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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—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 falconeditorial@rowman.com.


Thanks for your input!
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Abbie has always been an explorer at heart—whether it was playing in the woods or looking for tadpoles in creeks near her grandparents’ house—so it was only natural that she look for a bigger playground after graduating from college in her home state of Delaware. And so, Abbie picked up and moved across the country to California, where she found a love for hiking, climbing, and camping. In search of even more outdoor adventure, she moved to Colorado in 2011. Now Abbie lives for long summer days of hiking in the Front Range with her partner and their dogs. She enjoys both easy walks and more challenging trails and has summited a handful of 14ers over the years.


Abbie is a freelance writer and content marketing expert who has written for Backpacker, Sierra, Yoga Journal, and other publications. She loves sharing people’s stories and shedding light on organizations that are making a difference. Learn more about Abbie on her website at abbiemood.com and follow along with her hiking adventures on Instagram @frontrangehikes.
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During the heat of the summer, just before sunset is a perfect time to hit many of the Front Range trails.










Introduction

Colorado is a haven for people who love the outdoors. From rugged mountains and wildflower-filled meadows to alpine lakes and raging rivers, there is no shortage of places worth exploring. Heck, plenty of people here love to simply enjoy our 300-plus days of sunshine on a rooftop patio, taking in views of the Rockies in the distance.


Whether you’re a paddler, climber, mountain biker, hiker, or anything in between, there is something for you in the Centennial State. When it comes to hiking, in particular, there are seemingly endless options, and the Front Range is one of the best places to start.


Geographically speaking, Colorado’s Front Range is essentially the “Front” of the Rocky Mountains, running from the state’s border with Wyoming in the north down to the town of Pueblo in the south, sitting west of the major cities of Fort Collins, Boulder, Denver, and Colorado Springs. From there, many locals will say the Front Range is essentially the foothills of the Rockies that are easily accessible from town, especially Denver; however, the region technically goes west until the Continental Divide. The Continental Divide splits the state in two from north to south, with water west of the divide running to the Pacific Ocean and water east of the divide running to the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic Ocean. With the exception of Rabbit Ears Pass en route to Steamboat Springs, the Continental Divide sits above 10,000 feet in elevation.


Most of the hikes in this book fall into the foothills category that locals would be most familiar with, but no “best hikes” book that covers the Front Range would be complete without including a few that push to the outer reaches of the Continental Divide, offering incredible mountain views, unbelievably blue alpine lakes, and interesting abandoned mining sites. Conversely, there are also a couple options that sit a little farther east than I-25 (the unofficial eastern boundary of the Front Range) but are worth seeing if you’re in or near the area.


Hike starting points range from just over 5,000 feet in elevation all the way up to 14,270 feet, though most fall within the 6,000- to 8,000-foot range. You’ll have the opportunity to experience a variety of flora and fauna, including aspens, Douglas firs, spruce, cottonwoods, ponderosa and lodgepole pines, and more. Bright bursts of wildflowers contrast low-lying shrubs, cacti, and yuccas. A wide range of wildlife makes their home on these lands, including mountain lions, coyotes, bighorn sheep, moose, deer, elk, bald and golden eagles, yellow-bellied marmots, American pikas, squirrels, chipmunks, and many, many more.


It is a daunting task to narrow down hundreds of options to the best, and I fully acknowledge that this list is mostly subjective. I’ve included a handful of hikes that you simply must add to a roundup like this, but the reality is that many of these trails already have high foot traffic that limits access. In an effort to introduce some similarly fantastic hikes, many others were chosen because they have something unique to offer, like dinosaur tracks, access to the only full-time fire lookout left in the state, or an unusual rock formation. Each hike in this book is within about an hour’s drive (often less) from the closest major city.
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Some trails cross over grazing lands, so give cows the same respect and space that you’d give wildlife.





I hope you use this book as a guide to places where you can calm your mind, breathe the fresh air, and maybe even see some wildlife along the way. There may be moments where your lungs and legs will burn, but I promise it will be worth it. You’ll come away with a deeper knowledge of the area, and the opportunity to connect more closely and experience more fully the wonders these lands offer. I also want to respectfully acknowledge that this book covers the traditional land of Indigenous peoples, including the Arapaho, Southern Ute and Ute Mountain, Cheyenne, Lakota, Apache, Kiowa, and Comanche. Those of us who spend hours upon hours enjoying these trails have a responsibility to honor those who once lived here, respect the land and its current inhabitants, and do our best to follow the “Leave No Trace” principles so that future generations can experience the same beauty that you see before you today.


Enjoy every moment out there!
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The view of Red Rocks Park from atop Dakota Ridge.





