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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, 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 the following address:


Globe Pequot Press


Reader Response/Editorial Department


PO Box 480


Guilford, CT 06437


Or you may e-mail us at:


editorial@GlobePequot.com


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction



Go outside and play.


Remember our stir-crazy childhoods filled with the Out There? Exploring, creating, connecting. Launching great adventures in the backyard or a secret copse of woods. It was just plain fun, and for many of us, that wanderlust spirit holds true when we “grow up”; we just want a bigger playground.


It’s here in Colorado, all our kid adventures come to life in extra-large portions. A neighborhood field is now a wind-rippled sea of tall grasses and gentle hills of the eastern plains. Our tiny homemade sandbox became 230 square miles of the Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve. Backyard hills we bravely scaled grew into the incomparable Rocky Mountains, chock-full of rugged peaks, emerald-green valleys, and wayward alpine streams. If your favorite place is outside, if you have adventure in your heart, then your destination is here.


About Colorado


Aside from oceanside beaches, Colorado has it all. Vast, golden plains in the east give way to hogback ridges of the Front Range, a prelude to the exquisite beauty of the High Country’s rarified air, transcendent blue sky, peaceful streams mingling in verdant valleys, and forests that smell like wintergreen candy. Call it cliché but this is truly a magical place, with a lifetime of trails on which to explore it all. This book is a celebration of some of the best paths delving into Colorado’s most luxuriant locales. Often overlooked as simply land between somewhere and the mountains, the eastern plains of Colorado make up some 40 percent of the state. Rising gradually from elevations as low as 3,500 feet on the eastern border of the state, the golden plains make their way west to an abrupt greeting with the mountains. Mainly utilized for agriculture today, the landscape relies heavily on the South Platte and Arkansas Rivers to feed this vast area of checkered bucolic beauty. But, amidst the corn and wheat fields, Colorado has dedicated parts of these sprawling lands to conservation efforts like the Colorado Open Space Alliance program to keep fragile ecosystems, wildlife habitat, and native areas undisturbed. (Some of these areas are open to hikers, and others are simply set aside and spared from development.) On the plains, hikers can appreciate the vastness of Colorado by looking east to an undying sky and west toward the highest reaches of the Rocky Mountains.


The beauty and diversity of Colorado’s mountains hold their own with any mountain range in the world. With over 1,000 peaks rising above 10,000 feet, and 54 above 14,000 feet, Colorado owns the highest average elevation in America. There are five major mountain ranges running north to south. The Front Range and Sangre de Cristos greet the Great Plains in a nearly continuous wall. Parallel to these eastern mountains, the Park, Sawatch, and San Juan Ranges run down the central and western regions of the state. These two belts are made up of numerous smaller ranges and provide some of the best hiking and mountaineering on the globe. The Continental Divide makes up the eastern belt before curving to the west mid-state. From this high point on the western side of the country, major rivers are formed and take very different paths. To the east, the Rio Grande, North and South Platte, and Arkansas Rivers begin their journeys toward the Atlantic Ocean. On the west side, in the high reaches of Rocky Mountain National Park, are the headwaters of the Colorado River, sending its virgin waters on a 1,400-mile journey to the Gulf of Mexico. (I’ll hold off lamenting the river’s routine demise, dying in its own bed, before reaching the gulf.)


Similar to the plains in the east, the western plateau rises gently toward the Rocky Mountains. This ancient stretch of land is made of a chaotic array of mesas, plateaus, and smaller mountains. These are separated by deep, cutting waters of rivers like the Colorado and its chief tributaries, one of the biggies being the Gunnison. The eternal art of erosion continues to create the beauty found out west—painted canyons, deep gorges, sprawling basins, and a plethora of hidden alcoves are out there, ready to be explored and enjoyed. This part of the state hosts magnificent parks like Dinosaur National Monument, Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park, Colorado National Monument, and Mesa Verde National Park. Situated from north to south along the plateau, these parks allow easy access to loads of outdoor fun all along the Western Slope.


