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Introduction

Colorado is a four-season destination offering unparalleled adventure and recreational pursuits, a thriving arts scene, a rich cultural heritage, restaurants helmed by acclaimed chefs, and renowned ski areas and resorts. The state’s inspiring landscape boasts natural hot springs, the headwaters of 7 major rivers, many peaceful lakes and reservoirs, 12 national parks and monuments, and 54 mountain peaks that top 14,000 feet.

It’s no wonder that Colorado’s cities and small towns frequently appear on those “Best Places to Live in America” lists. The state has so much to offer that many people come to visit and never leave. Even longtime residents constantly find new things to love about the state.

The mountains are perhaps the biggest draw. Each spring wildflowers fill the meadows, streams and rivers flow, and life returns to the high country. Summer means long, warm days, afternoon thundershowers, and exploring the forests and alpine reaches. In the fall, aspen shimmer golden against electric blue skies, and bull elk gather in the meadows to bugle and herd their cows. Winter is the time for thrilling downhill runs through fresh powder, quiet snowshoeing or cross-country ski tours deep into the woods, or sitting by a crackling fire in a cabin as snow swirls outside.

But there’s more to the state than mountains. Colorado is the true West, and just outside any town or city another world begins, where ranches, farms, and scattered rural communities represent the Western rural lifestyle. Much of the state’s early pioneering history is rooted in agriculture on the plains and across valleys.

Colorado’s Great Sand Dunes are the tallest in North America. The Pawnee National Grasslands buttes protect a Great Plains geography largely gone from the American landscape. Dinosaur bones can be inspected at Dinosaur National Monument. Rivers run through canyons, awaiting exploration by raft. Historic ghost towns and ancient Native American ruins remain to remind visitors of the first people to call this place home.

Along with the open spaces and natural beauty, Colorado is also a renowned cultural destination. Front Range cities are blessed with world-class performing arts, cuisine to satisfy any palate, a thriving music scene, a high concentration of microbreweries, extensive bike paths and parks, multiple major league sports teams, and top-notch universities. And perhaps best of all, within easy access of each of these cities await the Rocky Mountains.

Colorado Off the Beaten Path travels to the far corners of the state and covers most points in between. It offers a mix of singular, less-known destinations and well-known locales. Both visitors and residents will find new places to explore to keep them busy for years to come.

A word about Amendment 64 and the growing niche market of “pot tourism.” As of January 2014, it’s legal in Colorado for those over the age of 21 to use marijuana privately and to possess it in very limited quantities—up to 1 ounce for Colorado residents and a quarter ounce for visitors. The big challenge for the Colorado Tourism Office is educating visitors about the laws.

In spite of what you may have heard, Colorado is not a free-for-all of pot smoking. The law specifically bans public consumption of marijuana. Using it in public areas is illegal, and that is being enforced. Public areas include business and residential areas, city sidewalks, ski areas, city parks, state parks, national parks, and all public lands. What this means for visitors is that they can purchase marijuana legally in a legal dispensary selling recreational pot, or in a medical dispensary if they have a medical marijuana card, but unless they’re staying in marijuana-friendly or private lodging, there’s no place they can legally use it.

It is absolutely illegal to take marijuana across state borders or on airplanes—even on flights to other Colorado cities—and security personnel at Colorado’s airports actively look for it and confiscate it when found. Before arriving in Colorado with plans to purchase and use marijuana, educate yourself. One good resource is denvergov.org/Government/Agencies-Departments-Offices/Agencies-Departments-Offices-Directory/Marijuana-Information/Marijuana-Information- for-Residents-Visitors-and-Business-Owners. If your vacation plans include legal use of marijuana, do your research to comply with laws and to find authorized dispensaries and marijuana-friendly lodging. Doing so will keep you and others safe and your vacation positive.

This book is divided into five regions, with each chapter covering a region of the state.

Chapter 1 deals with the Front Range foothills area west of the Denver/Boulder corridor, where much of the state’s population lives. Chapter 2 explores the state’s northwestern mountains, including Rocky Mountain National Park, Trail Ridge Road, and Steamboat Springs. In chapter 3 you follow one of Colorado’s main arteries—I-70—through historic Georgetown and Glenwood Springs to the Western Slope city of Grand Junction, with side trips along the way. Chapter 4 goes into the state’s vast southern region, including the spectacular San Juan Mountains, the ruins of Mesa Verde, and the unique towns of Telluride, Cortez, and Durango. Finally, chapter 5 covers cosmopolitan Denver and the sprawling Plains. Throughout the book you will discover unique, hidden places overlooked by the casual traveler.

Happy trails!


Author’s Note

After attending the University of Oregon in the 1970s, I headed to New York to be a magazine editor. Fate intervened. I stopped to visit friends in Colorado—and stayed for nearly five years. Eventually I reached New York and served as editor on several national publications, though Colorado remained in my heart and mind. After sixteen years working in Manhattan, I moved to Boulder with my family, where I stayed for another sixteen years before moving to Northern California. Yet once again I was drawn back to Colorado.

Blame it on Chief Niwot’s Curse, famously interpreted by locals as, “Once you see the beauty of the Boulder Valley, you will always come back.” No matter how many historians point out that the eloquent leader of the Southern Arapahoe didn’t say exactly that, the curse—or blessing—lives on. Like many others, I’ve succumbed over and over to the extraordinary beauty, vibrancy, quirkiness, and evocative mix of urban sophistication and backcountry accessibility that is Colorado. Chief Niwot can rest where I’m concerned. This time, I’m back for good, and proud to share my Colorado with you.



Fast Facts about Colorado

Colorado’s Major Newspapers

The Denver Post (daily), denverpost.com

Westword Newspaper (weekly), westword.com

Transportation: Regional Transportation District (RTD)

RTD has an extensive bus system in addition to light-rail.

1600 Blake St.

Denver, CO 80202

(303) 299-6000

rtd-denver.com

Weather Overview

Residents claim that old cliché about the weather—if you don’t like it, wait an hour—started in Colorado. The state is known for its ability to go from clear skies to thunderstorms, tornadoes, flash floods, and back before you’ve had time to complain about any of it. Temperatures can drop 30 degrees in a matter of hours, and just when you thought it was Indian summer in October, a blizzard can dump 3 feet of snow in two days’ time. It never hurts to keep an eye on the sky, especially when traveling in the mountains.

The following best sums up the climate in Colorado:


	Se‌‌miarid 

	Short springs

	Dry, often hot summers with brief periods of rain with thunder and lightning

	Warm, clear fall days with cool nights

	Mild winters, except in mountains




Average highs and lows in Denver (degrees Fahrenheit)

Jan 43/16	Apr 61/34	July 88/58	Oct 66/36

Feb 46/20	May 70/43	Aug 85/56	Nov 52/25

Mar 52/25	June 81/52	Sept 76/47	Dec 44/17

For more information about Colorado, contact the tourism office at:

Colorado Tourism Office

1600 Broadway, Ste. 2500

Denver, CO 80202

(800) 265-6723 or (303) 892-3840

colorado.com

Where to Stay & Where to Eat Price Codes

Listed at the end of each chapter are area accommodations and restaurants you’ll want to check out.

