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  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, 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 authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following email address: editorial@falcon.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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  To everyone who sits on a shoreline and breathes in the life of a lake.
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 The grassy banks of Hartenstein Lake welcome a picnic lunch with views.











  
Preface





  This book should have been published a long time ago.




  When I started writing Best Lake Hikes Colorado, I expected to finish the hikes and the manuscript in 1 year—2 tops. Then things happened.




  In the spring of 2020, COVID-19 came to Colorado. Shut out of shopping malls and movie theaters, people discovered the outdoors. The state’s campgrounds, trails, and parks—already overtaxed by their popularity among locals and out-of-state visitors—were overrun. Land management authorities in places like Brainard Lake, Ice Lake Basin, and Maroon Peak Recreation Areas scrambled to limit access and institute social-distancing measures in Colorado’s most popular outdoor places. Public lands that had always been open on a first-come basis now required timed reservations. Time slots, especially those for early in the day, were in high demand, and often impossible to get. Some areas and trailheads were closed down completely.




  Then, that summer, Colorado experienced the three worst wildfires in the state’s history. The Pine Gulch Fire ravaged land north of Grand Junction. West of Fort Collins, the Cameron Peak Fire crept into Rocky Mountain National Park. Unbelievably, the park would suffer further damage from the East Troublesome Fire. Across Colorado, smoke filled the air, and outdoor activity was deemed unhealthy. There were more fires that year, including the Grizzly Creek Fire that shuttered Glenwood Canyon’s iconic Hanging Lake. When it was all over, more than 625,000 acres had burned across the state. By Saturday, August 7, 2020, Denver’s air quality index (AQI) had skyrocketed to an eye-watering 167. For a few hours that day, the city achieved the unenviable position of having the worst air quality of any city in the world.




  While these wildfires, coupled with a pandemic, created a perfect storm for people wanting to enjoy the outdoors, it made guidebook research nearly impossible. Still, I plugged along on this book, and by the fall of 2020, I was on track to finish it. It would be late, but it would be done, and it would be good.




  On October 16, a Friday, I set out to do the Venable-Comanche Loop in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains near Westcliffe. The weather forecast called for 35-mph winds, but I’d hiked in much worse weather. I got an early start to allow plenty of time for the nearly 12-mile loop, along with side trips to Venable Falls, Venable Lakes, and Comanche Lake. Like always, I carried two cameras; a GPS; a map and a compass; extra food, water, and clothing; two headlamps plus extra batteries; and a first aid kit.




  The Venable Trailhead sits at about 9,000 feet above sea level and the trail climbs over 4,000 feet, looping around several 13,000-foot mountains on the range crest. The loop hike draws hikers for the exciting Phantom Terrace, a narrow section of trail that contours across the rocky eastern slope of 13,334-foot Venable Peak. The terraced trail was out of the wind that day and mostly dry and snow free. By three o’clock in the afternoon, I had traversed the exposed section, crossed the Custer-Saguache County line, recrossed it back into Custer County, and was heading downhill on the southeast flank of 13,244-foot Spring Mountain. My final destination before returning to the trailhead, Comanche Lake, appeared in the glacial valley far below. I had about 6 miles and 3,000 feet of elevation to descend, but I was making good time and looking forward to getting back to my car before dark.




  Suddenly, I was rolling downhill. I twisted hard, forcing myself to stop and sit up. My right side ached, like something was really wrong, and I wondered if I had punctured an organ. My right arm was worse—swollen and ringing with pain. When I was a kid, I held onto a firecracker too long and it went off in my hand. This was the same kind of pain. Throbbing. Electric. Like every nerve was on fire. I lifted my shirt with my left hand to examine my right side, looking for signs of internal damage. No bruising at all, thankfully. But I would have to take care of that arm. I still had my pack on, but my trekking poles were gone.




  A few yards below me, the grassy slope dropped away sharply into the Comanche Lake basin. Twisting to the left, I could see the trail about 20 feet above me. My poles were hanging over the edge. With just 3 hours of daylight left, my focus turned from taking care of my injuries to getting back to the trailhead before dark. Clambering upslope to the trail and my poles, I ignored my first aid kit, including the pain medication, and instead organized my gear for the hike out. I stashed one trekking pole in the side pocket of my pack, tucked my useless right arm into my camera strap, and, using my other pole for balance, headed down the trail.