Geologic History

Even before the Rocky Mountains as we know them today were formed, the Ancestral Rocky Mountains existed. They consisted of two mountain ranges: the Uncompahgria and the Frontrangia. The former is around where the Uncompahgre Plateau sits in western Colorado, and the latter is—you guessed it—where the Front Range sits today. But the landscape looked a little different 300-plus million years ago: Colorado was near the equator as part of the Pangea supercontinent, and Uncompahgria and Frontrangia were mountainous islands, rising out of the shallow Western Interior Seaway. Over time, the rocks eroded and were deposited throughout the state to form some of our iconic landmarks: the Flatirons in Boulder, Red Rocks Park and Rox-borough State Park in Denver, and Garden of the Gods in Colorado Springs.


Over time, the Ancestral Rocky Mountains eroded to sea level, and by 150 million years ago, the state looked more like Louisiana or Mississippi. During the Cretaceous period, dinosaurs thrived, including the state dinosaur, the stegosaurus. The rivers that crisscrossed Colorado deposited shale and sandstone that make up the Morrison Formation, just west of Denver and famous for its fossil deposits. Many



The hogback formations in the Front Range are easy to spot: they are long, narrow, bumpy ridges with one steep side and one sloping side. (They kind of look like the back of the state dinosaur, the stegosaurus!) Hogbacks are formed when a sedimentary formation lifts and tilts the layers; then, the softer layers are eroded more quickly than the harder layers, which is what causes the two different sides. Over time, the characteristics become more pronounced, especially the steep, jagged side.




well-known dinosaur species, including the stegosaurus and apatosaurus, were first discovered in the Morrison Formation. Eventually, the sea began flooding the state and the Front Range became the eastern shoreline, resulting in the Dakota Hogback Formation west of Denver.


The continent continued to shift north until 75 million years ago, when it reached its current position. According to the United States Geological Survey, this is also when the Rocky Mountains started to form during the Laramide orogeny (mountain-building event). This process of uplifting and glacial erosion continued until about 55 to 35 million years ago. You can see the various rock layers in Colorado’s many formations along the Front Range today.





Flora and Fauna

Colorado is home to a diverse mix of plants and animals thanks to a range of elevation, landscapes, and temperatures.


In the plains closer to the cities, there are more grasses. As you move up in elevation and precipitation, you’ll see more variety: shrublands change into piñon-juniper forests, then ponderosa pine and Douglas fir–filled forests. Then there’s lodgepole pines and aspens, spruce-firs and bristlecone pines—all with mountain grasslands, wetlands, and meadows throughout. Look for the state flower, the blue-and-white Columbine, at higher elevations, plus an assortment of wildflowers throughout the region: blue Front Range beardtongue, wispy mountain mahogany, classic black-eyed Susans, red wholeleaf Indian paintbrush, and aspen daisies, among others. Most wild-flowers bloom from mid- to late spring until mid- to late summer, but some (such as the aspen daisy) peak from midsummer to mid-fall. You’ll start to notice which flowers prefer sunny meadows and which prefer shaded creek beds.


Above it all sits the alpine tundra. Usually found at elevations above 11,000 feet, you’ll quickly see why this region is called “above the treeline.” The environment here is harsh—short, cool summers; long, cold winters with lots of wind and snow—and no trees grow at this elevation. Here, you’ll find mostly grasses, mosses, lichens, and other small and fragile plants. Few animals call the alpine tundra home, but those that do include pika, yellow-bellied marmot, rosy finch, and white-tailed ptarmigan.


An abundance of animals live in the forests between the treeline and the plains (and in the water), so keep your eyes peeled for Steller’s jays, golden eagles, red-tailed hawks, prairie falcons, mule deer, elk, moose, and foxes. At higher elevations, you may see mountain goats and Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep. Squirrels and cheeky chipmunks are widespread throughout the Front Range too, and may even come right up to you to beg for food, especially in Rocky Mountain National Park. As cute as they are, never feed wild animals, as they may learn to rely on humans instead of their natural instincts. It’s also good practice to give the larger animals plenty of space, as some can be dangerous and will charge if you get too close. Animals you won’t likely see—and you don’t want to!—include mountain lions in rocky areas and black bears in the forests. Back on the plains, prairie dogs, mule and white-tailed deer, squirrels, and coyotes are plentiful.
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The Colorado blue columbine (the state flower) is usually only found at higher elevations, but you might get lucky and spot one in lower elevations, like along the Evergreen Mountain Trail.




Several snakes make their homes in the Front Range, and almost all of them are harmless. That being said, you’ll often see signs at trailheads warning about rattlesnakes. The prairie rattlesnake is found up to elevations of 9,500 feet and prefers rocky canyons and open prairies. You are most likely to come across one sunning itself on a south-facing hillside or rock in the spring or fall. Therefore, it’s essential to keep your dog on a leash or under voice control and not allow them to sniff around under rock piles. Other snakes may mimic the rattle sound, but if you hear it, it is better to be safe than sorry and get out of the area or give the snake a wide berth. Never try to catch, kill, or move a rattlesnake.
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Deer are plentiful on many trails in the Front Range and beyond.




