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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:




  Globe Pequot




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane, Suite 200




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input!
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  A spring paddling road trip in the Rockies.
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Foreword





  




  “Epic Class II Adventures”




  




  On April 22, 2022 (Earth Day), Mama Nature cloaked the southwest corner of Colorado in a montrous windstorm. Dust clouded the air, creating a dusk-like aura at 4 p.m. Scott Link and I were walking back to his truck after scouting the East Fork San Juan River, a swift-moving Class III creek with a propensity to collect new wood on the west side of Wolf Creek Pass. As we bent our heads against the gale force gusts, dirt particles gritted in our teeth, eyeballs, and clothing. Conditions were decidedly epic for such a tame section of paddling.




  The impetus for this recon mission to the Rio Grande River drainage was the revision of this guidebook. While I was able to recall many of the included rivers and paddling runs from memory, having lived and boated in Colorado for the last 13 years, there were some places I had not been and could not decipher the directions in the existing book. In reality, some of the listed access points did not exist at all. The timeline for publication was lining up with the busy summer season at the outfitter I help manage on the Arkansas River (Rocky Mountain Outdoor Center), so it was now or never to get booties on the ground for the project this spring.




  So I called my neighbor and fellow kayaker Logan Meyers. Logan is just the kind of paddling friend I like, confident in his advanced skill set but more apt to chase rivers for their novelty and beauty than potential for steep, gnarly whitewater action. While I’ve put down some Class V descents, mostly as a 25-year-old raft guide traveling the world to kayak, this kind of boating mission is now more my speed. Logan has also been all over southwest Colorado, particularly to the Rio Grande, taking photos, making note of satellite images, and dialing in river gauges and tributaries to determine the best paddling options.




  Over that blustery April weekend, the Rio Grande drainage delivered. The dust clouds gave way to rain, which gave way to snow. Scott eased his F-250 pickup back up and over Wolf Creek Pass and past its namesake ski area, closed for the season but getting a dusting of fresh powder, before we posted up along the banks of the South Fork Rio Grande for the night. The wind finally stopped howling and gentle flakes blanketed our camp in snow.




  The next day dawned cool, calm, and clear. Today’s goal was to canvas the Rio Grande proper, from the headwaters to the confluence with the South Fork and on down to the newly engineered play wave in Del Norte. We checked off put-ins and takeouts, me furiously scribbling directions, shooting photos, and taking down GPS waypoints in the passenger seat. Late in the afternoon, with an increasing tailwind, we finally pumped up the 9.5-foot Tributary raft we’d brought and got ready to shove off into the Class II waters, and bridge abutments, of the Wagon Wheel Gap section (see description on pages 70–71). But not before I managed to put the nose of my kayak through the front window of Scott’s truck topper while slamming the tailgate shut. After profuse apologies, and a few tears, we finally hit the water at about 3:30 p.m.




  The winds brought increasing clouds as the cold front bearing down on us finally settled in. With icy fingers and toes, we paddled furiously through the last few miles of meandering current. Logan met us at the takeout with warm burgers from a local diner and a heated shuttle ride. Life was good.




  Driving upriver to camp near the once booming mining town of Creede landed us just above 9,000 feet for the night. We stopped in Creede to buy a case of beer, the cardboard from which would serve as repair materials for the truck window. As the sun set, Scott duct-taped the patch job in place while Logan and I got a fire going. Stars dotted a clear sky, indicating cold temps overnight.




  We awoke to frozen river shoes and a quick check of iPhone river gauges, which revealed our planned excursion to the Headwaters Box Canyon section, about 1,000 feet higher in elevation, was going to be bony. Last night’s lows in the teens had shut off the spring melt that we had enjoyed the previous day. Logan and I would have to kayak the run while Scott ran shuttle and took photos; the raft remained rolled in the pickup bed.




  As we set off for the headwaters, just below Rio Grande Reservoir, I remarked, “Now this is a put-in road!” Anything this far away from the highway that paralleled much of the river’s lower reaches must be worth doing. Logan’s truck fishtailed a few times on the washboards along FSR 520 before we arrived at the gated campground that would serve as our river access point. We were surrounded by the freshly burned Weminuche Wilderness, with most of the spring’s whitewater goods locked up in the snowfields above. A few tiny flakes drifted down from the gathering clouds as we paddled in, scraping the river bottom in more than a few places. As the river gathered its braids and poured into a few mini gorges, the whitewater was fun and nonthreatening (see description on page 65). And the scenery was stunning. I had found what I was looking for in a wicked Colorado weekend kept warm with Tasty Bites, a campfire, and a sense of Class II adventure.