  I made good time for the first few miles, but as darkness fell, the trail turned rockier and more rutted. Then I was in a dense forest with no moonlight, and just a circle of light from my headlamp to illuminate my path. I stopped to call my friend Eric, who was my emergency contact that day. He knew that if he didn’t hear from me by 10 p.m., he should call 911 and report me missing. I didn’t know if I would be out by then and didn’t want him to worry, so I told him I might be late and not to wait up. I didn’t mention my accident. I didn’t want to waste any time at all on the phone explaining what had happened, and there was no sense requesting help since my injuries weren’t life-threatening and I could walk out on my own.




  Hiking those last couple of miles seemed to take forever. I constantly worried about tripping on a rock or turning my foot in a rut and falling onto my injured arm. Finally, I arrived at the Comanche Trailhead at around 9:30 and, with huge relief, dropped my pack in the backseat and prepared for the 80-mile drive home.




  Of course, I had set the emergency brake and couldn’t release it, so I walked around from car to car in the parking lot, knocking on windows to see if anyone could help me. They were all empty though, their passengers already up the trail and tucked into tents at Venable Lakes. Eventually, it dawned on me that if I cleared off my front passenger seat I could sit there and release the brake with my left hand. As I arranged my belongings in the front seat, knowing I wouldn’t be able to take my one good hand off the steering wheel during the long drive, another friend, Darin, texted me to see how my hike had been. I told him I was just getting out and he wondered why I was so late. Just like my call with Eric, I didn’t mention the accident. My first priority was driving home while I was still awake and aware. I didn’t want to waste time or energy explaining my accident.




  
[image: frn_fig_007]





  While researching lake hikes for this book, author Susan Joy Paul paused to take a photo of Comanche Lake. Moments later, rockfall knocked her from the trail.




  The next day, inspecting the damage to my body, I finally realized what had happened to me on the trail. My left toe was black and there was a dark bruise on the back of my left thigh, like I’d been hit with a baseball. I must have been hit by rockfall. The impact of the rocks, perhaps tumbled down from Spring Mountain, had knocked the poles from my hands and sent me half a dozen yards off the trail. I had fallen hard and fast, put out my hand instinctively, hit the ground, and rolled onto my camera. The arm injury was a classic FOOSH: a fall on an outstretched hand.




  I headed to the nearest urgent care facility where a doctor confirmed I had broken both the ulna and radius bones in my right arm. Five days later, I got a proper X-ray and a cast, and after another 5 weeks, my arm had healed without surgery.




  I couldn’t help but consider the “what ifs.” What if I had been just 1 foot higher on the trail and the rocks had hit my head? What if I’d been knocked out and unable to stop? Would I have kept tumbling? Would I have survived? I would never know, but none of those things happened so I kept writing this book. My lake hikes, however, were on hold. With just one good hand, everything took longer, including packing and unpacking for hikes, driving to trailheads, and taking photos, tracks, and waypoints. Worse, I had other books in the works too—the second edition of Hiking Waterfalls Colorado and the first edition of Trails to the Top: 50 Colorado Front Range Mountain Hikes. I felt as if I would never finish any of them.




  It was time to bring in the big guns.




  I called on my good friend and fellow FalconGuides author Stewart M. Green. How did he feel about coauthoring a few books with me? Sure, he said, when’s the deadline? Last year, I said. He chuckled. Then he said yes.




  So here we are. A year (2 years? 3?) late but with a book we’re both very proud of, after a long, difficult journey to get it done. Thank you, Stewart, for all your work on this book and the others and thanks to our publisher, FalconGuides, for patiently dealing with all the delays.




  —Susan Joy Paul











  
Introduction





  Welcome! A Message from Your Lake Guides




  


  

  Welcome to the delightful world of Colorado’s many lakes. We’re glad you decided to join us on this glorious journey.




  Best Lake Hikes Colorado introduces you to eighty hikes and more than one hundred stunning lakes. The trips include easy strolls on level paths around lakes, moderate hikes you can do in a few hours to glassy lakes amid mountain splendor, and strenuous, all-day treks that lend themselves to backpacking trips with overnight camps beside remote tarns.




