 2 hours




    Difficulty: Easy




    Elevation gain: 180 feet




    Trail surface: Doubletrack dirttrail




    Seasons: Year-round. Trail can be snowy and icy in winter.




    Schedule: Open daily 5:00a.m. to 9:00 p.m.




    Other trail users: Horseback riders, mountain bikers




    Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs only




    Land status: El Paso County Park




    Fees and permits: None




    Maps: USGS Eastonville; El Paso County Park Map




    Trail contact: El Paso County Parks, 2002 Creek Crossing, Colorado Springs 80906; (719) 520-7529; https://communityservices.elpasoco.com/parks-and-recreation/homestead-ranch-regional-park/




    Finding the trailhead: Drive east from Colorado Springs on US 24. Before reaching Peyton, turn left (north) on Elbert Road and drive 5 miles. Make a sharp right (east) turn on Sweet Road and drive 2.5 miles to Gollihar Road. Turn left on gravel Gollihar and drive 0.5 mile to the park. Turn left into the park on Person Drive and drive to a loop with several parking areas. Park at the northwest end of the loop in front of a building with restrooms. The trailhead is to the right of the building. The park’s address is 16444 Gollihar Road (GPS: 39.074592, -104.523507).


  


 




The Hike




  




  Homestead Ranch Regional Park, a 450-acre El Paso County regional parkland, protects a gorgeous slice of a high plains ecosystem northeast of Colorado Springs. The area includes pine-covered bluffs lined with sandstone cliff bands and broad meadows blanketed with tall grass and wildflowers. The park also offers expansive views toward Pikes Peak and the Front Range and distant views south to the ragged Sangre de Cristo Range and the Spanish Peaks.




  The Homestead Ranch Trail, combined with the Rattlesnake Trail, makes two loops, an east loop and a west loop, connected by a short trail segment. Either loop can be hiked separately for a shorter outing or together for full value. The recommended and described hike is to do the east loop first and then the west.




  The hike begins at the trailhead on the north side of the park building at the west side of the parking area. Walk up the doubletrack road past a playground on the left and continue through a broad meadow fringed with woods, passing a left turn and a short trail that descends to a spring-fed pond. The small pond, stocked with bluegills and small bass, is a great fishing hole, especially for youngsters learning the art of fishing.
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  Low broken cliffs rim bluffs along the trail at Homestead Ranch Regional Park.




  After almost 0.2 mile you reach a major trail junction. Keep right and continue hiking uphill toward the forested bluff ahead. The trail coming in from the left is on the west loop trail. After hiking the two loops, you will return to this point on the west loop.




  The trail heads northwest and enters the ponderosa pine forest. Tall trees cast dappled shadows across the wide trail and thick grass on the forest floor. The final section of uphill trail climbs steeply and, after climbing 195 vertical feet from the parking lot, reaches the top of the bluff. Continue hiking and after 0.5 mile reach a trail junction. Go right to start the east loop trail on the Homestead Ranch Trail. The west loop goes left at this junction.




  The sandy trail hooks right and heads northeast through a meadow above a wooded draw. At 0.55 mile the trail passes a spinning windmill with a water tank for horses, a hitching rack, picnic table, and a stone marker with a brass plaque placed by the El Paso County Horseman’s Council. One of the quotes on the plaque reads “There’s nothing better for the inside of a person than the outside of a horse.” Continue hiking east to a Y-shaped trail junction and the start of the east loop trail at 0.6 mile.




  Go left at the junction so that you will get the best mountain views as you hike along the bluff edge on your return to this spot. The trail swings below a low-browed hill rimmed with broken rock and scattered pines. It slowly climbs east to the top of a flat hill and continues across an open meadow to a trail junction at the northeast corner of the park. Go right on the Rattlesnake Trail, which forms an open loop. The trail that goes straight east travels 0.1 mile to the park boundary and a small parking area at the end of Lovaca Drive.
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  A small horned lizard perches on a hand along the trail.




  This next trail segment is the best part of the entire hike, edging along the cliffed rim of the bluff escarpment and offering wide views of the prairie to the south, distant mountain ranges, and broad-shouldered Pikes Peak. The trail heads south and quickly reaches the bluff’s rim. Scattered ponderosa pine rise above the grassy meadows, while a dense piney forest spills down the side of the bluff. Just after the trail reaches the rim, take a break and look southeast through a break in the trees toward Rattlesnake Butte, an unranked 7,410-foot flat-topped peak that lies within the park.