My favorite way to explore is on foot, up close in these beautiful places, on a hiking trail wandering through the wilds. Better yet, on a loopy path that’s shiny and new with every step. A loop hike is a special treat. Every trail has its own unique characteristics, personalities if you will. There is something inherently mysterious about hiking a trail for the first time. It’s like meeting a new friend, discovering their ups and downs, and learning secrets. But best of all, it’s about being together and having a good ol’ time. The anticipation of the unknown, exploration of a new place, treasures around each bend and over every knoll; these discoveries keep us coming back again and again. On a loop trail, newfound territory never ends, and it’s like hiking the path for the first time, all the time.


Hiking is an activity that goes beyond the traditional goal of physical exercise. It allows close contact with our favorite places, a chance to reach out, and for the land to reach in with a comforting hand. The beauty of Colorado beckons for a time of reflection or to challenge our spirit. A trek to a quiet, high mountain lake is the perfect place. A mountain’s stalwart indifference will test your mettle and reward you mightily. A pair of boots and a pack can do wonders for easing life’s ills or satisfying recurring wanderlust.


Join me on a tour of Colorado, from the plains and lumpy foothills to the rarified air of the High Country. The Great Sand Dunes to the incomparable San Juans, the Collegiates to Flat Tops. Explore vibrant cities and quaint small mountain towns. Lose yourself in heartbeat-quiet valleys and revel in creampuff snow piles on mountain peaks. We’ll explore paths near lakes large and small and stroll with river currents, all the while discovering and getting to know some of the state’s most dramatic scenery.


This book is arranged by region generally from east to west, with side trips toward New Mexico and north nearly to the Wyoming border, highlighting Colorado’s showiest environs. A “best-of” book is ultimately subjective, of course, implying that its contents include the finest examples of its title. I get to do it because my name’s on the cover, and while your opinion might differ—“Why isn’t our favorite hike in the book?” or “What makes that trail one of the best?”—I’m sharing with you places that genuinely inspired me and that I believe best represent our amazing state. There are hundreds more trails on my wish list, and those that didn’t make this book are queued up for the sequel. Caveat: In attempts to appeal to the widest possible audience, most hikes herein are less than 10 miles in length and manageable in a couple of hours or an afternoon. Many locations, however, include longer options or are close to trails of extended distance (think Colorado Trail and Continental Divide Trail).


Veteran hikers and backpackers, I hear you. There are untold miles of big trails out there, and multi-day adventures are your go-to, and what’s with all the shorty, Front Range hikes? If only I could leave the grid for a couple of years and hike deep into all those special places. My hiking bucket list is long, and while this book doesn’t do justice for big-mileage trails, I’ve noted some of them throughout and provided bonus trails after the final chapter.


Each entry in the book is introduced by an information block outlining the name and location of the trail, hike distance and difficulty, applicable maps, GPS coordinates and directions for trailheads, contact information, and other beta. As far as gear and supplies, the best thing about these hikes is there are no overly complicated gear concerns. A good pair of boots and proper clothing is the name of the game. Plan ahead, though, to make each visit a good one. Expect weather common to the area, and pack accordingly. The mountains are unpredictable, and conditions can devolve in minutes. Bring extra water in the heat of summer, and be ready for cold winds, impromptu rainstorms, and lightning. That last one is especially important; live by the general guidance of getting off high summits by noon. Pack snacks or a veritable grocery cart of grub for picnics at trailside overlooks or campsites. See a list of the “Ten Essentials” that follows.


And please, stay safe. Sometimes it’s just plain irresistible to take one more step for a closer look, but that urge, especially on a high peak or near rivers and gorges, might send you on a long fall to a really hard or really wet landing. In the clothing department, always dress in layers. If you’re from here, you know the tale; if you’re visiting, heed the following: Bring more than a T-shirt and shorts. Base layers are invaluable in all seasons, followed by mid-weight and outer shells, depending on the weather. Longer trips naturally demand more complete gear inventory.