  We struggled to select the best lakes for this book, not because there aren’t enough from which to choose, but because there are so many! While it was tempting to include only the most pristine alpine lakes, the ones that take your breath away, we knew that not everyone could do a 16-mile, 10-mile, or even 5-mile hike to those high-altitude lakes. Those lakes and their trailheads are also locked by snow and ice for at least half of the year, making them inaccessible except by skis or snowshoes. So, we focused on providing a variety of trail distances, elevations, and difficulties, and tried our best to include lakes from each major region of the state.




  Colorado’s lakes vary in size and appearance, but they’re all beautiful. And no matter how easy or difficult they are to reach, sitting beside a shining lake, breathing in the fresh mountain air—perhaps with a sandwich and a thermos full of hot cocoa or cool lemonade—is a delightful way to spend an afternoon.




  We hope you enjoy them all as much as we did.




  Lake Hike Safety and Protocol




  


  

  For your own safety, the safety of others, and protection of the environment, a general protocol should be followed when hiking to Colorado’s lakes:






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




	Know where you’re going and have adequate directions to get there and the ability to find your way back to the trailhead. Share your plans with someone you trust, along with a “latest time to call” so that—in the event of an accident—someone will know your general whereabouts and can then contact the authorities with that information.




	When driving to your lake trailhead, be aware of changing conditions, especially during inclement weather or natural disasters. Rainfall, snowfall, rockfall, and wildfires can affect your route, so be prepared to turn around if conditions become unsafe.
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  Keep your distance from animals like this moose on Fern Lake Trail in Rocky Mountain National Park.






	Travel in small groups to lessen impact in the backcountry. In wilderness areas, there is often a limit on the number of people allowed to hike together on a trail. When in doubt, contact the local ranger district for direction.




	Read posted warnings and restrictions at each trailhead, as these vary between public lands and can change based on conditions. It is especially important to be mindful of campfire restrictions and required minimum camping distances from water sources.




	Do not cut switchbacks or hike off-trail where trails exist, which causes erosion and destroys vegetation. Stick to the trail, especially on delicate alpine tundra and desert cryptobiotic soil. If you do have to leave the trail, seek out hard surfaces, such as rocks and stones, to lessen your impact.




	Keep dogs on leash or on voice command, and do not allow them to chase wildlife, which can stress the native animals and cause premature death.




	Do not approach wildlife. Although attacks are rare, they can happen, and are more likely when an animal is provoked or feels threatened. Even small animals carry diseases, so don’t try to pet or feed them.




	Beware of mountain beetle–killed trees, and never camp near them or under them. They can fall without warning.




	
Take extreme care when crossing streams and do not underestimate the power of a current, especially during Colorado’s spring thaw.




	Stay clear of soft or down-sloping edges over creekbeds, as well as wet, icy, or slick rocks and tree limbs on the trail and around the lakes. Stick to dry, solid surfaces if possible, and if the trail is wet or icy, consider using trekking poles for balance and adding traction such as MICROspikes to your boots for a better grip.




	Keep to established trails and avoid traveling off-trail or on social trails. Where the use of side trails is required to view a lake, be sure to adhere to the Leave No Trace principles to lessen your impact and prevent future resource damage. The Leave No Trace (www.LNT.org) principles are easy to follow and ensure a clean and pristine environment for inhabitants and future visitors to the hiking trails.




	Pack out all trash and personal items, including toilet paper. Do not leave behind remnants of your visit, such as painted rocks. Visitors are there to enjoy the natural environment.




	Likewise, 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.
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 Hikers climb the trail to Jones Mountain above azure Ptarmigan Lake in the Sawatch Range.











  
Wildfires and Colorado’s Changing Climate





  Scientific studies indicate that global warming, caused by greenhouse gas emissions from the burning of fossil fuels, is changing Colorado’s climate. These changes include rising temperatures, decreased precipitation, lower snowpack levels, drought, an increase in insects that kill trees, increased aridification, and altered vegetation patterns. Colorado’s average temperature has increased 2 degrees, faster than the global rise, since 1990. Stream flows are predicted to decrease as much as 15 percent by 2050.




  The increasingly dry and hot conditions and an extended fire season have led to catastrophic wildfires, with the twenty largest fires in Colorado history occurring after 2000, including the three largest in the devastating 2020 season—the Cameron Peak, East Troublesome, and Pine Gulch Fires. Those fires damaged lake hikes in Rocky Mountain National Park.




