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TRAILS TO THE TOP






HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every effort has been made by the authors 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 email address: falconeditorial@rowman.com.


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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INTRODUCTION




WELCOME! A MESSAGE FROM YOUR MOUNTAIN GUIDES



Few experiences come close to standing on a mountaintop. Blue skies, puffy white clouds, fresh mountain air, and never-ending views conspire to put a smile on the face of anyone willing to put one foot in front of the other, pace by pace, to rise above the rest. High above the parks, the prairies, and most of the people, lofty summits offer a respite from everyday low-elevation life.


Thanks to Colorado’s unique geography and location along the Rocky Mountains and the Continental Divide, the lucky Coloradan has access to many, many high-elevation destinations. Our state has the highest mean elevation, at 6,800 feet, and the highest low point, at 3,315 feet of any state in the country. It has more land mass above 10,000 feet and more mountains with summits above 14,000 feet—including fifty-three ranked 14ers, or 14ers with 300 feet or more of prominence—than any other state. It’s the only state that lies entirely above 1,000 meters (3,281 feet). The high point of the Rocky Mountains, Mount Elbert, is in the state’s Sawatch Range, and the high point of the Continental Divide, Grays Peak, rises in Colorado’s Front Range.


About one-third of Colorado is public land, including much of the higher elevations, allowing for mostly free and unfettered access to the state’s multitude of peaks. This dynamic and legally accessible topography provides a wonderland of mountainous hiking adventures.


While the state provides thousands of peak destinations, getting to those mountaintops isn’t always easy. Most do not have trails, and they require a degree of route-finding skill. While the intrepid hiker, climber, and mountaineer should take it upon themselves to learn map and compass, GPS, and other orienteering and land navigation skills, the process can take a lot of time. Meanwhile, many summit-seekers just want to get to the top of a peak. And they don’t want to get lost.


It’s these hikers that inspired this book. We offer people of all hiking abilities a fine collection of peaks to climb that have parking lots, trailheads, and trails. This doesn’t mean the hikes can be done without preparation or a bit of research, and we’ll get to all of that shortly. But compared to Colorado’s thousands of pathless, remote peaks, these are accessible and navigable for even the beginning hiker. Plus, the peaks and their airy summits are pleasant enough that seasoned mountaineers will enjoy them too.



THE FRONT RANGE



The fifty hikes in this book are all within Colorado’s Front Range, the longest contiguous uplift in the state. This mountain range defines the eastern edge of the Rocky Mountains in Colorado, trending north-south from the Wyoming border to Cañon City and separating North Park, Middle Park, and South Park, west of the range, from the Great Plains to the east.


The Front Range crosses many counties and comprises many subranges, including, from north to south, the Rawah Range, Laramie Mountains, Never Summer Range, Mummy Range, Indian Peaks, Vasquez Mountains, Williams Fork Mountains, Platte River Mountains, Kenosha Mountains, Tarryall Mountains, Puma Hills, Rampart Range, and even the lowly South Park Hills, Gorge Hills, Grand Canyon Hills, and the McIntyre Hills.


Each peak in this book is below 13,000 feet. Many great books and websites exist that discuss routes on the 14ers and the 13ers of the state. We chose to focus on peaks that you can hike in a day or less, and whose trailheads lie within a couple of hours’ drive of the Front Range’s major cities. The summit of the lowest peak, North Table Mountain, is 6,575 feet above sea level, while the highest is 12,713-foot Hallett Peak. The shortest hikes, “Baboon Rock” and Grouse Mountain, are just 1 mile roundtrip, while the longest one, a loop hike over Dragons Backbone and past Robbers Roost on Cheyenne Mountain, is 15.4 miles. The Grouse Mountain hike also has the least amount of elevation gain at less than 200 feet roundtrip, while Mount Rosa boasts 3,988 feet of net elevation gain and more than 4,000 feet roundtrip. If you do every hike in this book you will cover, on foot, more than 260 miles of distance and gain over 60,000 feet of elevation.



HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE



The features in this book will help you choose the best hike for your location, fitness, and how much time you have available for your adventure.