The rating scale for hotels is based on double occupancy and is as follows:

Inexpensive: Less than $100 per night

Moderate: $100 to $200 per night

Expensive: More than $200 per night

The rating scale for restaurants is as follows:

Inexpensive: Most entrees less than $10

Moderate: Most entrees $10 to $20

Expensive: Most entrees more than $20












Colorado Foothills 




Front Range

When you first come upon the 70-million-year-old amphitheater at Red Rocks Park, west of Denver, the primeval scene takes your breath away. Huge reddish sandstone formations jut upward and outward. Each is higher than Niagara Falls. The view conjures up dinosaurs, sea serpents, and flying reptiles; indeed, tracks of those long-extinct creatures remain embedded in nearby rock, along with valuable fossil fragments. The saturated colors rival those of the Grand Canyon, and the tortured geology is evidence of earth-shattering, monolith-building cataclysms, retreating ancestral oceans, violent upwelling, and centuries of water erosion. Geographers once considered this site one of the Seven Wonders of the World.

Long before the first settlers arrived, the Ute tribe favored the area for camping. The US Geographical Survey began the first surveys in 1868. By 1906 financier John Brisben Walker had acquired the land, claiming the acoustics of these rocks would be perfect for an amphitheater. Walker eventually donated the land to the community, and in 1927 it was incorporated into the Denver Mountain Parks System.



COLORADO FOOthills
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Construction started a few years later, followed in 1941 with the dedication of the tiered outdoor area. The local symphony came, producing perfect sound and aesthetic inspiration against a magnificent backdrop of Denver and the plains far below. Triumphant ballet performances and celebrated orchestras wowed audiences. Over the years improvements were made to the stage and seating.

However, the cost of bringing in large groups of classical musicians and opera companies proved to be financially draining. What’s more, performers sometimes fought with winds that would tear away the orchestra’s notes or with summer downpours that would drench the singers.

Since 1961 classical music has rarely been heard at the amphitheater. In 1964 the Beatles showed up, and along with an admission price of $6.60, rock and roll arrived at Red Rocks. From the 1970s forward to today, the summer season is packed with an assortment of rock, pop, blues, folk, jazz, and country-western stars—often with sellouts of the 9,525 seats. The stage is now covered, and tickets can be expensive, but the magical setting brings fans regardless of price.

Red Rocks is truly one of the world’s great open-air stages. Many famous groups return year after year, claiming this venue among their favorite places to perform. For music lovers, sitting down to a summer show at Red Rocks as the sun sets and stars sparkle overhead is one of life’s perfect moments.

At all other times, admission is free to Red Rocks. Many locals come here during the day for a vigorous workout of running or walking up and down the amphitheater stairs. An Easter Sunrise Service has been a strong Denver tradition for several decades. A 30,000-square-foot underground Red Rocks Visitor Center, entered from the top of the amphitheater, features an excellent exhibit on the venue, with its geological history and a chronological list of every performance over the last 50 years. Featuring sweeping views from terraces, elevator access for people with disabilities, and new restrooms, the visitor center is open to the public free of charge year-round. Also included are event spaces (email eventsatredrocks@aramark.com for details) and a restaurant.

Hiking trails in the park surrounding the amphitheater offer hours of exercise or just quiet contemplation among the birdlife, browsing deer, and ancient geology. Mere minutes from the Denver suburbs, the splendor of Red Rocks can feel like another world.

Red Rocks, located at 16352 CR 93 in Morrison, is easy to reach via numerous routes. From Denver you can take West Alameda Avenue west, drive US 285 west to CR 470 to Morrison Road, or follow I-70 west and watch for the marked exit. The total distance varies between 14 and 17 miles, depending on your route. Hours on non-event days are one hour before sunrise to one hour after sunset. On event days the park closes in the afternoon, with the specific time dependent on show time. Hours for the trading post and Colorado Music Hall of Fame are 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily. Ship Rock Grille is open daily 10:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. For more information go to redrocksonline.com.

You can see the amphitheater from the hiking trails of Mount Falcon Park, a protected sanctuary in the foothills just above Red Rocks. In the early 1900s, John Brisben Walker, financier, entrepreneur, and visionary, built a mansion on a promontory high above the surrounding hills. His next project was to be a Summer White House for US presidents, but Walker’s fortunes ultimately waned. The Summer White House was never built, and the financier’s own castle-like home was struck by lightning and burned down in 1918. The stone walls, fireplaces, and chimneys remain—an interesting destination for hikers.

The Mount Falcon area is surrounded by mountains, and in the distance you can spot Mount Evans (elevation 14,264 feet) and the Continental Divide. Other vistas of the 2,130-acre park include the Colorado plains and, with a little imagination and a clear day, Kansas.

The park is surprisingly serene; it is so vast that walkers, mountain bikers, and the occasional horseback rider easily spread out. No motorcycles are permitted, and cars are restricted to two parking lots. The well-marked foot trails are often shaded by conifer forests. In the winter, cross-country skiers, snowshoe enthusiasts, and anyone looking for a quick escape from the city come here to enjoy the views and explore the quiet trails.

Picnic tables entice families to the park, and the meadows are popular with kite-fliers and butterfly fans. Hikers find solitude among the daisies, scrub oak, and spruce. Here, at 7,750 feet above sea level, summers are cooler here than down below in Denver. Far from traffic, you hear only the light Colorado wind in the pines.

Mount Falcon Park is accessible via Highway 8 to Morrison (turn west on Forest Avenue and north on Vine Avenue) or via US 285 and the Indian Hills exit (stay on Parmalee Gulch Road for 5 miles to Picutis Road, and then follow signs to the parking area). Be prepared for a brief dusty road to the park entrance. For more information contact Jefferson County Open Space at (303) 271-5925; jeffco.us/1332/Mount-Falcon-Park.


trivia

Long ago, a vast inland sea, which contained sediments that gradually built up on its floor, covered the Colorado area. After the sea receded, the sediments hardened and the forces of geology and erosion went to work over the next few million years to sculpt the formations you see at Red Rocks today.




AUTHOR’S FAVORITES IN THE COLORADO FOOTHILLS

Beaver Brook Trail (303) 271-5925 jeffco.us/open-space/parks/windy-saddle-park

Central City Opera House (303) 292-6700 centralcityopera.org

Colorado Shakespeare Festival (303) 492-0554 coloradoshakes.org

Chautauqua Park (303) 442-3282 bouldercolorado.gov/parks-rec/chautauqua-park

Eldorado Canyon (303) 494-3943 cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/EldoradoCanyon

Golden History Tours info@goldenhistorytours.com Goldenhistorytours.com

Lookout Mountain Nature Center & Preserve (720) 497-7600 jeffco.us/open-space/parks/lookout-mountain-nature-center

Matthews/Winters Park (303) 271-5925 jeffco.us/open-space/parks/matthews-winters-park

Mount Falcon Park (303) 271-5925 jeffco.us/open-space/parks/mount-falcon-park.