Weather


Colorado’s weather is impressively fickle, and hikers should prepare for sudden changes any time of the year. In the high mountains, temperatures can plummet 20 degrees faster than you can say, “Uh-oh, I forgot my jacket.” Rain squalls develop in short order, too, and hypothermia is assured if you are caught unaware. Altitude sickness can sneak up on hikers unaccustomed to higher elevations. Intense heat in desert areas of the state, and even in seemingly innocuous mountain locations, can rapidly roast you lobster-red. Snow falls in the mountains any time of the year, often times in copious amounts when least expected, like on a carefree mid-August afternoon. Thunderstorms are one of the biggest concerns because with them usually comes lightning. Storms of various intensities occur almost every afternoon in the summer months, sometimes just as a refreshing mist that passes in minutes; other times in a violent deluge that keeps you tentbound for days. Other days there is no rain at all, just clouds and lightning, and that spells trouble. Lightning strikes are scary to a hiker wandering across an exposed ridge and can be deadly. Here are a few things you can do to make yourself ready for lightning and stay safe out there:




	Be prepared. Always check the weather before a trip and start early. If you are climbing a high peak, plan to get off the summit by noon and out of exposure by early afternoon.


	Pay attention. Listen for thunder and study the clouds above. Typically, cumulonimbus clouds are the cause of dangerous thunderstorms. Look for these large, puffy clouds that grow vertically into anvil shapes.


	Don’t forget the five-second rule. When you see a flash of lightning, count the seconds until you hear thunder. Dividing the number of seconds by five tells you how many miles away the storm is. Although rare, rogue lightning bolts can strike miles away from actual rain areas, so always stay alert.


	Move to safety. If you cannot avoid a storm, get off peaks and ridges quickly, move into the shadow of a mountain, and avoid shelter under trees (unless in a heavily forested area where trees are uniform in height), near water, under rocks, and in caves.


	Lightning position. If you can feel your skin tingle and your hair is standing on edge, lightning is imminent. When caught in a storm, crouch down into lightning position. Put your weight on the balls of your feet and touch your heels together. Rest your elbows on your knees and lace your fingers over your head. This position creates little surface with the ground to help avoid ground currents and provides an electrical path through your body to avoid your head and heart. Try to stand on some kind of insulator like a backpack, sleep pad, dirt, or grass. Disperse the group. When hiking in groups, don’t forget that one bolt of lightning can strike more than one person. Space yourselves a considerable distance so survivors can revive victims if needed.





Avalanches


Avalanches in Colorado claim lives every year, and they are a threat year-round in many areas of the state. Deep snowfields can remain even in the heat of summer and can break loose and slide with no warning. You won’t win a race with a fury of snow hurtling downhill at 100-plus miles per hour. At best, it will scare the bejeezus out of you. If you travel in the backcountry, use your head to stay out of trouble. Here are a few safety tips:




	Preparation. Check the weather and call rangers to ask about snow conditions. If you know you’ll be traveling where an avalanche is a possibility, carry beacons, shovels, and poles. Don’t travel alone. Cross danger zones one person at a time. Take an avalanche safety course.


	Be studious. Most avalanches occur on hillsides with a 30-degree slope or steeper. Danger is highest during or immediately following storms.


	Move with the slide. If you’re caught in an avalanche, try to “swim” with it in order to stay on top. Make every effort to move to the side of the avalanche. When the slide begins to stop, cover your face and create airspace. Do your best not to panic: Excessive breathing can melt snow and create an airtight ice shield.





Wildlife


We are fortunate to live in a state relatively rich with wildlife. But the state is wildly popular with humans, too, and more people take up more room. Sadly, much natural wildlife habitat is disappearing, and this pattern causes increased human-wildlife interaction, many of those meetings of the negative variety. It is important to remember that an animal’s first choice is not to attack you, but when they are with their offspring or feel threatened, they will put up a ferocious fight to protect themselves and their young. If you encounter wildlife, make sure to stay calm and give them plenty of room to vamoose. Don’t hike alone, and never let your children run ahead or linger behind. With some simple precautions, unexpected engagements with critters can be an exciting privilege rather than a frightening experience.