The Overview Map shows all the peaks in this book on a map, so you can see their locations in Colorado. This section, the Introduction, offers information about the book’s layout along with general guidelines for staying safe, being respectful to the areas you visit, and planning and packing for your hikes. The Appendix at the end of this book lists contact information for the hikes’ various land management agencies beyond what’s included within each chapter, along with other useful sites such as where to get park passes.


Each of the fifty hike chapters in this book is organized as follows:


Number and title: The hike or chapter number and the name of the peak. Most of the hikes go to the highest point of a peak, with a few exceptions. For example hike 49, Dragons Backbone and Robbers Roost directs you to two sub-summits of Cheyenne Mountain, as the true high point of the peak is not accessible by an established trail.


The name of each peak is what you will find on most maps, designated by the United States Board on Geographic Names, or USBGN. When the name is unofficial it is enclosed by quotation marks. Two hikes, Green Mountain (Boulder) and Green Mountain (Lakewood) are so named to differentiate the like-named peaks.


The official name of Mount Evans, a 14,265-foot mountain west of Denver, is undergoing a possible name change in 2023. The mountain, although not included as a hike in this book, is mentioned in several hikes and photo captions. At press time, the mountain was named for John Evans, a controversial territorial governor from 1862 to 1865. Evans authorized the Sand Creek Massacre in 1864, which resulted in the deaths of over 200 Cheyenne and Arapaho tribal members. The Colorado Geographic Naming Advisory Board, tasked with replacing offensive names of geographic features, is considering six proposals in 2023 to rename Mount Evans. Mount Blue Sky, suggested by the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes, is the leading candidate for the new name.


The hike name is followed by a short descriptive paragraph introducing the hike by their locations.


Start: The name of the trailhead where the route begins. Unofficial trailheads appear in quotation marks.


Difficulty: Ratings include Very Easy, Easy, Moderate, Strenuous, and Very Strenuous, depending on the distance, elevation gain, altitude, and terrain. Difficulty ratings are highly subjective, based on the hiker and current conditions on the peak. Use these ratings as a general guide to assess your hiking abilities and physical condition.


Trails: The names and numbers, where applicable, of the trails from trailhead to summit. Unofficial trail names appear in quotation marks.


Hiking time: The time it takes an average hiker to summit the peak and complete the route, trailhead to trailhead. This does not include rest stops or time spent on the summit, which may increase your own time considerably. Hiking time is estimated at roughly one hour per thousand feet of elevation on the way up, adjusted for steepness, distance, and terrain; plus about two-thirds that time on the way down. Hikers may experience much longer or shorter hiking times. Use the hiking time in each chapter as a rule of thumb and adjust your own expected times accordingly.


Distance: The distance in tenths of a mile roundtrip, from trailhead to trailhead. The type of hike, either out and back, loop, or lollipop loop, is also noted.


Elevations trailhead to summit: The elevation in feet above sea level at the trailhead and at the summit, and the net elevation gained from trailhead to summit. Note that some hikes lose elevation on the way up, which must be regained on the ascent as well as on the descent, adding more overall elevation gain to the hike, which is not accounted for in the net gain. To avoid confusion, these elevations are what you will find on current USGS maps. They do not reflect recent, unofficial adjustments established by LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) technology. Subsequent editions of this book will reference those newer elevations after the release of the USGS’s updated maps.


Rank status: Peaks with 300 or more feet of prominence are noted as ranked and those with less than 300 feet of prominence are noted as unranked. Prominence standards vary between countries, and in the United States, 300 feet is the generally adopted standard.


Restrictions: Special considerations and precautions beyond the general guidelines for backcountry travel including fees, seasonal access, and whether or not dogs are allowed on the trails, and if they are required to be leashed. If the trailhead does not include a toilet, that is also noted. Routes that enter wilderness areas, where additional restrictions apply, are also called out in this section.


Amenities: Toilets, camping, and other services are listed here, including the nearest town for full services such as gas, groceries, and lodging.


County: The county or counties in which the trail(s) are located.


Maps: Details from three maps are included:


DeLorme Colorado Atlas & Gazetteer, 13th edition, including the page(s) and grid number(s) where the route exists. This is useful information for getting a “big picture” view of where you are going relative to where you are starting your drive.