NoBo Art District & First Fridays info@noboartdistrict.org noboartdistrict.org

Pearl Street Mall in Boulder (303) 449-3774 boulderdowntown.com

Red Rocks Park and Amphitheatre (303) 697-4939 (Visitor Center) redrocksonline.com

Trident Booksellers & Café (303) 443-3133 tridentcafe.com

Waterton Canyon (303) 893-2444 denverwater.org/recreation/watertoncanyon



Mount Falcon Park and Red Rocks feel far from the city, but they are only 20 minutes west of Denver. Just south of Red Rocks, Morrison Road winds through the foothills toward higher country. It’s a popular route into the mountains, but along the way there are little gems to be discovered.

One such place is the town of Morrison. On any given weekday, neighbors meet on the street corners to catch up on local news. Bicyclists ride the paths along Bear Creek and stop at a cafe for lunch. Visitors browse eclectic boutiques and people-watch the steady stream of locals, tourists, and on weekends, bikers. Indeed, at times, Morrison is very Norman Rockwellesque.

But along with a pleasant atmosphere, this community offers a treasure trove of antiques that will please collectors and browsers alike. Old Western memorabilia, crafts, and unusual one-of-a-kind items pack tiny stores. Drop by any of several antiques shops along Bear Creek Avenue or on side streets. Whatever your pleasure—buying, selling, or window-shopping—Morrison is a pleasant place to spend an hour or two and enjoy lunch or an ice-cream cone. For more information call the town of Morrison at (303) 697-8749 or visit town.morrison.co.us.

A 5-minute uphill drive from Morrison will take you to the much-photographed locale of The Fort, a replica of Bent’s Fort, an 1834 early Colorado fur-trading post. The thick, picturesque adobe building contains a small shop that sells authentic Native American jewelry and other items. But The Fort is best known as an award-winning restaurant, popular among locals for impressing out-of-town guests. The walls are covered with Western oil paintings and original etchings celebrating the West. The cuisine features foods of the American West, both old and contemporary, with appetizers such as roast bison marrow bones, braised bison tongue, buffalo empanadas, and Rocky Mountain “oysters” (bull testicles). Entree selections include elk, buffalo, lamb, beef, salmon, and quail prepared a variety of ways and accompanied by sides, an extensive wine list, and original desserts. The Fort is located at US 285 and Highway 8. The restaurant is open for dinner Mon through Wed starting at 5:30 p.m., last reservation at 8 p.m; Thur to Sun starting at 4:30 p.m., last reservation at 8:30 p.m.. For reservations call (303) 697-4771 or visit thefort.com.

Close to Denver, Matthews/Winters Park and the adjacent Hogback are popular for wildlife viewing, hiking, and mountain biking. The trails range from easy to moderately difficult. The park is a mixture of undulating grasslands, trails, and fields of silver-green sage, purple thistles, wild roses, and wild plums. Trails run through rabbitbrush and tall dill, and a short walk away from the parking lot the highway noise fades, replaced by birdsong and serenity.


Tracks in Time

A visit to the Morrison area would not be complete without a stop at the outdoor museum known as Dinosaur Ridge. View more than 300 dinosaur footprints, all preserved in the sandstone of the Dakota Formation on the east side of the hogback. This National Natural Landmark is open for free viewing year-round, with interpretive signs providing information about the tracks and other fossils found in the area. Visitors can also arrange for a guided tour with the visitor center ($3 per person) or call ahead or check the website to find out about the next Dinosaur Discovery Day, held monthly on Saturdays from Apr through Oct. During these days guests enjoy free guided tours and activities at the center. For more information, call (303) 697-3466 or visit dinoridge.org.



The Hogback, with its twisted geography running north–south, dramatically separates the mountains and the plains. Red Rocks Park is nearby. Serious bikers can cross the road from the park and find a variety of paths. On the eastern face at 16831 W. Alameda Pkwy. is the Dinosaur Ridge main visitor center. The Dinosaur Ridge Trail is a 1.5-mile path leading past hundreds of dinosaur tracks, a quarry of dinosaur bones, and unusual geologic formations. Call (303) 697-3466 or visit dinoridge.org for more information.

The park lies astride the entrance to Mount Vernon Canyon, which is one of the early routes to the goldfields of Central City and South Park. The big year here was 1859. Stagecoaches and wagons rolled through, and the nearby town of Mount Vernon had a 150-horse corral. For a while Mount Vernon became a stage stop. An inn, a saloon, and a schoolhouse were built, used, and abandoned. Once boasting 44 registered voters, the town of Mount Vernon lost its place in history after the railroads arrived.

Sunflowers, chokecherries, and willows now lean over the gravestones and crosses of long-gone pioneers: One marker reads i.i. dean, died august 12, 1860, aged 31 years, i am at rest. Not far from the few square gravestones that remain, picnic tables sit under leafy trees near Mount Vernon Creek.

Weekends and summer evenings at the park are the busiest times, and the small parking lot fills quickly. The parking area is located off Highway 26, just south of I-70, and lies within the Mount Vernon townsite. All Jefferson County Open Space parks are closed from 1 hour after sunset until 1 hour before sunrise unless otherwise noted by signage at individual parks. For more information contact Jefferson County Open Space at (303) 271-5925; jeffco.us/open-space.

Southwest of Denver, close to Chatfield Reservoir, is Waterton Canyon (denverwater.org/recreation/waterton-canyon-strontia-springs-resevoir). The canyon is popular with hikers and bikers, who walk or ride the gravel road that follows the South Platte River. It can get crowded on summer weekends, but Waterton Canyon is a delightful place anytime for a peaceful hour or two along the river.


trivia

Colorado’s Front Range has an average of 300 days of sunshine per year—second only to San Diego, California, and Tampa, Florida.



To the west of Morrison, approximately 30 miles west of Denver on US 285, is the sign for Meyer Ranch Park. Here are 623 quiet acres with miles of well-maintained hiking trails winding through aspen groves and pine forests. Through the spring and summer, the meadows are home to Colorado’s state flower, the columbine, shooting stars, lady’s slippers, and the purple Indian paintbrush. The trail names fit the surrounding scenery: Owl’s Perch, Lodge Pole, and Sunny Aspen.

In the winter the hill near the park parking lot becomes a popular sledding and tubing destination. Motorized vehicles are not permitted here at any time, and dogs belong on a leash. The Meyer Ranch Park area has a history of homesteading, haying, and grazing. According to local legend, during the late 1880s the animals of the P. T. Barnum circus wintered here. The handsome Victorian-style Meyer home—still occupied by the Meyers—stands proudly across the highway. For more information about the park, contact Jefferson County Open Space at (303) 271-5925; jeffco.us/openspace.

The same US 285 will take you to a truly offbeat family destination that even many Denverites don’t know about. Around 25 minutes from the city is Tiny Town, a Lilliputian village and miniature railway.

Tiny Town appeals to children and anyone interested in miniature re-creations. Imagine about a hundred toy-size, handcrafted buildings to peek into, and sometimes even crawl into, and you get the picture. This town has old miniature log cabins, a fire station, a post office, a water tower, a flour mill, a bank, stables, a schoolhouse, a rooming house, farms, ranches, barns, windmills, mines, and miners’ shacks. There’s even a miniature train ride around the entire Tiny Town village loop.