  Hikers need to be aware of wildfire dangers when trekking in Colorado’s backcountry. Plan ahead of time and avoid injury by following a few basic safety rules:






	Before hiking, check with land management agencies like the US Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management for fire restrictions in the area. Campfires may be prohibited due to red-flag fire conditions and high fire danger. Note changing fire restrictions posted on trailhead kiosks.




	Outside of established fire rings in public campgrounds, do not build campfires except in an emergency. Never leave a fire unattended, and ensure your campfire is out completely before abandoning your campsite. Extinguish any smoldering campfires you encounter.




	Avoid hiking when the air is smoke filled and unhealthy.


  

	Be aware of any active fires adjacent to your hiking location, even if they are many miles away, and monitor their progress in case you need to change plans and return to the trailhead.




	Use extreme caution when hiking in burned forests. Dead and damaged trees create unstable terrain, and a lack of vegetation can make land prone to avalanches, rockslides, landslides, and flooding.














  
Reservations (May Be) Required





  Colorado’s population has been steadily increasing by many tens of thousands of people each year. The population growth, coupled with increasing tourism and COVID restrictions, has led to overcrowding and overuse of the state’s iconic natural wonders. Increased recreational visits have led to jammed roads, parking lots, and trailheads, trail erosion caused by careless feet cutting switchbacks, and illegal camping and campfires.




  In response, some popular Colorado places put limitations on visitation to protect natural resources from damage caused by overuse. Rocky Mountain National Park and Brainard Lake Recreation Area instituted timed-entry reservation systems, and while these systems may be an inconvenience, the benefit to visitors is a better hiking experience. Some other areas require parking and hiking reservations, such as Glenwood Canyon’s Hanging Lake. San Juan National Forest is considering a permit system to access Ice Lake Basin, home to a slew of lakes, to alleviate limited trailhead parking and damage to the area’s fragile alpine tundra.




  Before hiking to a lake, especially the more popular ones, contact the respective land management agency listed in the Land Status detail at the beginning of each hike, or go to the appendix for more contact information including web addresses. Some trailheads may require making camping and hiking reservations weeks or even months in advance. Plan ahead to avoid disappointment.
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  The distant Wet Mountains rise beyond Lake Pueblo and the Lake Shore Trail.











  
How to Use This Guide





  Each hike includes a short overview followed by details to help you choose the best adventure for you.




  Start: The starting point, usually the trailhead, for the hike.




  Difficulty: Refer to the level of difficulty as a guide only, as your own level of fitness will ultimately determine your experience.




  Trail or Trails: The names and numbers of trails that the hike follows.




  Hiking time: The average time it takes to hike the route. The time is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and trail’s condition and difficulty. Your fitness level also affects your time.




  Distance: The total distance of the recommended route from trailhead to trailhead. This field also specifies the type of hike (out-and-back, loop, or lollipop loop).




  Elevation trailhead to lake: The starting elevation at the trailhead and the ending elevation at the lake, along with the difference in elevation between them. This does not include the cumulative elevation gain for a round-trip hike.




  Restrictions: General info about fees, parking restrictions, hours, pets, camping, and other restrictions. Note that restrictions change often—contact the land management agency for details.




  Amenities: Features at the trailhead and on the trail, including toilets, drinking water, visitor centers, benches, and interpretive signs.




  Maps: A list of maps for the trail and trailhead, including the DeLorme Gazetteer, 13th edition; Trails Illustrated maps; and USGS topo maps.




  County: The name of the county where the trail and lake are found.




  Land status: Basic contact information for the trail’s land management agency, including phone number. Detailed contact info for each agency, including national parklands, national forests, and state parks, is located in the appendix.




  Finding the trailhead: Driving directions and GPS coordinates to the trailhead.




  The Hike: A short description of the hike.




  Miles and Directions: A step-by-step guide from trailhead to lake including mileage and GPS waypoints at each critical point and trail junction.




  How to Use the Maps




  


  

  Overview map: This map shows the location of each lake hike by hike number.




  Trail maps: These maps illustrate the trailheads, roads and trails, points of interest, waterways, landmarks, geographical features, and the lakes.