National Geographic’s Trails Illustrated Map, by map name and number. These maps are chockful of valuable information and are small enough to carry in your pack for a medium-size view of your destination and the surrounding area.


United States Geological Survey (USGS) Quad Map. This is a small, zoomed in view of the area. Print them from the USGS Map Locator and Downloader site, order hard copies from the site, or ask about USGS Quad Map print on demand services at your favorite outdoor retailer.


Land status/contact: The name and phone number of the associated land management agency. Additional information, such as websites, are included in the Appendix.


Finding the trailhead: Driving directions from the closest town or major highway, along with the GPS waypoint of the trailhead. If you have a GPS in your car or on a mobile phone, you can input the waypoints before leaving for the trailhead.


The Hike: A short description of the hike.


Miles and Directions: The mileage from trailhead to summit and back, in tenths or one-hundredths of a mile, with descriptions of each section and GPS waypoints for most entries. If you have a GPS, you can plug in the waypoints for easier route finding.


Note: The route defined within the Miles and Directions is, by default, a summer route and does not take into account snow or other conditions that may render the route susceptible to avalanche danger or otherwise unsafe. In winter and during the shoulder seasons of late fall and early spring, further research may be required to ensure the route is suitable for foot travel.


Extra Credit, Options, etc.: Some hikes include alternative route options and extra credit hikes to additional, nearby destinations and peaks.


In addition, a map of each hike is included along with photographs of the peak, the trail, and views from the trail and summit area.



WHAT TO WEAR



You may be hiking for many hours and in changing conditions, so comfortable layers are the rule of thumb when dressing for a summit hike. Layering allows you to adjust your clothing to match the varying outside temperatures and weather, as well as your own body temperature.


Ideally, wear your hiking clothes to the trailhead. If you have a long drive, dress comfortably and have other clothes you might need packed away in your daypack or in a duffle to put on at the trailhead. Here’s a list of clothing items to consider:


A pair of shoes or boots made for the terrain. If you’re sticking to dry trails in good weather, trail runners will do, but if the route crosses rocky terrain you may want something sturdier such as hiking shoes or boots with support for your feet and protection for your ankles. If you will be traveling on wet terrain, wear waterproof hiking shoes or boots.


Socks that retain their insulating ability when wet. Hiking socks and mountaineering socks are good choices—just make sure they fit your shoes or boots.


Layers for your torso and legs, including a thin base layer to wick moisture away from your skin, an insulating layer for warmth, and a protective wind and rainproof layer with a hood. Depending on the season and the weather forecast, you may need fewer layers, or you may need to double up on some of them.


A hat with a brim to protect your face from the sun and a snug-fitting cap to keep your head warm on cold days. You may also want to bring along a headband or earflaps for your ears and a buff to protect your face from the wind and cold.


Gloves or glove layers, depending on the temperature and conditions.


Additional items such as short gaiters to keep rocks out of your shoes in the summer, and knee-high winter gaiters for snowy hikes. Traction for icy or slippery trails are also extremely helpful on trails year-round, especially at higher elevations where snow may exist any month of the year. Choose spikes such as EXOspikes or MICROspikes, or similar traction, and make sure you get the right size for your hiking footwear.


Sunglasses or wrap-around glacier glasses for sun and wind, and goggles for extreme winter cold and wind.



WHAT TO PACK



Hiking gear and clothing can be expensive, so start with the active wear you have in your closet and add pieces as you need them for longer hikes in colder or more inclement weather. Here are some tips to get you started:


Get a pack that fits everything comfortably. The hikes in this book are day hikes or shorter, so you don’t need a big backpack. A smaller daypack will do.


Build the ten essentials as you can afford them and make them staples in your pack: (1) a first aid kit, (2) fire starter, (3) extra clothing layers, (4) headlamp with extra batteries, (5) map and compass and/or a GPS (with extra batteries), (6) plenty of food, (7) sun protection such as a hat, sunglasses, and SPF 30 or higher sunscreen and lip balm, (8) an emergency shelter, such as a tarp, (9) water and electrolyte drink, and (10) any tools you might need for gear repairs, such as a small knife, duct tape, cord, and zip ties. You don’t need to break the bank to acquire these items. For example, your first aid kit may be as simple as bandages and pain reliever, plus any medications you are on, and your fire starter may be a book of waterproof matches in a plastic bag, and a bit of cotton and petroleum jelly in a plastic bottle. Add items as you can afford them. You don’t need to make a large upfront financial investment to enjoy the outdoors.