Last but not least, don’t forget to look in the crystal-clear lakes for brown, brook, rainbow, and cutthroat (Colorado River and Yellowstone) trout swimming around. The greenback cutthroat trout, Colorado’s state fish, was once presumed to be extinct. It is still on the federal threatened species list, but ongoing efforts to reestablish the native population have been successful and the trout may be removed from the list entirely.



When viewing wildlife, use this rule of thumb from the Rocky Mountain National Park visitor guide: Make a thumbs-up and extend your arm all the way out. Close one eye and line your thumb up with the animal. If you can still see the animal behind your thumb, back away until your thumb completely covers the animal. Now you’re at a safe distance!
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Chipmunks have gotten very good at begging for a treat, like this little one who hung out inches away from me to eat something it found and then almost jumped in my lap to see if I had anything (I did not).
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The waters in Rocky Mountain National Park are rich with trout.
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Many trails close to the cities are accessible and clear in the winter.







Weather

While many think of Colorado as snowy and cold for much of the year, the opposite is actually true. We enjoy more than 300 days of sunshine annually, and even in the winter, temperatures are mostly moderate in the Front Range. Barring trail closures due to mud or snow, it’s possible to hike many of the trails in this book year-round. Our snowiest months are March and April, but you can also count on a random snowstorm hitting in May.



Expect the temperature to drop about 4 to 5°F for every 1,000 feet of elevation gain. For this reason, always bring layers when hiking at higher elevations.




Spring temperatures in the Front Range near the cities average about 60 to 70°F. Summers can be as warm as the mid-90s (or higher), though most of the summer months are in the mid-80s. The trails closer to the cities are beautiful in the morning or later in the day during the summer. Fall is a gorgeous time to experience these trails, too, as the temperatures cool down and the weather is more predictable. Winters are mostly mild and in the 40s.



As you get farther into the mountains, the snow tends to stick around until June—or even July if it’s been a particularly snowy season. Summer is the best time to hit the higher elevations and Rocky Mountain National Park since the weather is cooler up there, but afternoon thunderstorms and the accompanying threat of lightning are common in the early months of the summer, so plan to hike early in the day.





Summer Storms

Afternoon thunderstorms are common in both Denver and the mountains in the early to midsummer. But it’s not the rain that you need to worry about—it’s the lightning. That’s why we strongly recommend getting your hike in early in the summer and getting off a peak or away from an exposed area if a storm is rolling in.


But even with the best intentions, storms can build quickly and take you by surprise. If you find yourself stuck in a thunderstorm, here are a few tips:



	Don’t try to run back to your car. Take shelter, ideally in a group of smaller, same-sized trees. Lightning storms don’t usually last very long, so it’s better to wait it out.

	Don’t hang out under lone trees, in the open, or near standing water.

	Crouch with both feet firmly on the ground.

	Move away from anything metal, like a walking pole, backpack with a metal frame, etc.

	If you have a backpack (without a metal frame) or sleeping pad, stand on it for extra insulation in the event you get struck by lightning.

	Don’t walk or huddle with your hiking partner(s). Stay 50 feet apart from each other.






Altitude Sickness

Even if you live in Colorado, altitude sickness can hit the hardiest among us. Acute mountain sickness (AMS) occurs when you move to a higher altitude too quickly and your body has difficulty adjusting to the lack of oxygen. AMS is the most common form of altitude sickness and can cause headaches, dizziness, irritability, nausea, vomiting, loss of appetite, fatigue, and shortness of breath. It’s common to experience some level of fatigue, shortness of breath, and change in your appetite when hiking at altitude, but anything out of the ordinary could be moving into AMS. If you’re experiencing more extreme symptoms or can’t tell for sure, call it a day and head back down. It’s not worth it!


Hydration, rest, and acclimation are key here. If you’re coming from sea level, give yourself a few days to get used to being at elevation before attempting a hike, especially one of the trails at higher elevations.
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Dogs can make fantastic hiking companions—just be sure to follow all rules and regulations around access.







Hiking with Dogs

If you are a dog person, you likely want to take your pup on fun adventures, and that includes hiking. But it’s important to consider what is best for your dog’s activity level and interests. Just as we have to get in shape, don’t take your pup out for an early season 8-miler unless you’ve been keeping up their fitness over the winter.


It’s also essential to know the regulations for where you’re planning to go. Many areas require dogs to stay on leash not just for the safety of other hikers, but to prevent them from chasing wildlife or getting themselves in a dangerous situation. If the area does not require a dog to be on a leash, ensure your dog follows voice commands and always have your leash handy just in case. Some hikes, like those in Rocky Mountain National Park and some state parks, do not allow dogs on trails at all.