  Packing for Your Lake Hike




  


  

  You’ll want to dress appropriately for your lake hike, but there are other items you should carry for a safe and successful outing.




  Start with a comfortable day pack or backpack to fit everything in. You don’t have to spend a lot of money to get a pack that will satisfy your needs, and you can upgrade later if you need to. Try it on in the store and make sure it fits your body well, then fill it up and see if it still feels right. If lake hiking becomes a habit, you may be wearing it a lot!




  Water is the most important item that goes into your pack, and how much or little you need depends on you and how long your hike is. You can carry it in refillable bottles or use a hydration reservoir that allows you to sip from a tube while you’re on the move. For extra-long hikes, carry a water filter, so you can filter water from nearby streams and stay hydrated if your own supply runs out.




  Extra clothing is also important, and that starts with a rain jacket. If you get wet on your hike, you will get cold, and that will ruin your day. Also think about carrying extra socks; a warm knit or fleece cap; a ball cap or sun hat with a brim; gloves; a warm top layer, such as a fleece shirt; a neck gaiter, headband, scarf, or “buff”; and water shoes or sandals that you can use for stream crossings, to keep your hiking shoes and boots dry. Staying warm, dry, and thoroughly hydrated is important on any hike, but it’s especially critical at higher altitudes and above timberline, when you are even more susceptible to hypothermia, dehydration, and altitude sickness. These conditions can be debilitating and deadly, but can usually be avoided with proper planning, packing, and knowing when to turn around.




  A first aid kit is always a good idea. You can buy one or make your own by putting bandages, antibacterial cream, pain reliever, and any other medications that you use in a resealable plastic bag. The bag is also a good place to store a pen and paper with your contact information on it, and that of your emergency contact person. If you have a CORSAR (Colorado Outdoor Recreation Search and Rescue) card, tuck it into the first aid kit. The card may be purchased online or at local businesses, and supports the Search and Rescue Fund, to help reimburse rescue teams that assist hikers who are lost or injured. The CORSAR card is not “rescue insurance,” but it is an easy and inexpensive way for responsible Colorado hikers to support backcountry rescue personnel who may one day be called upon to come to their aid.




  Invest in a headlamp and extra batteries, or a flashlight. Even the easiest trails are practically impassable in the dark, and there are no streetlights to guide you once the sun goes down. If you are hiking alone, carry two headlamps so you do not have to change batteries in the dark.




  Buy a compass and learn how to use it. Should you get off-trail and disoriented, a map and compass—along with route-finding skills—will get you back on the trail and headed in the right direction pronto. You may eventually want to get a GPS too, and a satellite phone, along with extra batteries to go with them. Outdoor recreation schools like NOLS, retailers like REI, and nonprofit organizations like the Colorado Mountain Club offer courses in land navigation and can provide you with the instruction you need to use these tools correctly and confidently.




  Food is perhaps the most fun thing to carry on a hike, especially when you get to eat it! A combination of sweet and salty snacks—such as fresh or dried fruit and nuts, or premade, packaged protein bars—will keep you alive and alert. For longer hikes, bring a lunch. Sandwiches travel well and taste great, and you can pack them in foil and plastic bags, along with a cold pack to keep them fresh and cool. Add a bottle of your favorite beverage like juice or an electrolyte drink in summer, or a thermos full of hot chocolate or tea in colder months.




  Sun protection is important, even on cloudy days. Along with your hat, pack sunglasses, sunscreen, and lip balm, and reapply during your hike.




  Insect repellent isn’t always necessary in Colorado’s backcountry, but if you end up near standing, swampy water in the summertime, you will be glad to have packed it.




  Be sure to use the toilet before your hike, but if you should require a bathroom break along the trail, be prepared with a kit that includes toilet paper or wet wipes, plus—for women—feminine products, and—for men—anti-chafing powder, cream, or stick. Double bag it all in resealable plastic bags to keep the items fresh and dry, step off the trail to use them, bury all solid waste, and pack out all used items including toilet paper in an extra plastic bag. Certain locations require that you pack out your solid waste as well, so if that is the case, be prepared with a suitable, disposable container or use a Wag Bag, a human waste disposal system that can be carried out and disposed of properly.