Add the eleventh and twelfth essentials: extra gear for the conditions and terrain and a bathroom kit. Extra gear may include trekking poles, spikes, a camera, and so forth. A bathroom kit may include toilet paper, wet wipes, a small trowel for digging a poop hole, menstrual products and feminine urinary/urination director/device (for women), and anti-chafing stick or cream. Pack them all in a waterproof bag and include extra waterproof baggies to stash used items in for later disposal in a proper trash receptacle.


Carry plenty of water. A general rule of thumb for a full day of hiking is to carry 3 liters of water and 1 liter of electrolyte drink, but this varies depending on the distance, elevation gain, difficulty of the hike, and the outside temperature. Use a water reservoir for sipping on the go in warmer temps, and insulated bottles or plastic bottles nestled in an insulated bottle “parka” or carrier for cold days. You will not find potable water on the trail, and most of these hikes do not pass by water for filtering, so be sure to carry enough for the whole hike.


For food, bring items that travel well and will not get crushed in your pack. In winter, pack foods that won’t freeze or become too hard to chew. You should have a good combination of foods that supply energy and nutrition. Sweet and salty foods taste especially good in the mountains, where your appetite may be diminished by the altitude. You need to eat to climb, so carry foods that you will want to eat.


Tuck a card into your first aid kit with your personal information on it, and the contact information of a trusted friend. If you become sick or injured and require rescue, your hiking partners can communicate the information on your card to first responders, who will want to know how tall you are, how much you weigh, what medications you are on, and so forth. You can also keep your Colorado Outdoor Recreation Search and Rescue (CORSAR) card in the kit. The purchase of a CORSAR card supports local search and rescue teams that assist climbers in distress, and the cards may be purchased online or at your local outdoor recreation shop. Also pack a pencil and paper so that if there is an accident, you can note important information such as the location and condition of the victim and relay that information to rescuers. Use proper precautions to ensure a safe, unassisted ascent and descent of your peak, but know that if you become sick or injured and are unable to return to the trailhead on your own, SAR is your best bet for emergency assistance in the mountains. Contact the local ranger station or connect to SAR by calling 911 if you have cell service.


Carry a whistle to signal for help in the event of an emergency.


Devise a system for storing your items in your pack and stick to it. Over time, you’ll figure out which items come out of your pack most often. Make them readily accessible. In general, store heavy items like extra water bottles and thermoses in the bottom of your pack, and food and clothing on top. Store batteries together, and if it’s cold out, keep them in a pocket on your body, as the cold will deplete them. Having a storage “system” is helpful so you can retrieve items quickly, and without standing around in the wind and cold.


If you are hiking from late fall to early spring, you may need special gear and training in snow travel and avalanche safety. Additional gear may include snowshoes, skis, an ice axe, aggressive traction for your boots such as crampons, and extra clothing layers. Bear in mind that most of the hikes in this book are well-traveled year-round, making them more easily navigable in changing conditions than peaks without trails.



MOUNTAIN HIKING SAFETY AND PROTOCOL



The mountains are not designed with our safety or comfort in mind. For all their beauty, they are inherently dangerous and inhospitable places for humans, and people die on them every year. That’s why we prepare for our hikes and keep our visits to the summits short: to increase our chances of a successful ascent and descent without injury or death.


This book is not a comprehensive guide to hiking Colorado’s peaks, and there is no single book that encompasses everything you need to know to be safe and self-sufficient in the mountains. Following is some general information you need to know now, and an overview of the outdoor skills you should master over time, to become a responsible mountain hiker. Seek out other resources to build on your knowledge and experience as you advance from a beginner to an advanced mountain hiker. Plan to read books and take coursework specific to land navigation and route finding, weather, mountain travel, wilderness first aid, camping, backpacking, snow travel, self-arrest on snowfields, backcountry group dynamics and leadership, and avalanche safety. Numerous licensed and insured organizations in Colorado offer these resources.