  Continue southwest along the bluff edge to a great viewpoint atop a rocky cliff. Stop for a breather to enjoy the wide vista, with Pikes Peak anchoring the western horizon. Beyond on the distant edge of the limitless prairie are the landmark Spanish Peaks, the dark Wet Mountains, and the sawtooth Sangre de Cristo Range. The exposed rock here is Dawson arkose, a coarse sandstone that is also seen in Colorado Springs at Pulpit Rock and Palmer Park. It is a Tertiary-age formation that is some 50 million years old.




  The trail continues twisting along the bluff edge, heading northwest in both grassland and pine forest. After 1.5 miles you return to the Y junction. Keep left and hike back on the connector trail past the windmill to a major trail junction at 2.1 miles. Keep right to start the west loop on the Homestead Ranch Trail. Option: If you don’t want to do the west loop, go left and follow the trail back to the parking lot.




  The west loop trail follows the edge between bluff and prairie. Right of the trail stretches a high grassland swept by wind, while to the left is the ponderosa pine woodland, which covers the bluff edge and the steep hillsides below. The trail follows the rim for about a half mile before making a sharp left bend to the south and descending the steep hillside.




  Just before the trail begins its descent, look on the left side of the trail at a twisted ponderosa pine. This tall pine is a Ute prayer tree, deformed by Ute Indians who lived here centuries before Anglo-Americans settled. On pilgrimages to Pikes Peak, a sacred mountain to the Utes, a tree sapling was tied to the ground, with the bend pointing toward the sacred peak. This tree was tied where it bends sharply upward. After the tree was bound, the group of Utes circled the tree and prayed. They believed the tree would hold their prayers for 800 years and each gust of wind would give their prayers new breath and life.
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  The trail descends steeply across a rocky slope, making a couple of switchbacks, before descending a shallow draw and emerging on gentler slopes below. Continue hiking southeast through meadows along the forest edge before the trail tops a low rise and bends northeast. The last trail section runs across a slope above the fishing pond until it reaches a junction with the trail you initially used to climb the bluff face. Turn right at the junction and descend 0.2 mile back to the trailhead, restrooms, and the parking area. If your kids still have pent-up energy after the 3.3-mile hike, let them loose on the playground equipment and they’re guaranteed to sleep on the drive home.




  Miles and Directions




  




  0.0 The trailhead is at the northwest corner of the road and parking areas (GPS: 39.074583, -104.523505). Hike up a doubletrack trail, staying on the main trail at a junction. Option: A left turn takes you to the pond.




  0.2 Reach a major trail junction. Continue straight up the hill. The trail to the left is the return trail at the end of the hike.




  0.4 The trail, after gaining 195 feet, reaches the top of the bluff escarpment. After a few hundred feet, you will reach a three-way trail junction (GPS: 39.077482, -104.527214). Go right and hike north and then east.




  0.55 The trail passes a windmill with a water tank for horses and a picnic table (GPS: 39.078474, -104.524595).


  

  0.6 Reach a three-way trail junction (GPS: 39.078248, -104.523625). Keep left and begin hiking the lollipop loop, which will bring you back to this junction.




  1.0 At a trail junction at the northeast corner of the park, go right (south) on Rattlesnake Trail at a three-way junction (GPS: 39.078964, -104.517446). The left fork goes 100 yards to a trailhead near houses.




  1.3 The trail follows the eastern edge of the bluff, offering views across a valley to Rattlesnake Butte.




  1.4 Stop at a rim overlook for great views south toward the Spanish Peaks, Wet Mountains, Sangre de Cristo Range, and Pikes Peak (GPS: 39.073839, -104.519545).




  1.8 Reach a three-way junction where the loop started. Go left toward the windmill.




  2.1 Reach the three-way junction where the uphill trail from the parking lot reaches the bluff top. Keep right on the Homestead Ranch Trail for the second leg of the hike.




  2.5 Begin descending a steep slope from the top of the escarpment. Pass a bent Ute prayer tree.




  2.9 Reach a trail junction (GPS: 39.073255, -104.526903). Go straight on the doubletrack trail. Option: The right singletrack trail drops east to the pond below.




  3.1 End the second loop at a junction. Go right toward the trailhead, restrooms, and parking.




  3.3 End at the trailhead by the parking lots and restrooms.




   

    
2 Calhan Paint Mines Trail





    




    The Paint Mines Trail is a spectacular loop hike that crosses open prairie grasslands to eroded badlands of colored sandstone used by ancient Native Americans for paint and pottery. The trail offers panoramic views of the surrounding prairie as well as distant Pikes Peak on the western horizon.




  




  

    Start: Paint Mines Interpretive Park Trailhead on the west side of the park




    Distance: 3.7-mile loop




    Hiking time: 1.5 to 3 hours




    Difficulty: Easy




    Elevation gain: 205 feet




    Trail surface: Single- and doubletrack dirt path




    Seasons: Year-round. Summers are hot. Winter days can be snowy and windy.




