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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

The authors and editors have made every effort to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible; however, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We would love to hear 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 64 South Main Street, Essex, Connecticut 06426.

Thanks for your input!
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Introduction


Rocky Mountain National Park lies just sixty-five miles northwest of Denver, yet worlds apart from the hustle and bustle of Colorado’s state capital. Home to dozens of lakes, waterfalls, and mountains, including the iconic Longs Peak, the 415-square-mile national park boasts over 300 miles of hiking trails, allowing intrepid visitors access to a plethora of natural wonders.


Park Entrances, Passes, and Seasonal Timed Entry

Visitors to the main park area are invited to enter from four locations: at the eastern edge, from Beaver Meadows and Fall River Entrance Stations, situated west of Estes Park; at the southeast end, from Wild Basin Entrance Station, located north of Allenspark; and from the southwest side at Kawuneeche Entrance Station, north of Grand Lake.

At the entrance station, you must show an ID and a park pass. Purchase a one-day or seven-day individual, motorcycle, or vehicle pass, or an annual pass online at www.recreation.gov/sitepass/74291 or use your credit or debit card to buy one at the entrance station. Note that cash and checks are not accepted. You can also access the park with an America the Beautiful Pass. Some, but not all, other Interagency passes are also accepted.

A park pass does not guarantee admission. In addition, you may also need a reservation. From mid-October to mid-May, reservations are not required. From mid-May to mid-October, access to Rocky Mountain National Park is by a timed-entry reservation system. Due to the popularity of the Bear Lake area, timed-entry reservations are available with and without access to Bear Lake Road. If you’ve already visited that lake and the surrounding hiking trails, including Moraine Park, Sprague Lake, and the Glacier Gorge Trailhead, and revisiting them is not a top priority, consider excluding access, and you may find more times available.

Since timed-entry times, dates, and rules may change from year to year, you are strongly advised to visit the timed-entry permit system website for the most up-to-date information. Plan ahead and avoid being turned away at the entrance gate. Call 877-444-6777 or check the park’s timed entry site at www.nps.gov/romo/planyourvisit/timed-entry-permit-system.htm and reserve your time slot at www.recreation.gov/timed-entry/10086910.

Trail Ridge Road and Old Fall River Road are closed to through traffic seasonally, depending on snow conditions. If you plan to enter the park from the Kawuneeche Entrance Station, near Grand Lake, or plan to recreate on trails from Trail Ridge Road during the seasonal closure, call the Trail Ridge Road recorded phone line at 970-586-1222 for status updates.

Rocky Mountain National Park areas beyond the main park are accessed via several trailheads not accessible through the main entrance gates, and entry requirements vary. These include the East Longs Peak Trailhead, Lumpy Ridge Trailhead, Cow Creek Trailhead, and Lily Lake Trailhead, among others. These trailheads do not provide access to the main park by hiking trails.




On-Site Resources and Restrictions

There are no restaurants, grocery stores, or food vendors in the park. Bring your own food, consume it in your vehicle or in designated picnic areas, and pack out everything or dispose of it in a trash receptacle. If you leave food or coolers in your vehicle while you hike, cover them so as not to attract wildlife.

There are no gas stations in Rocky Mountain National Park. Fill your tank in nearby Estes Park, Grand Lake, or Allenspark. You may be driving a lot within the park, so don’t enter Rocky Mountain National Park without adequate fuel.

Pets are not allowed on any trails, meadows, or tundra. They are not allowed in the visitor centers. They are allowed on established roads and in some camping, parking, and picnic areas. You may not leave your pet tied up outside while you hike, so if you want to enjoy the trails and you have a pet, consider boarding them in a nearby facility before entering the park.

Rocky Mountain National Park is a special place. The general rule is to leave the place the way you found it or better by sticking to designated trails, packing out trash, and respecting other visitors’ experiences.

Follow the seven Leave No Trace principles per lnt.org.