Advance Planning



Mountain hiking, even on peaks with trails to the top, requires planning. Depending on the season and the peak you are doing, you may need to plan your hikes days, weeks, or even months in advance.


Be prepared with the appropriate clothing, gear, food, and water you’ll need for a safe hike.


Carry a written plan of your expected route, with directions to the trailhead and the summit, and the name of the trailhead and the peak.


Share a copy of your plan with someone you trust, along with the make, model, and license plate number of the vehicle you will be leaving at the trailhead, and a “latest time to call.” This is the latest that your contact person should wait for you to check in before they contact emergency personnel. In the event of an accident, that person will know where you are, that you are overdue, and can contact first responders with that information. Your “latest time” should be realistic. For example, it may take you two hours to drive to the trailhead, three hours to get up the mountain, two hours to get down, plus two hours of breaks and time on the summit, and another hour to drive from the trailhead to a place where you have cell phone service. The more hikes you do, the better you will get at estimating your own “hiking times.”


Check the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) website (cotrip.org/) for road conditions and closures.


Call the ranger district of the forest service or wilderness area where you will be traveling for information on access and road closures on roads not covered by CDOT.


Check the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) website (noaa.gov/) for weather conditions and be sure that you won’t be hiking through open areas or above tree line in extreme wind or if there’s a danger of lightning. Lightning storms above tree line occur almost daily in the mountains, especially in the summer, and can move in very quickly. Note the temperature, wind speed and direction, precipitation, and lightning danger expectations for the day, and expect them all to be worse.


In snow, check the Colorado Avalanche Information Center (CAIC) website (avalanche.state.co.us/) for avalanche conditions. Even if you have all the gear and the training to survive an avalanche, do not underestimate the danger. Gear such as a beacon may save you, but more likely, it will only be useful to retrieve your body. A good rule of thumb is, if you will not feel safe doing a hike without a beacon, probe, and shovel, then don’t do the hike with it.


Check the National Operational Hydrologic Remote Sensing Center (NOHRSC) website (nohrsc.noaa.gov/) for information on precipitation and snow depths. Even if avalanche danger is low or non-existent, you will want to know how much snow exists, so you are prepared with appropriate gear. Expect a much longer day snowshoeing or postholing in deep snow. The Open Snow website also offers lots of winter weather and snow accumulation information.


If you plan on camping at a national park or national forest campground, check recreation.gov for availability and reservations. For camping at Colorado State Parks, visit the state park website (cpw.state.co.us/) or call 800-244-5613 for a reservation. For backcountry camping, identify water sources along the route so you’ll have water to filter for drinking and cooking. Some areas also require permits, WAG bags for packing out solid waste, and bear canisters for storing your food, and that you camp in designated sites only, so check before you go.


For more information about Colorado’s expansive trail network, including statewide maps, trails, and trailheads, visit Colorado Trail Explorer (trails.colorado.gov/).


Check with your hiking friends, or on your favorite climbing website, for the latest trailhead conditions, or call the local National Forest Ranger District.


Be aware of the hunting calendar in Colorado, and wear blaze orange if you will be hiking in an area where hunters are active. Check the Colorado Parks & Wildlife website for calendar dates (cpw.state.co.us).


Gas up before you go and especially before getting on a long dirt road so you don’t get stranded.


Clip your fingernails and toenails a day or two before the hike, and hydrate with plenty of water and electrolyte drinks.



On the Road



Sometimes the most dangerous part of a hike is just getting from your home to the trailhead and back. Colorado’s busy highways are often filled with drivers on their way to work, the ski slopes, or out to the mountains, just like you.


Mountain hiking sometimes requires an early start, and the general rule of thumb is to be off the summit by noon to avoid lightning and precipitation. Plan your hikes with this in mind and be on the road in time to drive to the trailhead, gear up, and get to the summit before noon. Traffic on the major roadways is busier than you might expect in the early morning hours, and ski traffic can bring you to a halt. Leave early, or head to the trailhead the night prior and camp or get a hotel room.