  While I commend those that want to chase the biggest, hardest whitewater around, with age I’ve come to appreciate the beauty of simply spending time somewhere wild and new—particularly on a river. This book project is dedicated to my like-minded boating kin, with a few harder runs thrown in for those with the skill to enjoy the spice. Consider it a compilation of Colorado’s “greatest hits” for paddlers of any craft, and fellow lovers of epic tales told around the campfire or local brewery.




  —Kate Stepan









  

      

  
Introduction





  




  Welcome to Colorado—home of the Rocky Mountains. Where people come for the winter, but paddlers stay for the summer. Come warmer weather and melting snow, the same snow-covered peaks enjoyed by throngs of skiing tourists become a stunning backdrop to spring and summertime river runs. With water projects contributing to consistent flows and the advent of drysuits and warmer paddling gear, many locals are now able to extend their boating season into the fall or even year-round. American Whitewater lists 268 runnable rivers with 2,515 readable gauges in a land where state tourism bureaus boast 300-plus days of sunshine a year and fresh clean air. Colorado is a prime paddling destination for those who relish the outdoors and welcome the beauty of clean rivers, pristine lakes, a dry temperate climate, and beautiful scenery.




  While most whitewater kayaking flicks portray Colorado’s remote waterfalls and Class V creeks, options do exist for paddlers of all skill levels around the state. Mountain lakes and reservoirs offer flatwater enthusiasts still-water paddling with 360-degree views. Beginning paddlers will find there are many sections appropriate for learning—albeit in Colorado’s notoriously fast-moving, cold, shallow waters. Intermediate paddlers have numerous quality sections available to them, and should not shy away from jumping on a Rocky Mountain paddling road trip. Advanced/expert paddlers can tackle some of the most difficult whitewater found anywhere, with unique geology and hair-raising remote creeking adventures to be had; if you have those skills, check out Whitewater of the Southern Rockies by Evan Stafford and Kyle McCutchen, a modern whitewater tome that goes way beyond the scope of expert paddling than this book.




  Lay of the Land




  




  “That John Denver was full of sh**!”—Lloyd Christmas, Dumb and Dumber. Not all Colorado is full of mountains. The eastern side of the state is a sloping high plain of open expanse that extends toward the flatlands of Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma. This part of the state is better known for its agriculture than its paddling. Bumping up against the mountains is an area known as the Front Range, which is home to most of the state’s population and the cities of Pueblo, Colorado Springs, Denver, Boulder, and Fort Collins. There are paddling opportunities along the Front Range, as well as crowds. Heading farther west, up and over the Continental Divide, is the central part of the state and its highest mountains. This is home to the majority of ski areas, as well as abundant snowmelt paddling options. And the Rocky Mountains here certainly live up to their name, with young geology and crumbling glacial outflow. Heading even farther west is the part of the state known as the Western Slope. The mountain scenery eventually transitions to a dry high desert–like environment as Colorado gives way to the sandstone cliffs of Utah.




  With such a variety of ecosystems and scenery throughout the geography of the state, the different paddling options are equally varied among Colorado’s 105,344 miles of river. Included in this guidebook are runs set in the incredibly urban setting of downtown Denver to runs on the remote lower canyons of the Dolores River tucked away down in the southwest corner of the state. Offering whatever style of paddling you most enjoy coupled with a variety of settings and beautiful scenery, Colorado affords a lifetime of diverse paddling options.




  Safety on the Water




  




  Do your homework before setting out for a paddle: Check the weather forecast, check the water levels, have the proper gear and equipment, have at least one paddling partner, and have a clear plan with an estimated takeout time and location. These simple rules are very important in preventing potential accidents and being prepared for any accidents that do happen.




  Check the weather: Know what is forecast for the day of your paddle, as well as the days ahead if launching on a multi-day trip. Colorado weather is apt to change at a moment’s notice, especially at high elevation. Never underestimate the potential for summer afternoon thunderstorms!




  Water levels: Check the water level of your intended run before putting in, and be sure the current level is within the recommended flow range. (See the appendix for specific contact information.)




  Bring proper clothing and equipment: Always wear a properly fitted personal flotation device (PFD), and wear appropriate clothing layers to stay warm in wet and cold. A drytop or drysuit is highly recommended for Colorado’s snowmelt-fed rivers. At least one first-aid kit is recommended within each group.




  Paddle with partners: There is safety, and enjoyment, in numbers; do your best to never paddle alone.




  Let others know your plan: Relay the day’s paddling plan to others outside the paddling group who will know when and where to look for you if you don’t arrive when expected.




  Be prepared: Prepare for the worst by taking extra clothing, bringing a first-aid kit, and having first-aid/river-rescue training.




  Know your capabilities: Be honest about your skill level, and always paddle within your abilities.




  Understand difficulty ratings: Many rivers increase in difficulty with an increase in flow, so know what you are getting into before you actually enter the water. Following are the general classifications of river difficulty:




  



  	Class I: Easy. Flatwater or moving water with easy, small waves, if any; little to no maneuvering; no obstructions.