  Winter conditions demand even more gear than summer hikes, including additional clothing layers like a face mask, windproof pants and gloves, and ski goggles for extreme cold and wind, a puffy jacket to keep you warm during breaks, plus MICROspikes or other portable traction devices to slip over your boots for safe passage on icy trails and frozen stream crossings, and even gaiters and snowshoes to keep you high and dry in deep powder.




  Extra items might include trekking poles—especially if your hike includes a lot of elevation gain or stream crossings—a camera or your cellphone with camera, and, of course, a copy of Best Lake Hikes Colorado. Copy or take a picture of the pages you need or pack the whole book in a resealable plastic bag to keep it safe and dry for your next hike.




  Final Preparations




  


  

  Once you’ve selected your lake hike and you’re packed up and ready to go, there are just a few more things you should know.




  Check the CDOT (Colorado Department of Transportation) site at www.cotrip.org for road conditions and closures along your driving route to the trailhead.




  Check the NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) site at www.noaa.gov for weather conditions and be sure that you won’t be hiking through open areas or above treeline in inclement weather, especially if there’s a danger of lightning. If stormy conditions do arise, be prepared to descend to the trailhead immediately.




  If you plan on camping at a campground, check www.recreation.gov for availability and reservations.




  If you’re traveling on snow, check the Colorado Avalanche Information Center site at https://avalanche.state.co.us/index.php and avoid areas subject to avalanche danger. A thorough discussion of avalanche safety is beyond the scope of this book, but if avalanche danger exists on your planned hike, seek out the advice of an expert to determine an alternate route, choose another hike, or hike on another day.




  Check the websites or call the phone numbers listed in the Land status detail for each hike for notifications or changes in restrictions. In the winter or springtime, ask about the effects of snow on the road to the trailhead, as some may be closed and gated, adding extra miles to your hike. Also find out about avalanche danger on the trail, and if there’s a “winter route” that avoids that danger. Call the ranger station to get all your questions answered before you go.




  If you’re visiting a fee area, call ahead to find out how much it costs. Many of the parks offer annual passes, and if you plan to visit them often it may make sense to invest in an annual national park pass and a Colorado state park pass. These may be purchased at the parks, online, and at local businesses around the state. Also, bring cash or checks in case the entrance gate is unattended and you have to pay at a self-serve kiosk. Some kiosks also accept credit and debit cards. Contact information for purchasing park passes can be found in the appendix of this book.




  For extra-long drives, bring a cooler with drinks and snacks, and two bags for your trash: one for recycling and one for composting. Carry some loose change or small bills too, so you can stop at small grocers or gas stations and buy items like drinks or postcards, and then use the restrooms.




  Plan on the drive and the hike taking longer than you expect, especially if you’re traveling with others. Stops for gas, snacks, and restroom breaks take time, and you should work these into your schedule. Expect them and you won’t be stressed out when they happen.




  Lake hikes may become a habit, and your favorite part of the whole week. Keep them fun, safe, and healthy, and you’ll keep yourself happy doing them.
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Denver and Boulder Area





  Brighton, Ward, Idaho Springs, Georgetown, and Littleton
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  Mount Blue Sky, the thirteenth-highest mountain in Colorado, towers above a wetland on the southern shoreline of Summit Lake.




  




  

    
1 Barr Lake





    




    Barr Lake, a high-plains reservoir that stores water for irrigation, is a bird-watcher’s paradise with its crucial wetland habitats. Explore the wildlife refuge at the lake’s southern half on several trails to scenic overlooks, bird blinds, and a gazebo in the lake.




    




    

      Start: Trailhead at Nature Center




      Difficulty: Easy




      Trails: Barr Lake Perimeter Trail, Niedrach Nature Trail, Fox Meadow Trail, Gazebo Boardwalk Trail




      Hiking time: About 2 hours




      Distance: 3.4 miles out-and-back




      Elevation trailhead to lake: 5,103 to 5,098 feet at gazebo on lake




      Restrictions: Fee area; day-use only; open 5 a.m. to 10 p.m.; no dogs allowed at wildlife refuge; stay on designated trails and board-walks; no fires; boating, fishing, swimming, and wading prohibited in wildlife refuge; no collecting plants, animals, or natural objects; watch wildlife from a distance




      Amenities: Restrooms at trailhead area; visitor center; picnic area; interpretive and nature programs; services in Brighton