Bears


The only species of bear found in Colorado is the black bear (although there is speculation and excitement that a grizzly or two might be out there). Typically, a bear will be alerted to your presence and lumber away before you can make contact. However, bears love an easy meal, so keep a clean camp, don’t bury trash, and if camping, hang food at least 10 feet high and four feet out from a tree trunk. If you do encounter a bear, remember these tips:




	Remain calm. A bear will usually only attack if threatened. If the bear hasn’t seen you, calmly leave the area.


	Stop hiking. If a bear has seen you, back away slowly. Don’t make eye contact (it may perceive this as a threat) and talk quietly. Do not run or climb a tree. These actions may provoke a predatory reaction, and you won’t be able to outrun or outclimb a bear.


	Fight back. People can and have fended off black bears with rocks, sticks, water bottles, and so on.






Mountain lions



These elusive animals are being pushed from their habitat at alarming rates. Chances are mountain homeowners will see these big cats more frequently than hikers. If you are lucky enough to see a mountain lion:




	Remain calm and stop hiking. Like a bear, running away may trigger a natural desire to chase and attack.


	Appear as large as possible and pretend you’re in charge. Open your jacket, stand tall, and wave your arms. Shout at the animal and throw rocks and sticks to scare it away. Avoid eye contact.


	Fight back. Just as with bears, people have successfully warded off lions by using anything available, including their bare hands.





Of course, Colorado’s animal world is not just populated by large beasts like bears and mountain lions and moose. You are likely to see many other wild species out on the trails, including marmots, wild turkey, rattlers, ptarmigan, pikas, fox, bobcats, and more.


Gear


Wearing and carrying proper equipment is essential before venturing out on any hike. A short stroll on local park trails requires far less in the way of survival gear than a week-long mountain journey, but you still need to bring the right stuff. Technical gear for hiking and packing is widely available, affordable, comfortable, and lets you enjoy the hike without fussing with uncooperative equipment.


Keeping your body relaxed and cozy is most important, and synthetic clothing is often the way to go. It wicks moisture to keep you cool in hot temps and provides a barrier to biting cold in fall and winter. In general, leave your cotton duds at home; cotton is a poor insulator and is miserable to wear when wet. (Great new cotton clothing is available, however, so choose what best matches your body and activity.) Wear layers to adjust to changing conditions. Down below, your feet are probably the most critical item to care for. Start with a comfy pair of socks and cover them with the best pair of hiking boots you can find. A collection of festering blisters 10 miles into a hike is a sure way to spoil the mood, but happy feet will make your trek one to remember.


On longer hikes, there are several indispensable items you need to have along. The biggies are a quality, lightweight sleeping bag and pad, camp stove, plenty of food, and, of course, a good pack to carry it all. But there are many other supplies to consider to ease your mind and ensure safety in the wilderness. The Ten Essentials is a hiker’s go-to list of items to always have in your pack:




	Map. Carry a topo map of the area and know how to use it. A good map can get you out of trouble and even save your life. Many hikers use their cell phones or other GPS units as well, but a hard copy map never loses power.


	
Compass. Know how to use this, as well. A compass can guide you out of dense woods or featureless landscapes.


	Extra food. Bring enough to keep fueled in case of emergencies.


	Extra clothing. Expect the worst weather and prepare for it with gear like a rain jacket, hat, and extra socks.


	Knife. A good knife serves many purposes, and a multi-tool is even better, for repairing damaged stoves or packs, whittling off wood for kindling, cutting rope, and other chores.


	First aid kit. Be ready for emergencies. Even a minor cut or abrasion can create all sorts of problems if left untreated. Carry bandages, gauze, moleskin, aspirin, and the like. A first-aid training course can also come in handy.


	Matches. Use the strike-anywhere type or waterproof matches and put them in a waterproof container. This is one of your most important survival tools, as a warm fire can get you through a cold night or cook food in case of a damaged stove.


	Fire starter. A critical complement to matches, fire starter is essential for providing a fire in unfavorable conditions. Carry some in your pack and in a separate waterproof case in your pocket.


	Flashlight or headlamp. If you are lost in the black of night, this tool will help you find your way. Bring extra batteries and bulbs, too.