  	Class II: Medium. Easy rapids with a few small obstructions that are easily avoidable with low consequences for missed moves; increased water speed; clear routes downstream.





  	Class III: Difficult. Numerous rapids with larger irregular waves requiring more precise maneuvering between obstacles; increased water speed. More-obstructed routes may require scouting. Consequences could include a long swim in cold whitewater, or encountering boulders or other obstacles in the water.





  	Class IV: Very Difficult. Longer, more powerful rapids with large waves between large rocks and other obstacles; very obstructed route. High skill level with scouting is highly recommended. Hazardous obstacles like strainers, sieves, or pin spots may be present.





  	Class V: Extremely Difficult. Long, violent rapids that drop steeply with extremely fast current; complex route-finding required between hazardous features. Extensive experience and skill recommended; scouting is mandatory.





  	Class VI: Unrunnable.





 




  Flows




  




  Each river run outlined in this guide has a recommended flow range coupled with the river difficulty rating. Of course, sections of rivers can be paddled outside the recommended flow range, but you risk a paddle of less quality if the waters are too low or one that’s more difficult—and dangerous—if the waters are higher than the recommended flow.




  In order to stay within a section of river that matches your difficulty level, check the flow of the section as close as possible to the time and day you are planning to paddle. Use the water level resources provided in the appendix of this guide to check the most current flows. Then reference the current flow with the recommended flow range for the section you are planning to paddle. This will give you an informed idea as to what to expect regarding the character and difficulty of that section prior to putting in.




  With a few exceptions, there is a distinct season to most of the paddling within Colorado. Generally speaking, Colorado’s rivers tend to run off and swell with melting snows in late spring (April and May), peak in early summer (May and June), and drop to low flows by late summer and fall (July through September).




  Some of the rivers outlined in this guide are dam controlled and thus no longer follow this natural seasonal flow. Gather local knowledge about a dam’s intended purpose—power generation, flood control, or irrigation—to help predict releases. Verify the actual dam releases and flows of these rivers either visually or by checking the corresponding gauge. The operations of these dams will ultimately determine the true length, or season, of the river’s run, as well as the true flow range from low to high water.









  

      

  
How to Use This Guide





  




  Each paddle description begins with a section that provides nuts-and-bolts information on that specific paddling destination. Each of these at-a-glance items is described below:




  Section map: A general map is included with each river description to help paddlers get oriented in finding the access points for the put-in and takeout. This map also shows a few of the larger characteristics of the section to be paddled.




  River summary: This briefly outlines the waterway’s geographic location, outlines its general characteristics and paddling quality, and highlights the overall route.




  Section description: More specific information on the characteristics and qualities of the section to be paddled.




  Start: A recommended launching access point to begin the described section for paddling.




  End: A recommended exit access point to conclude the described section for paddling.




  Length: A fairly accurate measurement of the section to be paddled, measured in miles.




  Approximate paddling time: A range of time, measured in hours, required to paddle the section at the fastest speed as well as at a slower, more leisurely pace.




  Difficulty rating: The ideal skill level recommended for the section to be paddled.




  Rapids: Class rating (See “Safety on the Water,” page 2) of the most difficult rapids on the run, and quantity of those rapids to expect.




  River gradient: Average elevation loss of the river section, expressed as feet per mile (fpm).




  River gauge: The recommended flow range, measured in cubic feet per second (cfs), that will maintain the highest quality paddling while keeping this section within its previously mentioned difficulty rating. When applicable, dam-controlled sections are noted, providing paddlers with a heads-up that dam operations will ultimately determine the flows.




  Elevation drop: Difference from highest to lowest elevation on the river section.




  Hazards: Known dangerous obstacles and character of those obstacles on the river section.




  Season: A recommended time frame for the best paddling flows on the section to be paddled. When applicable, dam-controlled sections are noted, providing paddlers with a heads-up that dam operations will ultimately determine the season.




  Boats used: The recommended type of watercraft for the section to be paddled. (Note: Inflatable kayaks and packrafts are indicated if a run is deemed suitable for both kayaks and rafts. Decked canoes, or C-2s, are indicated if a run is deemed suitable for kayaks; “canoe” refers to open whitewater canoes.)




  Special considerations: Additional paddling options related to the described paddle. This may include a higher or lower access point to lengthen or shorten the run or a brief description of a more advanced nearby paddling route that’s beyond the scope of this guide.




  Getting there: Detailed route descriptions for driving and completing the shuttle to access both the put-in and takeout for the described paddle.




  The routes in the Flatwater Tours chapter include information on launch sites and access points rather than put-in, takeout, and shuttle descriptions. These write-ups also include sources of information on the specific reservoirs and lakes and related parklands plus “honorable mentions” for additional paddling options in the area.