Pack an emergency kit for your trunk, with food and water to sustain you for a couple of days in case you are stranded. Also pack a shovel for digging out of snow, and a small handsaw to cut tree branches that can fall across backroads and block your path. It is not a bad idea to have a tent, sleeping bag, and pillow in the trunk, even if you don’t plan to camp overnight. In winter and spring, bring your snowshoes even if you don’t plan to use them on your hike, in case you get stranded on a dirt road and need to wear them to get from your car to a service station.


Pack snacks and drinks for the drive, and for recovery after your hike. After drinking a lot of water on your hike, you may crave a salty snack like pretzels or chips. Bring trash bags for your recyclables and compost, and small bills so you can pick up extra items and use the restrooms at gas stations and convenience stores along the way.


If there is a fee and a self-serve kiosk at the trailhead or campground, bring your checkbook and a pen, or the exact amount in cash. Some kiosks accept credit cards, but don’t count on it.


When driving to the trailhead, be aware of changing conditions, especially during inclement weather or disasters. Rainfall, snowfall, rock fall, mudslides, and wildfires can impact your route, so be prepared to turn around if conditions become unsafe.


Watch for runners, bicyclists, motorcyclists, and wildlife on the roadways. Deer, elk, bighorn sheep, antelope, and moose are especially active at dusk and dawn, when the lighting is bad and you are on your way to the trailhead, or on your way home.


On steep, narrow back roads, yield to uphill-driving traffic (traffic that is below you and heading up). If you are approaching a flat, single lane stretch of road and you have a convenient place to pull over, pull off and let other drivers pass. Drivers in the backcountry are usually much more considerate than those on the state’s highways.


Don’t overestimate your ability, or the ability of your vehicle, to make it to a trailhead. When in doubt, pull over and park completely off the road or turn around, and walk to the trailhead. Tows in the backcountry are very expensive.


After a hike, assess your ability to drive safely and without “nodding off.” Mountain hiking can wear you out, so if you need a nap, take a nap in your tent or car. Don’t drive home drowsy.



At the Trailhead



You may feel pressured to push off from the trailhead quickly, but take a moment to ensure you are properly geared up and prepared for the day ahead.


Put on sunscreen, and dress for the first couple of miles, so you can minimize clothing adjustment stops. Being slightly cold at the trailhead will probably have you feeling just right when you’re hiking uphill. Unzip armpit zippers, and push sleeves and pull zippers and buffs up and down to adjust your body temperature, instead of constantly stopping.


Don’t leave valuables or your garage door opener in sight in your car at the trailhead. Lock them in the trunk or glove box or take them with you. If you have an extra car key, give it to one of your climbing buddies in case you lose yours.


Information signs at the trailhead provide details on access and restrictions. Read them. Don’t assume you can camp at a trailhead, or have a campfire at a trailhead, as the rules vary between trailheads and they can change.



On the Trail



Vigilance is as important on the trail as it is on the roadways. If you follow the trail or others in your group “blindly,” you may get lost. Use every hike as an opportunity to hone your land navigation skills.


Reapply sunscreen during your hike. Don’t neglect your ears and the inside of your nose. Reflected sun off snow will burn your nasal passages and the roof of your mouth, and you will likely not even realize it’s happening until much later, when you get home and the inside of your nose starts peeling, and your mouth is sore. Use sunscreen and a buff to protect these sensitive areas.


Learn how to follow a simple trail map, how to use a map and compass, and how to use a GPS unit, if you have one. Keep your map handy and track your location along the route. Do this every time on good trails, in good conditions, until you can do it off-trail and in bad weather.


Travel in small groups to lessen impact in the backcountry. In wilderness areas, there is a limit on the number of people allowed to hike together.


Follow pet restrictions on trails, and where dogs are allowed, keep them on leash or on voice command. Do not allow them to chase wildlife, which can stress the wild animals, causing death. Wild animals may be responsible for feeding young ones, so killing a single adult animal can wipe out an entire family.


Do not approach wildlife. Although bear, mountain lion, and moose attacks are rare, they can happen, and are more likely when animals feel threatened. Even small animals carry diseases, so don’t try to pet or feed them.