The attraction is run on a not-for-profit basis by the Tiny Town Foundation, which donates a portion of its annual proceeds to local charities. The distance from Denver is about 12 miles via US 285, turning south at South Turkey Creek Road. Bring a picnic and be prepared to pay $5 for adults and $4 for children ages 2 to 12. Children younger than 2 are free. There is a $4 train fare per person. Open every day from Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Open weekends in May and Sept 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. For more information contact Tiny Town at (303) 697-6829; tinytownrailroad.com.

Just west of Denver, the plains of eastern Colorado end and the foothills of the Rockies begin. Nestled in a long valley with the jagged foothills rising on both sides, Golden is a historic town and home to the Colorado School of Mines.

Golden greets its visitors with a sign arched across Main Street that reads: howdy folks! welcome to golden, where the west lives. The concept of the West is among the most basic cornerstones of American folklore and legend. Its connotations extend well into the realms of history, geography, morality, and philosophy. To the traveler visiting the western states, it’s an almost mythical sense of place blending with the past. Golden, with its 10 museums—a record for a town of its size—does not disappoint in either category.

The Golden story began back in 1859, when Tom Golden set up a hunting camp with a few men. Soon representatives of the Boston Company passed by on a wagon train, looking for a suitable place to establish a trading and supply base for the prospectors who were flooding the mining areas to the west. They liked the site and stayed.

Golden grew rapidly. Within a year it had a population of 700. By 1862 it became the territorial capital but lost this honor five years later to Denver. There was sporadic gold excitement in the immediate area but no big finds. Even today people still occasionally pan Clear Creek just west of town, and with the high price of gold, some of them even manage to pull a profit out of the fast-moving stream. Golden’s early economy was built on trading. It was the major supply center for mining operations at Black Hawk, Central City, Idaho Springs, and other communities.

With the decline of mining, new economic bases emerged. Golden’s present economy is based in part on two institutions, both of which have brought it international recognition: the Colorado School of Mines, for a century the leading school in the world devoted to mining and minerals, and Coors Brewery, the world’s largest single-site brewery.

To the west of Golden you’ll find range after range of mountains, each higher than the last. These mountains serve the practical purpose of limiting the size to which Golden can grow—it currently has about 19,000 inhabitants. Unlike with other Front Range cities, the Rockies have protected Golden from becoming part of an increasing urban sprawl.

Consider booking a Wild West Walking History Tour or ghost tour with Golden History Tours for an immersive, interactive look at the city’s past, rife with shootouts, gold rushers, lawless frontiersmen, ghosts, and a host of characters. Learn more at goldenhistorytours.com.


trivia

Golden’s Armory Building, built in 1913, is the largest cobblestone building in the country. Workers hauled 3,300 wagonloads of stream-worn boulders from nearby Clear Creek and quartz from Golden Gate Canyon to construct the building, which is located at 13th and Arapahoe.



To learn all there is to do in town, stop by the Golden Visitors Center, adjacent to the historic downtown at 1010 Washington Ave. Grab a cup of coffee there and browse through the informational touch-screen kiosk. The center, run by the Golden Chamber of Commerce, is open Mon through Fri from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Sat from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.; closed Sun. For more information call (303) 279-2282 or go to visitgolden.com.

The Colorado School of Mines has an interesting, kid-friendly museum that fits the theme of the college. The Mines Museum of Earth Science, on the corner of 16th and Maple on campus, is almost an art gallery. Murals by Irwin Hoffman depict many periods in the development and history of mining. See minerals from around the world, a rock from the Moon, Colorado’s mining history, fossils, Colorado gem trails, and more. Regular hours are 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Sat and 1 to 4 p.m. Sun; closed all CSM holidays and Sun during summer. Admission is free. Contact Colorado School of Mines, Department of Geology and Geological Engineering; (303) 273-3815; mines.edu/museumofearthscience.

Train buffs and anyone interested in old transportation and machinery will want to drop by the Colorado Railroad Museum, which displays many ancient, standard- and narrow-gauge locomotives and cars and even a small depot. The narrow-gauge railroads of Colorado made it possible for miners and other fortune seekers to access the mineral riches of the Rocky Mountains. These tracks also allowed the wealth to be carried out and sent across the country. The history of railroads in Colorado is preserved in the 15-acre Colorado Railroad Museum. Here you will see the original rolling stock, including locomotives. A rail spur allows the facility to “steam up” different engines throughout the year.

The building itself, a masonry replica of an 1880 depot, houses some 50,000 photographs and artifacts. The basement contains one of the state’s largest HO-scale model railroad exhibits, open to the public on the first Thursday of each month. Famous relics of the museum include the Rio Grande Southern 1931 Galloping Goose No. 2 and the steel observation car used on the Santa Fe Super Chief, the Navajo. A bookstore sells more than 1,000 railroad-themed gifts, books and magazines, tapes, and mementos, while the Robert W. Richardson Library holds more than 10,000 railroad-specific publications.

Open every day except Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. Hours are 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Admission is $10 for adults, $8 for seniors, and $5 for children ages 2 to 17 (children under 2 free). Contact the Colorado Railroad Museum at 17155 W. 44th Ave., Golden 80403; (800) 365-6263 or (303) 279-4591; coloradorailroadmuseum.org.


trivia

Golden once rivaled Denver; it was the capital of the Colorado Territory from 1862 to 1867.



Golden in its early days was the true West, home to pioneers who left the civilized East in search of a new life. They were risk-taking, self-reliant doers on the path toward something better. These days Golden folks embody this spirit of the West with their love of the outdoors, and the town has an abundance of campers, backpackers, cyclists, and off-road enthusiasts. For many here, life is more about “doing” than sitting back and watching.

Given the town’s outdoorsy reputation, it should come as no surprise that Golden is home to the 47,000-square-foot American Mountaineering Center, located at 710 10th St. This center is the headquarters for the century-old American Alpine Club, the Colorado Mountain Club, the Outward Bound Wilderness, the Colorado Fourteeners Initiative, and the nonprofit organization Climbing for Life, which uses rock climbing to have a positive impact on at-risk youth in the Denver metro area. Stop by the center for a visit to the Henry S. Hall Jr. American Alpine Club Library. The library, with more than 50,000 volumes specific to rock climbing and mountaineering, is open to the public for research (only club members can check out books). Hours are Wed, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.; Thurs, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.; Fri, 10 a.m. to 3 p.m.; Sat, noon to 4 p.m. For more information call (303) 384-0112 or visit americanalpineclub.org.

The center’s museum, the Bradford Washburn American Mountaineering Museum, is the only one in the country devoted to the culture and spirit of mountaineering, and it houses numerous climbing exhibits and artifacts from the US and around the world. Admission is $5 for adults, $1 for children under 12. It’s open Mon–Fri, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. For more information, email museum@mountaineeringmuseum.org or visit mountaineeringmuseum.org.

Nearby Golden Gate Canyon State Park will give you an idea of how the foothills looked to the first miners who walked up here well over a century ago. Just 30 miles west of Denver, and with 132 campsites, 5 cabins, 2 yurts, 20 backcountry tent sites, 4 backcountry shelters, and 35 miles of trails, the park is a serene mountain escape for hiking, bicycling, relaxing, and enjoying more than 12,000 acres of hills, canyons, meadows, and woods. From Golden take Golden Gate Canyon Road for 13 miles to the park. For more information call (303) 582-3707 or visit cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/GoldenGateCanyon.