      Maps: DeLorme: Page 40, A5; Trails Illustrated none; USGS Brighton, Mile High Lakes; Barr Lake State Park map




      County: Adams




      Land status: Barr Lake State Park, (303) 655-1495




      Finding the trailhead: From north Denver, head northeast on I-76 and take exit 22 onto Bromley Lane/E. 152nd Avenue. Drive east for 0.9 mile to Picadilly Road and turn right. Drive south for 1.9 miles to the park entrance on the right. From E-470, a toll beltway around east Denver, take exit 34 onto 120th Avenue. Drive east on E. 120th Avenue for 0.6 mile to Tower Road and turn left on Tower Road. Drive north for 3 miles, making a right bend onto E. 128th Avenue and drive to Picadilly Road. Go left on Piccadilly and drive 1.1 miles to the park entrance on the left. Follow the park road through the entrance station for 1.3 miles to a parking area at the Nature Center. The trailhead is on the west side of the lot (GPS: 39 56.2946, –104 45.1144).


    


  




  The Hike




  




  Barr Lake, the centerpiece of Barr Lake State Park northeast of Denver, is a 1,307-acre reservoir that sprawls alongside I-76 and the nearby South Platte River. The prairie lake, originally a buffalo wallow, is a warm-water oasis that is a bird-watching wonderland. Considered one of Colorado’s premier birding areas, naturalists have spotted over 360 of the state’s 440 bird species at the lake, including shorebirds, waterfowl, songbirds, and raptors. It also is a critical refuge for reptiles, amphibians, and mammals with diverse habitats, including marshes, cottonwoods, grasslands, and the large lake. The lake’s southern half is a designated wildlife refuge, while the northern part is open to low-powered boats and recreation. It is best to visit Barr Lake in early summer when South Platte water fills it. Later in the season, water drains out for irrigating farmland.




  Looping around the lake for 8.8 miles, the level Barr Lake Perimeter Trail makes a perfect hike for walkers, but the trail’s best section threads along the southeastern shore of the wildlife area. This 3.4-mile round-trip segment, closed to dogs, offers wildlife blinds, boardwalks onto the lake, and observation points to spot birds. The described hike follows the best part of the trail, stopping at blinds to glimpse shy birds, edging past ponds alive with chorus frogs, and a long boardwalk that ends at a gazebo surrounded by water.




  After checking out the Nature Center, cross the Denver and Hudson Canal on a bridge, and turn south on the Perimeter Trail. The next section follows the Niedrach Nature Trail on a boardwalk along the lake’s edge before rejoining the main trail. Continue southwest on the trail between the lake and canal, passing bird blinds and viewpoints, to Fox Meadow Trail, a shoreline open loop. Continue on the Perimeter Trail to the Gazebo Boardwalk Trail. This elevated walkway, loved by kids, hovers above the water as it jogs almost a quarter mile into the lake. The shady gazebo is a perfect place for a picnic and to watch pelicans, herons, ducks, and grebes. Afterwards, head back north to the Nature Center with one final boardwalk on the return leg of Niedrach Nature Trail. For a longer hike, continue southwest on the Perimeter Trail for another mile to a spur path that leads to a viewpoint of the park’s heron rookery at the lake’s south end.




 [image: chpt_fig_002]




 Silvered cottonwood tree trunks line the eastern shoreline of Barr Lake, one of Colorado’s best birding areas.
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Miles and Directions





  




  0.0 Start at the trailhead on the west side of the parking lot at the Nature Center. Walk west and cross a bridge over a canal.




  0.04 Reach a junction with the Perimeter Trail. Go left.




  0.06 Reach a junction on the right with Niedrach Nature Trail. Go right on the nature trail.




  0.1 Arrive at the junction at the start of the Niedrach loop. Keep right and follow the trail to a boardwalk on the lake’s edge.




  0.3 Reach the end of Niedrach loop (GPS: 39 56.0558, –104 45.1541). Keep right and hike 0.05 mile to the Perimeter Trail. Go right and hike along the trail between the lakeshore and canal.




  0.8 Junction with a short trail that goes right to a wildlife blind. Return to the Perimeter Trail and continue southwest.




  1.0 Arrive at a junction with Fox Meadow Trail on the right (GPS: 39 55.8942, –104 45.731). Go right on it and follow the loop along the lake edge.
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