Leave berries and other native foods for the animals. They rely on these foods for their nutrition and survival. Bring and eat your own food.


You may share the trail with others, and a right-of-way protocol should be followed. Bikers should yield to hikers and horses, and hikers should yield to horses. Descending hikers should yield to those traveling uphill. However, use your common sense. If you are a single hiker climbing a trail and you see a large group heading down toward you, step off the trail and let them pass. Likewise, if you see a biker barreling toward you, even though you have the right-of-way, it’s probably a good idea to move to the side of the trail and allow them to pass safely. Bikers who are coming behind you will usually let you know they are coming, so you don’t accidentally step out in front of them.


Take extreme care when crossing streams. Use dry rocks and tree limbs to step across or take off your shoes and wade across. If you have to cross something deep, unfasten your pack straps so that if you are pulled in the weight of the pack does not carry you downstream, but if you are concerned about being carried away at all, find a shallower place to cross, string a safety line of rope and tie into it, or turn around. If you anticipate a deep crossing, pack some water shoes. Snowmelt and rain during the day can turn an early morning babbling creek into a roaring torrent later in the day, so be prepared for more difficult crossings on the way out.


Pack out all trash and personal items, including toilet paper. In some areas, you are also required to pack out solid waste, so be prepared with a suitable container.


Keep to established trails and avoid traveling off-trail or on social trails. Adhere to the Leave No Trace principles to lessen your impact and prevent resource damage. The Leave No Trace (lnt.org) principles are easy to follow and ensure a clean and pristine environment for inhabitants and future visitors to the peaks.


Do not cut “switchbacks,” which destroys vegetation and causes erosion.


Leave everything on the trail as you found it. Do not remove rocks, plants, wildflowers, live trees, or historical artifacts from the wilderness, but leave them for others to enjoy. Per the Antiquities Act of 1906, removing artifacts is illegal and punishable with fines and jail time. Likewise, do not leave anything behind such as painted rocks or trash.


Tread lightly above timberline. Unlike alpine tundra in northern lands, Colorado tundra drains continuously, preventing the development of protective permafrost. High altitude plant life has a short growing season and so regrowth of damaged areas takes a very long time.


Purify creek water before you drink it, and if you’re traveling around a mining area, don’t use the water at all.


Rocks, tree roots, and even dirt are very slippery when wet. Keep your boots dry, but if that’s not possible, use trekking poles for balance and traction for your boots to help keep you upright.


Stay dry. Clothing adjustments are time-consuming, but if it starts to rain or snow, cover up immediately, before your clothing gets wet and you get chilled.


Lightning, exposure, sunstroke, hypothermia, dehydration, and altitude sickness are killers. If a storm threatens, if you get cold or overheated, or if you are feeling sick, take immediate action. Remedy your situation by descending, drinking fluids, eating, adjusting clothing layers, or taking medication, and then reassess your condition and the situation, and make the decision to continue or to descend. Check with your partners regularly to make sure they’re OK, too.


Eat and drink regularly, even if you’re not hungry or thirsty, to stay hydrated, energized, and warm. If you wait until you feel thirsty you may already be dehydrated.


Don’t separate from your climbing buddies. It’s inconsiderate and can put all of you in an unsafe situation.



On the Peak



People die every year on Colorado’s mountains. Injury and death are sometimes caused by a climber’s inexperience and bad decisions, and sometimes it happens even when an experienced hiker has done everything within their power to be safe. Minimize the odds of an accident by following a few simple rules.


Keep an eye on the weather so you’re not caught up in a storm. Lightning, rain, and snowstorms can come at any time of day, and in any month of the year, especially at higher altitudes. Make a habit of checking the sky for incoming weather.


Winds on Colorado mountains and passes can be ferocious, knocking you off your feet. Plan to descend immediately if the winds suddenly pick up.


Don’t throw rocks, or anything else, from a peak. You could start a rockslide and kill someone, or the velocity of the thrown rock, in a long descent, could kill another hiker.