After a day of touring the museums and riding the alpine slide, or biking and hiking the nearby trails, how about a cold one? The famous Coors Brewery, the world’s largest single-site brewery, offers free, self-guided tours on a first-come, first-served basis. No reservations are taken. Plan to spend around 30 minutes on the tour, which includes a close-up look at the malting, brewing, and packaging process. Afterward, visitors gather for a short tasting session in the hospitality room to sip limited servings of Coors products. You must be 21 or over to sample beer; minors can enjoy nonalcoholic drinks.

The brewery is located at 12th Street and Ford Street in Golden. Summer tour hours are Mon through Sat, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.; Sun, noon to 4 p.m. Winter hours are Thurs through Mon, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.; Sun, noon to 4 p.m. Closed holidays. For more information contact (800) 642-6116 or (303) 277-2337; coorsbrewerytour.com.


trivia

Golden is where Jolly Rancher candy was first produced, back in 1949.



Before you leave Golden, ask yourself what could possibly epitomize the West more than the place where Buffalo Bill is buried? Buffalo Bill was a unique character of the frontier. And the museum that bears his name, 12 miles west of Denver on Golden’s Lookout Mountain, has a uniquely Western quality. Here are the mementos that bring a fascinating man to life: the paintings and posters that show him in full regalia on his white horse, with flowing white hair and beard, and a cowboy hat jaunty on his head. You can see his clothes, saddles, old weapons, a mounted buffalo, and numerous other artifacts at the Buffalo Bill Grave and Museum. More than half a million visitors come annually to see the exhibits and photographs that retrace his careers as a buffalo hunter, Indian fighter, army scout, and entertainer.

Born William F. Cody, Buffalo Bill led an extraordinary life. As a longtime Pony Express rider, he was pursued by Indians, escaping (as he wrote), “by laying flat on the back of my fast steed. I made a 24-mile straight run on one horse.” On another occasion he rode 320 miles in some 21 hours to deliver the mail. (En route he exhausted 20 horses for the journey.) He had few rivals as a hunter and was said to have shot 4,280 bison in a period of one and a half years. His slogan: “Never missed and never will / always aims and shoots to kill.”

The buffalo shooting had a purpose, though; the meat was needed to feed some 1,200 men who were laying track for the railroad. And though William Cody had his battles with the Indians, he later learned the Sioux language and befriended the Cheyenne, among other tribes.

William Cody may have had his best years as a circus rider, actor, and showman, gaining fame all over the world. The first “Buffalo Bill’s Wild West” show opened in 1883. The extravaganza toured for nearly three decades, spreading myths and legends of the American West around the globe. Almost a hundred mounted Sioux Indians chased wagon trains and a stagecoach; Annie Oakley and Johnny Baker amazed audiences with their marksmanship; 83 cowboys rode bucking broncos, thereby formalizing a cowboy sport into rodeo; and the entire Battle of Little Big Horn was re-created. Spectators could see live elk and deer from Colorado. There were horse races and even a bison hunt, complete with a charging herd.

At its height, Buffalo Bill’s show employed more than 600 performers. In one year he traveled 10,000 miles, performing in 132 cities in 190 days. Cody’s flamboyant style and rifle-holding figure symbolized the Wild West in many European capitals. Buffalo Bill gave a command performance for Queen Victoria at Windsor Castle and amused Kaiser Wilhelm II in Berlin.

No fewer than 557 dime novels were written about Cody during his lifetime. His face beamed out from hundreds of thousands of posters. At his peak he was one of the most famous men in the world. Even today, the distinctive goatee and silver hair continue to make him as recognizable as the kings, generals, and presidents who may have honored him.

Cody made one of the first movie Westerns ever produced. Although near the end of his career, he also lived to see the start of the tourist industry as he opened the first hotel near Yellowstone National Park. Toward the end of his life, he turned into an entrepreneur and author. He gave most of his life’s savings away to various good causes. His money ran out; his fame did not.

When Buffalo Bill died, President Woodrow Wilson wired his condolences. Former president Teddy Roosevelt called Cody “an American of Americans.” The Colorado legislature passed a special resolution ordering that his body lie in state under the gold-plated rotunda of the State Capitol in Denver. Nearly 25,000 people turned out to pay their last respects and walk in his funeral  procession on Memorial Day, June 3, 1917.

Buffalo Bill’s grave is a few steps from the museum atop Lookout Mountain, with a good view of Denver and the plains. Anyone can come and see the burial place. It is marked by white pebbles. The simple legend reads: William F. Cody 1846–1917.

The museum stands in a quiet conifer forest. First opened in 1919, it has been restored and improved over the years. The Pahaska Tepee Gift Shop sells original Western artwork and Western-themed toys, and serves food—including buffalo—in its large coffee shop.

Museum hours are 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily; closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. Call (720) 865-2160; write to 987½ Lookout Mountain Rd., Golden 80401; or visit buffalobill.org for more information. Admission is $5 for adults, $4 for seniors, and $1 for children ages 6 to 15 (children under 6 free). For the most scenic drive, take US 6 west of Denver to Golden, turn left on 19th Street, and proceed uphill via Lookout Mountain Road, also called Lariat Trail due to its winding loops, all the way up Lookout Mountain.

Whether or not the museum is your final destination, no visit to Golden would be complete without a trip up Lookout Mountain. The Lariat Trail drive twists and turns up hairpin curves and narrow roads, rewarding travelers with spectacular views of Golden and Denver. At night the city below sparkles bright beneath the radiance of hundreds of stars.

As you continue south on Lookout Mountain Road after leaving Buffalo Bill’s grave, a sign on Colorow Road will direct you to turn right toward the Lookout Mountain Nature Preserve and ﻿Center. Situated on 77 acres of a fenced nature preserve, the center has a Discovery Corner, Observation Room, plant and animal displays, and a self-guiding nature trail (all wheelchair accessible). Admission is free. Nature center hours are 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tues through Sun year-round, and Sat and Sun 10 a.m. until 5 p.m. from Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day weekend; the facility is closed on Mon and holidays. The preserve is open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Also offered is a wide variety of hikes, activities, and nature programs. Most sessions require preregistration. The nature center is located at 910 Colorow Rd., just off Lookout Mountain Road, Golden. Call (720) 497-7600 or go to https://www.jeffco.us/1281/Lookout-Mountain-Preserve-and-Nature-Cen.


Home on the Range

The city of Denver has continuously maintained a herd of bison since 1914 at Genesee Park, just down the hill from the Buffalo Bill Grave and Museum. The buffalo roam free in their natural habitat and are best seen in fall, winter, and early spring, when park officials feed them daily. Take I-70 west to exit 254 (Genesee Park). The bulls and cows can be seen on either side of the highway—a tunnel under the road allows the animals safe passage.



Of the many trails that explore the foothills outside Denver, one has been traveled for centuries. Beaver Brook Trail, curving around Lookout Mountain, was first used by the Cheyenne and Arapaho Indians as a lookout. It is among the state’s more interesting paths, yielding views of the gorges below as it dips and climbs through a varied landscape of deciduous trees and dramatic Douglas fir. Hillsides of yucca, aster, and wild rose bloom in summer. Although you’re close to Denver, the trail quickly leads you away from civilization.