A complete list of rules and regulations may be found at: www.nps.gov/romo/planyourvisit/rules_regulations.htm




Wildlife

Ninety-four percent of the park is a designated wilderness area, protected from development and providing a magical habitat for more than 60 species of mammals and nearly 300 species of birds. In addition, many reptiles, amphibians, insects, and plants, including almost a thousand species of wildflowers, thrive within the boundaries of Rocky Mountain National Park.

Depending on the location and time of year, you may spot moose, elk, mule deer, coyotes, foxes, snowshoe hares, yellow-bellied marmots, pikas, chipmunks, red squirrels, golden-mantled ground squirrels, Richardson’s ground squirrels, Merriam’s turkeys, mallard ducks, ptarmigans, gray jays, ravens, Steller’s jays, Clark’s nutcrackers, water ouzels (also known as American dippers), water pipits, white-throated swifts, white-crowned sparrows, black-billed magpies, horned larks, mountain chickadees, butterflies, and much more wildlife along the roadways and on the trails. Though black bears inhabit the park, they are not common and are seldom spotted.

However, other large animals are common. Deer, especially, can be curious, and moose can be dangerous. Even small animals can carry diseases. Keep a safe distance, do not approach the wildlife, and never attempt to pet or feed animals in the park. Admire them from afar. Take pictures, but leave the wildlife alone.




Camping

Camping is available seasonally in Moraine Park Campground, Glacier Basin Campground, Timber Creek Campground, and Longs Peak Campground, and year-round in Aspenglen Campground. Seasonally, Moraine Park, Glacier Basin, Timber Creek, and Aspenglen campsites are by reservation only, and Longs Peak campsites are first-come, first-served. During the offseason, campsites in Aspenglen Campground are also first-come, first-served. Check the park’s website at www.nps.gov/romo/planyourvisit/camping.htm for rules, hours, fees, and resources, and reserve your campsite at www.recreation.gov.

If you have a reserved campsite in the Aspenglen, Moraine Park, Glacier Basin, or Timber Creek Campgrounds during a timed-entry period, you do not require a timed-entry permit and will be admitted into the park at the time of your campsite availability, 1 o’clock, on the first day of your reservation.

For backcountry camping, wilderness sites are available by permit. Check the website for details at www.nps.gov/romo/planyourvisit/wilderness-overnight-backpacking.htm.




Maps

Each hike in this book includes a map. For maps that cover larger areas, turn to the National Geographic Trails Illustrated Topographic Maps #200: Rocky Mountain National Park, #1701: Rocky Mountain National Park Day Hikes, and #301: Longs Peak: Rocky Mountain National Park [Bear Lake, Wild Basin]. These maps are available at outdoor retailers, park visitor centers, and online at www.natgeomaps.com/trail-maps/trails-illustrated-maps/colorado.

For maps covering smaller areas of the park in greater detail, US Geological Survey quadrangle maps are available at https://store.usgs.gov.

Though the hikes in this book are listed by region and the trails in Rocky Mountain National Park are often well signed, a larger, more comprehensive map will help you understand the overall layout of the park for a more efficient hiking plan.




Getting Around the Park

Trailheads and campgrounds in Rocky Mountain National Park are accessible by car. However, some tent sites, designated as walk-in sites, require a short walk from parking area to campsite.

Parking areas fill up quickly, especially during the peak summer season. Consider parking in Rocky Mountain National Park’s Park and Ride lot and taking the free In-Park Shuttle, a fleet of buses that travels the Bear Lake Road Corridor with stops at popular trailheads including Bear Lake, Glacier Gorge, and Sprague Lake. Check the park website for a route map and days of service at www.nps.gov/romo/planyourvisit/shuttle-buses-and-public-transit.htm.

Trail Ridge Road, a high paved road that connects the west side of the park near Grand Lake to the east side near Estes Park, is closed seasonally. Old Fall River Road, a one-way gravel road that begins in Horseshoe Park near the Fall River entrance on the east side of the park and ends at Trail Ridge Road, is also closed to traffic seasonally. Bear this in mind when you plan your hikes. For example, if you enter the park at the Kawuneeche Entrance Station when Trail Ridge Road is closed, you will not have access to trails on the east side of the park. Depending on weather and snowfall, other roads in the park may be closed temporarily.