Some peaks have registers at the trailheads and on the summits—scrolls of paper, logs, or notebooks to sign, in waterproof containers—and this information is useful for those who track trail usage, and maintain the trails, and the information may come in handy for rescue personnel, too. It’s OK to sign a register, but do not sign your name on rocks or anything else on a peak, and do not leave signs, water bottles, or anything else behind on the summit. There are no paid garbage collectors in the mountains, so clean up after yourself and carry out any trash you find.


Don’t take shortcuts off peaks. Stay out of loose gullies, and don’t climb down anything that you can’t climb back up, or up anything that you can’t climb back down. That’s how hikers get “cliffed out” and have to be rescued.


Don’t let “summit fever” or the herd mentality that often accompanies group hikes cloud your judgment. If the terrain or weather conditions are unsafe, or if you are not mentally or physically prepared to summit a peak, turn around. Your peak, your climb, your life: Don’t hand that responsibility off to anyone else in the mountains.


Safe mountain travel always demands vigilance. The greatest dangers are unstable terrain, bad weather, poor judgment, and making poor decisions. Loose rocks can fall on you or give way under your feet. Snow can bury you in an avalanche, cornices can break away beneath you, and slick, icy terrain can cause you to slip and fall. Lightning is common in the mountains, especially on summer afternoons, and can maim or kill you. Exposure to heat, sun, cold, wind, and altitude can bring on many illnesses, including sunstroke, heat exhaustion, hypothermia, and even death. If you are new to hiking peaks, find a mentor or a small group of experienced climbers willing to join you on your forays to the summits, while you embark on a personal mission to get a thorough education on safe mountain travel and outdoor skills.



BEYOND THIS BOOK



This book is a good start for planning your adventures, but you will want to expand your knowledge with more resources. Lucky for you, the Colorado mountaineering community offers guidebooks, websites, and organizations to help you with your education.


Take some classes with formal outdoor education service providers and hire them to take you out and teach you advanced hiking skills. Non-profit organizations like the Colorado Mountain Club also offer classes to members, for a fee.


If you are going to be hiking in the spring or winter, take an avalanche safety course, and invest in a probe, shovel, and beacon, and learn how to use them. Make avalanche safety coursework and self-arrest practice part of your annual training. Don’t take chances with snow, period. Non-profit organizations like Friends of Berthoud Pass also offer avalanche awareness and safety instruction.


Outdoor recreational shops offer workshops and presentations on hiking skills and safety. These are a good introduction and a refresher for formal coursework.


Front Range bookstores and gear shops carry FalconGuides like this one, covering a variety of hikes across Colorado. If you find that you are interested in a particular area or group of peaks, pick up a guidebook that focuses on your area of interest. Recommended FalconGuide books for more Colorado hikes include Hiking Waterfalls Colorado, Best Lake Hikes Colorado, Hiking Colorado’s Hidden Gems, Climbing Colorado’s Mountains, and Best Hikes Colorado Springs.


The website 14ers.com has amassed and organized volumes of information about the highest peaks in the state. Colorado mountaineer and site administrator Bill Middlebrook’s website is free, but you can make an annual offering for his generosity in providing access to everything you need to plan a 14er climb. This is a great place to get up-to-the-minute route and conditions information from other climbers, and much more. It’s also a good place to make climbing friends.


Lists of John (listsofjohn.com/), a website developed and maintained by prolific Colorado mountaineer John Kirk, is a database of all the mountains in Colorado and across the United States. You can discover which peaks are located in a particular county, or are of a particular elevation or steepness, or are on a number of other “lists.” Basic information on this site is free, while additional services require an annual fee. Lists of John users are also a great resource for learning more about the peaks, and for finding climbing partners.


Other mountaineering websites like SummitPost (summitpost.org/) and Peakbagger (peakbagger.com/) are useful for discovering historical information and route details about the Colorado mountains and places beyond.


Finally, develop a network of friends who share your passion for mountain hiking, so that you will have other like-minded people as hiking partners to assist with planning, driving, and leading summit hikes. Hiking friends also motivate you to take more outdoor skill courses, read more guidebooks, and hike more mountains.


Now it’s time to pick a peak to climb. Check out the overview map and choose a Front Range hike. See you on the summit!
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