The Beaver Brook Trail includes scrambling across several small boulder fields, making it a challenging hike. The trail, a little more than 14 miles out and back, remains blissfully quiet during the week. Weekends are busy, but those starting early will find solitude. If you hike up here in June and July, you’ll be surrounded by lots of blossoming color. On the trail you may also spot the state flower, the blue Rocky Mountain columbine, as well as deer and abundant birdlife.

Wildflowers bloom later at the higher elevations, so by the time plants have already wilted around Golden (elevation 5,675 feet), flowers on the Beaver Brook Trail are just beginning to unfold. The higher you climb, the later the growth, the smaller the flower, and the cooler the air.


Flying over Golden & Lookout Mountain

On warm weekday afternoons and during the weekends, the sky just southwest of Golden is the playground for daredevil hang gliders. The steep slopes of Lookout Mountain combine with steady updrafts to create the perfect location for launching hang gliders and riding the thermals for minutes, and sometimes an hour or more. Whenever cars fill the small roadside parking lot just before the Lookout Mountain Road, there’s a good chance hang gliders will be soaring overhead.



Small Colorado plants appear and disappear with the seasons, go underground, or take many years to mature. Certain wildflowers can sleep peacefully under the thickest snow cover, biding their time until spring. In summer the mountain flowers on the Beaver Brook Trail are as profuse as any in the region. They are all fragile, so take care not to trample or disturb them so those coming after you can also enjoy them.

The Beaver Brook Trail is an easy drive from Denver. Follow US 6 into Golden, turn left at the first traffic light (19th Street), then drive up Lookout Road for 3 miles. Before you get to Buffalo Bill’s grave, look for a sign on your right. Admission is free, and the trail is open 1 hour before sunrise until 1 hour after sunset year-round. For more information contact Jefferson County Open Space at (303) 271-5925; jeffco.us/facilities/facility/details/Beaver-Brook-Trail-92.

Around 30 miles west of Denver up I-70 is a remnant of the ice age. St. Mary’s Glacier is actually an ice field, covering a steep year-round snow bowl about 10 acres. In summer, when Denver swelters in a 95°F heat wave, it’s about 45°F on the glacier, and people come to ski and snowboard here in July and August. Other visitors to the famous snowfield bring platters or tire tubes or even race downhill on shovels. Hikers, campers, and backpackers can be spotted at the 11,000-foot level as they scramble uphill past the last scrub pines. Less-energetic visitors come to sit on rocks and soak up the Colorado sun.

The ever-present snow and ice make St. Mary’s Glacier a refreshing warm-weather trip, luring city dwellers as soon as the hiking trail opens each spring. After exiting I-70, the road follows a creek flanked by stands of conifers and aspen. After about 8 miles the road steepens and leads into a series of challenging curves and serpentines. Then the valley widens and the forest thickens. During snowmelt you see several rushing waterfalls, and at around 10,400 feet the parking lot appears. Hike up the rocky jeep trail or follow the uphill footpaths through kinnikinnik (evergreen groundcover), past the many fallen trees that are returning nutrients to the soil as they decompose. On weekends you’ll share the trail with plenty of hikers.

After half an hour of hiking you reach a cold lake, topped by the glacier. Don’t be fooled by the harmless appearance. Mountain dwellers know the glacier’s record; almost every year someone who skis too fast or careens downhill on a shovel gets bruised, bloodied, or even killed. On rare occasions cross-country skiers are buried by an avalanche. In winter, the ill-prepared and underclothed can get frostbitten at higher elevations. Prudent visitors know that the mountains are unforgiving and come prepared.

From I-70 just past Idaho Springs, take exit 238, known as Fall River Road. A 12-mile drive brings you to the parking lot and the trailhead to St. Mary’s Glacier.





Richest Square Mile on Earth


At one point in history, Central City vied with Leadville for Colorado’s mining bonanzas. They called Central City the Richest Square Mile on Earth. In all, some $75 million in gold was found there. Although the rich veins are long gone, tourists can still do a bit of gold panning in nearby creeks. Surrounding the town are the bleached mountainsides, old abandoned mounds of earth, and mines from another era. Both Central City and neighboring Black Hawk are now reaping profits of a different sort since legalized gambling started up. Black Hawk has three times as many casinos as Central City, and as a result, Central City has retained more of its original historical appearance, at least for now.

With an abundance of buildings well over a century old, Central City and the adjacent Black Hawk together form the Central City/Black Hawk National Historic District. In Central City, sloping, winding Eureka Street has been beautifully restored. The redbrick buildings look as well preserved as those of Denver’s Larimer Square. Central City’s pharmacy and several other stores display relics in the windows.

For an overview of the area’s history, visit the Gilpin History Museum, located at 228 E. First High St. Housed in a brick building built in 1870 and used as a school until the 1960s, this two-story museum includes a replica of a classic Main Street of the past. The Gilpin History Museum is open 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily, Memorial Day through Labor Day. For another window back into days gone by, visit the Thomas House Museum at 209 Eureka St. This Greek Revival frame house was built in 1874 around the entrance to a mine. The Thomas House Museum is open 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily. Entrance to each museum costs $7. For more information contact (303) 582-5283; gilpinhistory.org.

The Gilpin History Museum, the Thomas House Museum, and the well-appointed Central City Opera House contrast dramatically with the miners’ dwellings. The latter are small, modest cubes scattered across the pale gold, ocher, and russet slopes.

The first frame houses sprang up during the 1860s, along with the mine dumps. Gold was being discovered not just in the river but in the mountain too. In 1859 a man named John Gregory had walked from Denver to 8,500-foot-high Central City, a trip of some 35 miles with an elevation gain of more than 3,000 feet. Gregory soon dug up a fortune. The word raced as fast as the spring waters of Clear Creek. Horace Greeley, a New York editor, heard about Gregory Gulch and traveled west to take a personal look. Greeley reported: “As yet the entire population of the valley, which cannot number less than four thousand, sleep in tents or under pine boughs, cooking and eating in the open air.”


Mother Cabrini Shrine

On a 900-acre hilltop on Lookout Mountain sits the Mother Cabrini Shrine. There is no charge to enter the famous little chapel, which was built in 1954 and devoted to Saint Frances Xavier Cabrini. The setting includes lovely fields, surrounding forests, and enough steps to make hikers happy. For more information call (303) 526-0758 or visit mothercabrinishrine.org.



A mass of prospectors swarmed into the hillsides. Most never struck it rich and many left poorer than when they arrived, but some had a grand time. A theater was built. Sarah Bernhardt and Edwin Booth came to perform. The Teller House Hotel rose in 1872, built with care by fine craftsmen and artisans.

Large, carved bedsteads, marble-topped commodes, and tall rosewood and walnut highboys were ferried across the prairies and up the rough roads by teams of oxen and mules and on wood-burning trains. The fine hotel hosted famous people; President Ulysses S. Grant, Walt Whitman, Oscar Wilde, Baron de Rothschild, and assorted European noblemen and their wives all slept in Central City.