    Schedule: Open daily, dawn to dark




    Other trail users: Hikers only




    Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted




    Land status: Paint Mines Interpretive Park, El Paso County Park




    Fees and permits: None




    Maps: USGS Calhan; park map on El Paso County Parks website




    Trail contact: El Paso County Parks, 2002 Creek Crossing, Colorado Springs 80906; (719) 520-7529; https://communityservices.elpasoco.com/parks-and-recreation/paint-mines-interpretive-park/




    Special considerations: Use extreme caution in the badlands area. Stay on the trails to avoid damaging the fragile rock formations. Watch children around drop-offs. Watch for rattlesnakes in summer. Summer can be hot; no shade along the trail. Wear a hat and bring plenty of water as none is found along the trail.




    Finding the trailhead: Drive east from Colorado Springs on US 24 for 25 miles to Calhan. On the east side of Calhan, turn right (south) on Yoder Street, which becomes Calhan Highway. Drive south on the road for 0.5 mile to Paint Mine Road. Turn left (east) on Paint Mine Road and drive to a large parking area and the trailhead on the left (GPS: 39.020443, -104.274103). Park address is 29950 Paint Mine Road, Calhan. A restroom is at the parking area. Another parking lot is 0.6 mile farther along the road on the south side of the park.


  




  




The Hike




  




  The 3.7-mile-long Paint Mines Trail offers a wonderful hike that explores the high prairie and unusual badlands south of Calhan in eastern El Paso County. The single-and doubletrack trail has easy grades, several interpretative sites, and lots of Colorado history.




  The Paint Mines, a small eroded badlands south of Calhan and US 24, is one of those unknown off-the-beaten-track places that amazes when you first visit it. Eroded into the flank of a bluff, the mines are a wonderland of narrow sharp canyons, rounded alabaster-white boulders, and rainbow-dyed hoodoos. The colorful mines, however, are only one part of the 753-acre Paint Mines Interpretive Park, an El Paso County park, which spreads across a broad grassy valley and protects a swath of short-grass prairie.
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  Hoodoos and shale cliffs line a shallow canyon in the heart of the Paint Mines.




  The Paint Mines form a miniature painted desert that was frequented by Native Americans, including Paleo-Indians for as long as 10,000 years and, in the past 700 or 800 years, the Cheyenne and Arapahoe tribes. They mined the colored clay for ceramics and to paint pottery and used petrified wood to make projectile points and scrapers. Later, settlers in the 1800s used the clay for bricks. The Calhan Paint Mines Archeological District is listed on the National Register of Historic Places for their prehistoric significance.




  Begin the hike at the trailhead on the east side of the parking lot off Paint Mine Road south of Calhan. A restroom is at the parking area, but there’s no water. The hike goes clockwise, following two loop trails across the rolling prairie before finishing at the Paint Mines area. Hike east 0.1 mile to a three-way T intersection. Go straight (east). Option: A right turn, however, travels 0.7 mile south to the Paint Mines if you want to go there first.




  The first trail segment makes a 1.1-mile loop across prairie and up a dry drainage. Hike northeast on the wide trail and after 0.4 mile reach an interpretive sign that explains Colorado prairie ecology. Drop into a broad dry wash and turn southwest. The sandy singletrack trail twists up a willow-filled arroyo between clay banks until it reaches a four-way trail intersection. Go left (southeast).




  The next 1.3-mile trail section makes a wide-open loop across the southeastern part of the park to a junction just north of the southern parking lot. The trail quickly leaves the wash and climbs to a bench that overlooks eroded white badlands, with dry eroded hummocks of soft sandstone. Bend left here and follow the trail as it contours northeast across a basin to an eroded badlands and an old quarry where clay was excavated for bricks. The trail continues uphill left of the badlands to a bench, an interpretive sign detailing human habitation here, and a great view west across the park to distant Pikes Peak.




  The trail turns southwest and gently climbs to a Y-fork trail junction at 2.4 miles. Go right (west) on the next 0.6-mile trail segment, which ends at the Paint Mines. The south parking lot is 0.1 mile to the southwest on Paint Mine Road from this junction. Back on the main trail, hike west and reach another Y junction after a few hundred feet. Keep left on the main trail, which descends onto north-facing slopes and contours west across a shallow ravine. At 2.8 miles is a marvelous overlook above the Paint Mines. Drop down to the eastern edge of the Paint Mines to a metal bench and enjoy a view of the white, gray, yellow, orange, and ocher badlands below. Continue down the trail to the bottom of a deep wash and a trail junction.
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