	Sunglasses and sunscreen. Good sunglasses are crucial for outdoor travel, especially at high altitudes. Sunscreen helps keep your skin cooler and prevents heatstroke.





A few additional items should also be added to the list, especially when planning an extended trip:




	Shelter. All the goodies above won’t help much if you are stuck outside in the snow or rain. Protection is the best way to survive such troubling dilemmas. A sure-fire solution is a lightweight nylon poncho or tarp and nylon cord. Add a featherweight space blanket to ensure a dry floor and you can set up an emergency refuge in no time.


	Insect repellant. Many glorious mountain excursions have been blemished by bugs. Sometimes it’s like a plague of locusts o’er the land, and there is no escape from the miserable little pests. You can make life a bit easier by loading up on bug repellant. The most effective types are usually DEET-based, but there are numerous other options available. Or wear bug-resistant clothing: loose-fitting pants, long sleeve shirts, and those cool bug-net hats all put up a good defense.





Water


A shimmering stream gurgles near the trail. The water is cold and looks pure as the driven snow. Just one little drink won’t hurt, right? Nope, bad idea. Germs and viruses are alive and well even in the deepest wilderness and especially prevalent in lakes and streams. That means purifying all water before drinking. It takes a few extra minutes but just ask anyone who has acquired giardia whether or not it is worth the time to filter. Symptoms of this ubiquitous bacterium include diarrhea, flatulence, bloating, vomiting, and fever. Lots of unpleasant nastiness, none of which you want to have along on your trip or back home with the family. Don’t drink water straight from rivers, lakes, or streams, no matter how clean and tasty they may seem. There are a few simple methods and products which can be used to combat waterborne bacteria:




	Boiling. Most bacteria are killed as soon as the water comes to a full boil, but a few minutes of boiling will kill germs and viruses alike. While this method is effective, it uses up lots of stove fuel; plan accordingly.


	Iodine. Iodine can be purchased at most outdoor shops and comes in liquid and tablet form. Generally, eight drops per quart of water are needed to sufficiently kill any bacterium.


	Purifiers and filters. Packable water filtration systems have become widely popular for their ease and efficiency in use. Just drop in a tube and fill a bottle of cool, fresh H2O. Check specific models for their capacities and uses.





Trail Etiquette


What better way to wander the land than a good hike? Tuck your feet into a faithful pair of boots, find a favorite trail, and just go. Sure, hiking gets us out there in wonderful wanderlust escapes, but we still need to use our noggins on occasion to share the outdoor experience. A little common sense and good old-fashioned courtesy go a long way to ensure a great time for everyone. Chances are good that you will cross paths with other user groups like mountain bikers, horseback riders, trail runners, or folks hiking with dogs. All of us need to recreate responsibly with a keen respect for the environment to preserve the trails we enjoy so much, especially in the backcountry. That said, here are a few reminders to take along on your next trek:


When meeting other hikers, those traveling uphill have the right of way. The ascending hiker is often focused on the trail immediately ahead to scan for obstacles or maintain a steady pace and might not even see a downhill traveler until they nearly bonk heads. It is also easier for descending hikers to rein in their strides and give the uphill group room to keep on truckin’. Horseback riders have the right of way all the time, regardless of the type of user. Hikers should exit the trail on the downhill side, if possible, to avoid intimidating the horses and talk to the riders as they pass. Don’t stand behind trees or other concealing foliage, either; a spooked horse can instantly switch gears from a leisurely clip-clop to full-out, homestretch sprint. Being more mobile, hikers can easily yield to trail runners and mountain bikers, as well, both of whom rapidly overtake our slower footsteps. While traditional practice sees bikes yield to boots, it is often wiser to let cyclists pass, instead of the bikes riding around you, off trail, or having to dismount and get their own steeds out of the way.


Along with good manners, we should also remember to tread lightly in our travels and practice minimum impact. Be familiar with and live the “Leave No Trace” principles of outdoor travel. Developed in the 1970s and used far and wide today in both teaching and practice, the goal of these seven tenets is to educate outdoor visitors about the effect of their recreational impacts and offer suggestions on how to minimize those impacts. Here they are:




	
Plan Ahead and Prepare

A little forethought and advance planning on what you are getting yourself into will ensure an enjoyable and trouble-free trip. Pack gear appropriate to your destination. Expect emergencies, and carry supplies to deal with them, including first aid kits and repair material for broken packs. Carry a map and a compass, and know how to use them. Bring extra batteries for GPS units and headlamps.