In 1874 most of the community burned down, but gold rebuilt it. Fewer than four years later there was a new opera house, which still stands. Built in 1878 by Welsh and Cornish miners, the Central City Opera House, located on Eureka Street, is home to the fifth-oldest opera company in the nation. This restored Victorian opera house holds an annual summer festival that draws patrons from nearly every state. Performances range from its popular one-act opera The Face on the Barroom Floor, which recounts the local lore behind the painting on the Teller House Bar floor, to classic operas such as Giuseppe Verdi’s La Traviata and Puccini’s La Bohème, as well as popular musicals such as Oklahoma! Central City Opera House invites opera buffs to sit back and relax in one of its 550 comfortable seats while taking in performances by known stars and future divas.

For show dates (performances are in summer), prices, and times, contact Central City Opera at (303) 292-6700; centralcityopera.org. Opening night remains a prominent Colorado social event. Cars and busloads of operagoers from nearby cities climb the road along Clear Creek Canyon, the same route taken by John Gregory more than 100 years ago.

These days gamblers also swarm to the area, since gaming was approved in the early 1990s for Central City and Black Hawk. New casinos have replaced many historic buildings and shops, and most visitors these days are more interested in games of chance than in the history of these former mining towns. Where parking was once hard to find, it is now almost impossible, but shuttle services run from Golden and areas in Denver on a regular basis.

If you want to try your luck, stop at some of these Central City establishments: Century Casino & Hotel, Famous Bonanza, Grand Z Casino Hotel, Dostal Alley, and Easy Street Casino. Down the road in Black Hawk, try Bally’s Casino, Monarch Casino Resort Spa, Bull Durham, Gilpin Hotel, The Lodge Casino, and Isle of Capri.

Central City and Black Hawk are less than an hour’s drive from Denver via US 6 and Highway 119. For more information, stop by the Central City Visitors Center, 103 Eureka St.; (303) 582-3345, or visit visitcentralcity.com.

If you’re heading north from Central City to Estes Park, your route will take you along one of Colorado’s oldest and most picturesque drives. The Peak to Peak Highway was established in 1918. Following Highways 72 and 7, it runs parallel to the Continental Divide, passing close to Golden Gate Canyon State Park, Arapaho and Roosevelt National Forests, and Indian Peaks Wilderness Area before reaching Estes Park and the entrance to Rocky Mountain National Park. Small towns along the way such as Nederland, Ward, and Allenspark have cafes, art galleries, and small shops. The Peak to Peak Highway is easily accessible from both Denver and Boulder.




Rock Canyons & Boulders

As you drive toward Boulder, the towering Flatirons, huge slabs of metamorphic sandstone thrust up by the same geologic forces that gave birth to the Rocky Mountains, dominate your view to the west. Now the city’s trademark, the Flatirons—some of which reach heights of more than 1,000 feet—offer ample opportunities for rock climbers of all abilities. These monoliths also appeal to hikers and trail runners due to the abundance of trails through the meadows and hills surrounding the Flatirons. Forming the abrupt border between the plains and the Rocky Mountains, this stunning rock formation is a perfect destination for walking, wildflower watching, or sitting with friends and enjoying a warm Colorado afternoon. Located 22 miles northwest of Denver, Boulder is easily reached in about half an hour via the Boulder Turnpike, US 36.

Arguably in possession of the highest population of rock climbers per capita of any city or town in the US, Boulder enjoys its status as one of the centers of US rock climbing. This reputation becomes even clearer when you drive up nearby Boulder Canyon or Eldorado Canyon to watch the climbers clinging to the steep rock faces. Dozens of world-class climbing areas within several hours’ drive, combined with two of the best indoor climbing facilities in the country right in Boulder, only add to the city’s appeal. Rock climbing’s popularity has grown tremendously since the early 1990s. Boulder’s reputation as a climbing mecca spread quickly, attracting both experienced climbers and those eager to try their first ascent.


All Aboard!

The first train from Denver to Black Hawk rolled through on December 15, 1872. It took another six years for the line to extend to Central City. Regardless of the railroad’s success, writer-explorer Isabella Bird once complained that she had never seen such “churlishness and incivility as in the officials of that railroad.” She wrote of her disapproval in her excellent 1875 book about her adventures, A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains. Back then, the train traveled a 200-foot-per-mile grade through Clear Creek Canyon. Black rock walls rose more than a thousand feet on either side. You can still see those ominous walls if you travel US 6 through the area; it follows the same route as the railroad did.



Eldorado Canyon is one of the birthplaces of rock climbing in the US. Gorgeous sandstone cliffs soar above the canyon floor in shades of red speckled with greenish and golden-hued lichen that appears to take on its own luminescence when viewed in the right light. Formed of the same type of hardened sandstone that makes up the Flatirons—known as the Fountain Formation—the world-class walls of Eldorado Canyon enjoy international prestige within the rock-climbing community.

Hundreds of established routes await rock climbers of all abilities on the canyon walls, but none should be taken lightly. “Eldo,” as climbers affectionately refer to the place, is known for its stiff grades, polished rock (especially on popular climbs), and sometimes scant protection. All of these factors mean that climbers should exercise caution when they first start out climbing in the canyon, perhaps choosing an easier route to allow themselves time to grow accustomed to the area.

Once a bastion for some of the state’s hardest routes, Eldorado Canyon’s heyday as far as pure difficulty for climbing moves has passed, but that doesn’t relegate its challenges to second-tier status by any means. Exposure—that sensation you get when you can truly feel just how high above the canyon floor you are—is the name of the game on classic routes like the Naked Edge, the Yellow Spur, and even Bastille Crack. Easily identified as the crack that divides the Bastille formation (the crag that sits on the left of the road as soon as you start to drive up the canyon), it is an ever-popular classic; more likely than not you will see someone climbing it any given day, at any given time.

If scaling the walls isn’t your idea of fun, Eldorado Canyon has plenty of other options. Tourists flock to the canyon in at least as many numbers as rock climbers, often clogging the narrow road up the canyon as they stop to gawk at tiny figures dangling from the walls high above. At the end of the canyon’s road lies a lovely streamside picnic area with tables and barbecue grills, perfect for a family outing. Numerous hiking trails allow non-climbers to keep their feet on the ground while exploring the canyon’s deeper realms. Kayakers and anglers delight in South Boulder Creek, which burbles its way down the canyon for most of the year, freezing over during winter months.

Mountain bikers (and hikers) get a solid workout as they slog their way up the unrelenting Rattlesnake Gulch Trail, a strenuous loop trail that challenges the rider with 1,200 feet of elevation gain during the 3.2-mile ride along some tight, technical singletrack. See the remains of the historic Crags Hotel and view the Continental Divide. To find the trail, turn left on the Fowler Trail after passing through the first parking area in Eldorado Canyon State Park. Visit trails.colorado.gov/routes/45.


trivia

Sherrill Milnes and Beverly Sills both got their operatic starts in Central City.