  Giving Back




  




  What makes Colorado so special is its natural resources, including rivers and lakes. The numerous free-flowing rivers and creeks that gush out of the mountains are gifts to be respected and cherished. Ever-expanding population growth and unprecedented development threaten access to water paddlers once took for granted. The dedicated care and commitment of people and organizations have kept the majority of these paddling resources available for future generations to enjoy. If not for these groups and other people who love Colorado, we might not have the many options for paddling that exist today for all of us.




  Whether you’re visiting and paddling in Colorado for the first time or putting in for another day on the local run, please consider becoming involved in river and wilderness conservation within the state. The future protection of our resources depends on community involvement. For additional information on statewide and national organizations that are actively participating in protecting Colorado’s natural resources, see this guide’s appendix.




  Thank you for your consideration and care for the future of paddling in Colorado.
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Front Range Paddles (North–South)
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  Surf’s up in the Salida Whitewater Park. Credit: Kevin Hoffman
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    Waterton hike.




  




  
1 North Platte River





  




  Tucked up in the northern portion of the state, the North Platte River is formed by the confluence of various streams that drain the Rabbit Ears Wilderness Area to the west and the Medicine Bow Mountains to the east. Coming together in a broad, wide-open valley, the North Platte runs northward and slides into the Platte River Wilderness Area once it crosses into Wyoming. It then makes a hard turn to the east and flows out of the state and into Nebraska, where it runs the length of the state before eventually joining the Missouri River.




  Free flowing up here along the border, the North Platte surges with spring snow-melt and runoff. It offers remote beginner/intermediate sections that can be linked together for a raft overnighter or first self-support kayak trip. Day paddling is also possible with multiple access points in Colorado and Wyoming. Pair a paddling trip in this area with a trip to the hot springs in the nearby town of Saratoga.




  Northgate Canyon




  



  Intermediate wilderness paddling set in a remote canyon that flows through the heart of the Platte River Wilderness Area straddling the Colorado–Wyoming border.




  




  



  Nearest city/town: Walden




 Start: Routt launch site (N40 57.112' / W106 20.626')




  End: Six-Mile Gap, Wyoming (N41 02.666' / W106 23.939')




  Length: 10.0 miles (longer runs possible)




  Approximate paddling time: 3 to 4 hours




  Difficulty: Intermediate




  Rapids: Technical routes formed around large boulders




  River type: Class III (2), Class III+ (2)




  Current: Swift




  Environment: Remote low-angle canyon with abundant wildlife




  River gradient: 20 fpm




  River gauge: 500 to 1,500 cfs, North Platte River near Northgate




  Elevation drop: 36 feet




  Hazards: Barbed wire fence




  Season: May through August




  Land status: USFS, BLM, private along Upper Valley section above Northgate Canyon




  Boats used: Canoes, rafts, kayaks, stand-up paddleboards (SUPs)




  Fees or permits: Not required for private trips; maximum group size is 25.




  Maps: Upper North Platte River Float Map (Wyoming Fish and Game Department)




  Other users: Commercial rafters, anglers




  Contacts: USFS Brush Creek/Hayden Ranger District (307-326-5258), Parks Ranger District (970-723-8204)




  Special considerations: Add 6 miles of meandering Class I by putting in at the County Road 6 bridge, or use this Upper Valley section as a mellow beginner day float down to the Routt launch site.
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  Put-in/takeout information: To reach the takeout from Walden, head north on Highway 125. Cross into Wyoming, where Colorado Highway 125 becomes Wyoming Highway 230. Four miles north of the border, turn right (east) onto County Road 492 and follow it for 2 miles to a campground and trailhead; this is the takeout.




  To get back to the put-in, head south on Highway 125 until it crosses the river. Shortly after this bridge, look for signs for Routt launch site. Turn left (east) and follow the signs to the boat launch area.




  




  The Paddle




  




  Rugged slopes, lush forests of firs, and frequent wildlife sightings all lend an “out there” feeling to this run—floaters report moose and wolf sightings, along with a host of birdlife. After a bit of a warm-up, most of the whitewater comes in a 4-mile section that starts about 7 miles in, after Elkhorn Creek enters on the right. Here, the gradient steepens and the North Platte funnels into its main canyon, where paddlers will face Cowpie (Class III+), Tootsie Roll (Class III), and Stovepipe Rapids (Class III). At flows above 1,200 cfs, the crux rapid (Narrow Falls) approaches Class IV in difficulty. Scout this blind horizon line from the talus slope on river left. Just below Stovepipe, a steep 200-yard-long trail challenges tourists on commercial rafting trips as it climbs up to the takeout. Consider scouting the takeout while running shuttle; it’s a good trail but hard to see from the river. Pro tip: roll rafts for the carry; bonus points for rolling around oars like the commercial guides do.
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