	
Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces

Hike on designated trails and never cut switchbacks. Stay on the trail or stay home. Social trails and shortcuts cause erosion and destroy the integrity of the land. Don’t tromp through sensitive riparian areas. Camp at least 200 feet from lakes and streams to ensure little to no impact on water sources. In remote wilderness, disperse use to minimize impact.




	
Dispose of Waste Properly

Pack it in, and pack it out. All trash, extra food, even toilet paper needs to return with you at trip’s end. Use warm water to wash yourself and dishes, and do so at least 200 feet from water sources. Use only small amounts of biodegradable soap.




	
Leave What You Find

Observe and enjoy historical and cultural sights in ways that maintain their integrity. Leave the natural world—plants, rocks, streams—as you find it. Do not remove anything from the wild. Remember the familiar motto, “Leave only footprints.”




	
Minimize Campfire Impacts

Campfires cause long-lasting impacts to the backcountry. Cook with a camp stove, and wear proper gear to stay warm. If fires are permitted where you travel, use established pits or rings, and keep the fire small. Burn fires completely out, until ashes are cool, and scatter ashes before leaving the site.




	
Respect Wildlife

Observe wildlife from a respectable distance, and do not approach them. While it is tempting to move in just a little closer, your actions are likely to frighten the animals or, at the very least, greatly annoy them. An agitated moose, for example, is nothing to toy with. Enjoy the animals’ habitat with the appreciation and respect of a visitor because, after all, that is what we are.




	
Be Considerate of Other Visitors

Common courtesy goes a long way, even way out in the woods. Respect other users to ensure a quality experience for everyone. Yield to horses at all times and mountain bikes where appropriate. Encourage solitude by camping away from other users. Be quiet.







Camping


Ambling along a trail in the wilderness, with crystal skies and cool mountain air, there is not much else that could make it better, except one thing: staying longer. Most of the hikes in this book are day trips, from just a quick couple of miles to an afternoon’s worth, but many of them also have opportunities for camping.


Throwing down a tent in perfect solitude gives us a seamless outdoor experience and can add a whole new page of memories. Responsible outdoor enthusiasts use tread-lightly habits from the trail at the campsite, too. Low-impact camping has all kinds of benefits—for us, other users, local flora and fauna, and especially the land itself. Here are a few handy tips:




	Use an established tent site whenever available. These sites position campers in areas least likely to trample fragile vegetation or cause erosion. If no site is available, choose an area with rocky or sandy soil.


	When it comes to personal business, backcountry bathroom efforts require slight changes in your usual routine. If there is an outhouse in the vicinity, use it. An outdoor loo is there to keep nature tidy and clean. If no toilet is available, head far from the campsite and any creeks, trails, or lakes, dig a hole six to eight inches deep, and do your thing. When finished, bury the waste with the previously removed dirt and cover with leaves and sticks.


	Resist the urge to build a campfire, especially given the dry conditions and devastating wildfires in Colorado in recent years. In many areas of the state and at different times of the year, campfires are not allowed. Follow that rule. Frequent scavenger hunts for firewood eventually denude the area of downfall, which serves as food and habitat for lots of little critters. Bring a camp stove, and save the fires for parks with designated pits.


	Hold fast to the “pack it in, pack it out” edict. Everything you bring should stay with you for the entire trip and all the way back to the trailhead (except the stuff buried in the hole).





A final note before you hit the trails: I included a “why this place matters” callout for each hike in the book. I am forever fascinated by what’s behind the scenes of what’s Out There, its history, or rare or endangered plants and animals within. Most of all, I feel a keen connection to the significance of Colorado’s special places and want to share that with you here. We have an extraordinary privilege to connect with and enjoy Nature at its finest. Get out and connect with it!
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