Always bring extra water for your four-legged hiking companion, and if the forecast is especially hot or cold, consider leaving them at home.


Always pick up after your dog. Many trailheads at least have a trash can, so use it!






Trail Etiquette

First and foremost, anyone who enjoys the outdoors should practice the seven Leave No Trace principles (learn more at lnt.org):



	Plan ahead and prepare.

	Travel and camp on durable surfaces.

	Dispose of waste properly (including the aforementioned dog poop).

	Leave what you find.

	Minimize campfire impacts (look up specific fire restrictions for your destination before you go).

	Respect wildlife (per Colorado Parks & Wildlife, it’s illegal to harass or chase animals or birds).

	Be considerate of other visitors.
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Many multiuse trails have signage to remind users about yielding.





Part of being considerate is knowing and following trail etiquette:



	Yield to uphill hikers if you’re coming downhill.

	Hikers yield to horses, and mountain bikers yield to hikers and horses (though it’s often easier for hikers to move out of the way of mountain bikers).

	Move off the trail if you’re taking a break or a picture.

	If you’re hiking with a group, don’t take up the entire path, and move over so that others can pass you.

	Pack out what you pack in, even fruit litter like an apple core or banana peel.

	Don’t play music—enjoy your company and the sounds of nature.

	If you need to relieve yourself, go at least 200 yards (about 70 steps) off the trail and away from a water source, and dig a 6- to 8-inch hole to go in if you need to defecate.











How to Use This Guide

With forty main hikes and eight additional bonus hikes, this guide has all the information you need to find your next Front Range adventure. Hikes range from 1.4 to 13 miles, with overall trail elevations ranging from 5,088 feet to one of the highest peaks in the country at 14,270 feet.


Each section begins with an introduction to the region. Hikes are split up by region based on the closest major city. Each hike begins with a short summary of the route’s highlights and why it is included in this book. After the overview, you’ll find the at-a-glance specs, aka the details you need to know to do the hike. The specs include:


Start: Where the trail begins, which is usually also where it ends.


Distance: The total distance and type of trail (out-and-back, lollipop, loop, figure eight). Some may include options to make the trail shorter or longer.


Difficulty: Hikes are designated as easy, moderate, or strenuous for the average hiker. Note that difficulty ratings can be subjective depending on your fitness, acclimation to altitude, etc. If you are coming from sea level and/or don’t have much hiking experience, it may help to bump up the rating to give you an idea of what to expect. Either way, this is just a guideline and you may find the trail to be easier or more difficult.


Elevation gain: The total elevation change from the lowest point of the hike to the highest.


Hiking time: Everyone is different, so this number is a median range considering that most hikers can cover, on average, about 2.5 to 3.5 miles an hour.


Trail surface: This gives you an idea of what type of path you’ll be walking on. Seasons/schedule: The best time of year for the hike and when the trail is open to the public. Note that any trail closer to town that simply says “year-round” implies there isn’t heavy snow on the ground, although many of these trails are still accessible with spikes even when there has been a recent snow.


Fees and permits: Any fees associated with a hike will be listed here, including trail access or parking fees, park entrance fees, etc.


Other trail users: Who to watch out for while hiking along the trail (mountain bikers, equestrians, cross-country skiers, etc.).


Canine compatibility: Whether or not dogs are allowed on the trail and under what conditions.


Land status: Whether the trail is in a state park, national park, wilderness area, county open space, etc.


Trail contact: The direct contact information for the local land manager in charge of the trails in the selected hike so that you can call ahead for trail updates; report problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse; or find out how you can help maintain the trails.
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The view of Golden from the Mount Galbraith Loop.




Maps: Official maps that you may want to use to supplement the maps in this guidebook.


Nearest town: The nearest substantial town with at least a gas station and some supplies.


Cell service: Service may vary by carrier, but this will give you a general idea of what you can expect while out on the trail.


Special considerations: Anything you need to know about the specific trail, such as no water, no shade, etc.


After the specs, there is a section for Finding the trailhead. Here you’ll find directions from the closest major city (Fort Collins, Denver, Colorado Springs) to the trailhead parking area. This section will include the GPS coordinates for the start point.


Now for The Hike. This section offers a description of the trail plus interesting information about the area’s history and what you might see and can expect along the way. It goes more in-depth than the specs, and is a direct result of the author’s experience on the trail.


Miles and Directions break down the turns, intersections, trail changes, and any viewpoints or notable landmarks. After this section, some trails have Additional Route Options if you’d like to shorten or lengthen the hike.


There will also be bonus hikes at the end of each region (except Rocky Mountain National Park—just about every hike there could qualify as a bonus hike!). These hikes didn’t make the main list but are still worth checking out and/or are local favorites.
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