What’s New in This Edition

This book has been revised since the third edition, written by Kent Dannen, was published in 2020. If you are familiar with that edition, you’ll see the following changes in this one. You’ll also see information that was simply verified and left intact:


	
The hikes are arranged by entrance station: Beaver Meadows, Fall River, Kawuneeche, and Wild Basin, with a final section for trailheads outside these main entrance stations

	
Hike number, name, and short description: Verified and updated as needed in each chapter

	
Distance: Verified and updated as needed in each chapter

	
Hiking time: Verified and updated as needed in each chapter. The times suggested are average times based on the distance, elevation gain, and difficulty of each hike. They do not reflect the hiking times of the authors. They also do not account for breaks to snack, snap photos, and take in the glory that is Rocky Mountain National Park. Your hiking times may be much shorter or longer.

	
Difficulty: Verified and updated with regard to distance, elevation gain, and terrain. For the very fit hiker, every hike may be designated as “easy.” However, since the park attracts people new to hiking, including visitors from lower elevations, the designations in each chapter have been updated to include degrees of “easiness,” from “Very Easy” to “Easy,” “Easy to Moderate,” and “Easy to Strenuous.” So a hike that’s easy for one hiker may be strenuous for another hiker. If at any time a hike becomes too difficult, simply turn around and return to the trailhead.

	
Trail surface: This information has been removed from each chapter, as nearly every hike is on dirt and some include occasional rocky sections, though none are technical, and they do not require special gear to navigate. However, if you are visiting the park during the spring, winter, or fall, expect snow on the trails, especially at higher elevations. For this reason, trekking poles and boot traction such as MICROspikes are highly recommended from fall through spring, and even in the summer for higher elevation hikes such as Flattop Mountain.

	
Best season: This information has also been removed, as the best season depends on the temperature, precipitation, humidity, snowfall, and your personal preferences. You’ll find drier trails in the summer, but they’ll be crowded. You’ll find snow in the winter, but can enjoy the solitude. Many people enjoy the park in the spring and fall. The key to making every hike enjoyable is to set realistic expectations and prepare with proper clothing and gear for the season. For example, if there is snow on the trail, you may need boot traction, or even snowshoes.

	
Other trail users: Verified and updated as needed in each chapter

	
Canine compatibility: This information has been removed from each chapter. Dogs are not allowed on trails in Rocky Mountain National Park. You cannot leave them tied up outside while you hike, so if you plan to hike in the park, leave the pup at home.

	
Fees and permits: This information has been removed from individual hikes. No matter where you enter, you must pay a park entrance fee. During timed-entry season, you must also have a timed-entry reservation. If you are entering the park from a trailhead outside the main park area, such as Lumpy Ridge, East Inlet Trail, North Inlet Trail, and other trailheads outside the main area, print out your reservation and display it on your dashboard. Note that you can visit all areas of the park except for the Bear Lake Corridor without a timed-entry reservation year-round if you arrive before 9 a.m. or after 2 p.m., and you can visit the entire park including the Bear Lake Corridor if you arrive before 5 a.m. or after 6 p.m., Mountain Time.

	
Wildlife: This has been removed from each chapter, as the wildlife travels throughout the park. Generally speaking, you are more likely to see wildlife in the more remote and less popular areas of the park, such as hikes on the west side of the park and those at higher elevations, and hikes near water. However, it is not uncommon for deer, elk, and even moose to enter popular, crowded areas, including campgrounds.

	
Trail contact: This has been removed. The trail contact is the same for every hike: Rocky Mountain National Park Backcountry Office, 1000 US Hwy 36, Estes Park; (970) 586-1242; www.nps.gov/romo


	
Maps, Highlights, Trailhead and destination elevations, Finding the trailhead, The Hike, and Miles and Directions: Verified and updated as needed in each chapter. Note that summit elevations for Flattop Mountain, Deer Mountain, and Mount Ida have been updated to reflect LiDAR technology elevations and may differ slightly from elevations displayed on USGS maps.

	Several hikes have been removed, and new ones have been added.
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