As with most Colorado destinations, weekdays here are almost always less crowded than weekends. To reach Eldorado Canyon State Park, 25 miles northwest of Denver, take the Boulder Turnpike to the Superior exit; turn south at the light and then turn right onto Highway 170, which will take you to Eldorado Springs. From Boulder, head south on Highway 93 and then take a right (west) on Highway 170 (Eldorado Springs Drive). The visitor center is located 1 mile up the canyon. Help with overcrowded summer weekends by riding the free Eldo Shuttle to Eldorado Canyon State Park instead of driving. It also accesses the Marshall Mesa, Doudy Draw, and South Mesa trailheads, which are popular hiking, sightseeing, climbing, and biking destinations south of Boulder. The shuttle makes multiple stops in Boulder along Broadway and at the McCaslin Blvd. and US 36 park-n-ride. The shuttle runs from late May to early Sept on Sat, Sun, and holidays from 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. For more info visit bouldercounty.gov/transportation/multimodal/eldoshuttle.

Eldorado Canyon State Park is open dawn to dusk year-round. A $10-per-vehicle charge is required for entry, and currently timed reservations are also required, plus a state park pass. Be aware that certain trails may be closed temporarily certain months to protect nesting golden eagles. For more information call (303) 494-3943 or go to cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/EldoradoCanyon.

Another popular canyon destination is Eldorado Springs at the entrance to the canyon. This tiny, eclectic town not only serves as a gateway to the park but also is home to the Eldorado Springs Pool at the historic Eldorado Springs Resort, which makes for a great place to cool off during hot summer months.

Once a major tourist destination known as the “Coney Island of the West,” Eldorado Springs Resort attracted more than 60,000 guests every summer during the early 1900s. The pool, built in 1906 and then advertised as the largest pool in the country, is filled to the brim with artesian water from the springs. The pool is under renovation through 2022, but management says it hopes to keep the historic resort open for another 114 years post renovation. Call (303) 499-1316 for more information, or go to eldoradosprings.com.

To find out more about the history of rock climbing, as well as mountaineering and skiing, stop by Neptune Mountaineering on your way into Boulder. There you can explore Gary Neptune’s impressive collection of climbing and skiing artifacts while you stock up on hydration packs, hiking boots, climbing equipment, and energy bars. Make sure you grab an event schedule—Neptune Mountaineering hosts frequent evening audiovisual presentations on adventure sports, mountaineering, and travel. The slide shows are generally low in cost and high in fun. Leave time to relax in Neptune’s bar-cafe and soak in the spirit of outdoor adventure that permeates the whole place.

The store (633 S. Broadway, Ste. A) is located on the upper level of the Table Mesa Shopping Center at the corner of Broadway and Table Mesa in Boulder. From Eldorado Springs, take Highway 93 north (it turns into Broadway). Open Mon through Wed, 10 a.m. to 7 p.m.; Thur and Fri, 10 a.m. to 8 p.m.; and Sat and Sun, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. For more information call (303) 499-8866 or check the website at neptunemountaineering.com.

After stopping at Neptune’s, continue along Broadway to Baseline Road, turning west to head up Flagstaff Mountain, the perfect place to mingle with rock climbers while taking in some beautiful scenery. Bouldering—a type of rock climbing that involves short, intense movements up the sides of the boulders, with the climber normally staying low to the ground—is a popular pastime on Flagstaff, and for good reason. Plenty of high-quality boulders dapple the flanks of Flagstaff, serving up myriad challenges that both delight and frustrate the numerous rock climbers who flock to the sharp, rough sandstone. Pull out at any of a number of locations along the road and follow the paths back to the boulders, where you’ll likely find some climbers who have come to test their skills for an afternoon. It’s said that necessity is the mother of invention. Case in point: crash pads. You’ll see bouldering enthusiasts carrying crash pads on their backs or stacking them at the foot of their next route. The ingenious concept was created by, of course, a couple of freewheeling, bruised boulderers in need of a softer landing. A few pieces of carpet and foam launched an industry. Continue strolling along one of the mountain’s marked trails, or just grab a seat on one of the surrounding smaller boulders and relax in the shade of ponderosa pines while you watch the fun. The jagged ridge of the First Flatiron pokes out above the trees to the south, and obstructed views of the city of Boulder can be seen to the east.


trivia

President Dwight Eisenhower and his wife, Mamie, spent their honeymoon in Eldorado Canyon.





Boulder Hiking

The Mesa Trail, one of Colorado’s most scenic introductions to year-round hiking and trail running, is easily accessible. From Denver, drive the Boulder Turnpike (US 36) to the Louisville/McCaslin Blvd. exit; head southwest to Highway 170. Go 1.7 miles until you see the South Mesa Trailhead sign on the right. This takes you on a northbound 6.7-mile trek along Boulder’s foothills and through a landscape of sumac bushes, ferns, and sedges. The uphills are gentle enough, leading into impressive pine forests with views of the Flatirons. The Mesa Trail winds up in Boulder’s Chautauqua Park. In winter the trail is popular with cross-country skiers.




TOP ANNUAL EVENTS In Boulder County

MAY Bolder Boulder 10K Race Memorial Day (303) 444-7223 bolderboulder.com

Boulder Creek Festival Memorial Day weekend (303) 449-3137 bceproductions.com

Chautauqua Summer Concerts and Events May to Sept (303) 442-3282 chautauqua.com

JUNE Colorado Music Festival Boulder Chautauqua Park June through early Aug (303) 449-1397 comusic.org

Bands on the Bricks 1300 block of Pearl Street Wednesday evenings, mid-June to early Aug boulderdowntown.com/events/bands-on-the-bricks

JULY Shakespeare Festival University of Colorado Boulder campus July through Aug (303) 492-0554 coloradoshakes.org

AUGUST  Lafayette Peach Festival Old Town Lafayette on Public Rd. lafayettecolorado.com

OCTOBER Open Studios Tour Artist studios across Boulder (303) 444-1862 First three weekends in Oct openstudios.org



For more information on hiking or biking Flagstaff Mountain, contact the City of Boulder Open Space and Mountain Parks Department, 66 S. Cherryvale Rd., Boulder 80303; (303) 441-3440; bouldercolorado.gov/osmp. Daily parking permits can be purchased for $5 from any of the six well-marked self-service stations located along Flagstaff Road.

For a treat, make dinner reservations at the Flagstaff House, one of Boulder’s revered dining establishments. Nestled on the side of Flagstaff Mountain, this lovely restaurant is sure to delight even the most discriminating food lover. It’s one of the pricier area eateries (entrees start at $38), but in return you get gourmet New American cuisine complete with impeccable service, occasional complimentary appetizers from the chef, and a terrific wine list, not to mention sweeping views of Boulder. The Flagstaff House (1138 Flagstaff Rd.; 303-442-4640) is on the right as you drive up the mountain. Visit them at flagstaffhouse.com.



trivia

Tightrope walker and all-around daredevil Ivy Baldwin made 86 journeys across Eldorado Canyon on a tightrope suspended 582 feet above the ground. He made his last walk (and survived!) in 1948, at the ripe young age of 82.



After dinner, walk off your meal with your date by taking a romantic moonlit stroll at Panorama Point (1 mile up Flagstaff Road from the base of the mountain) or at one of the many other overlooks that line Flagstaff Road. If you’re still feeling guilty about your marvelous dinner the next morning, you can always come back and bike up Flagstaff Road; it’s one of the most popular workouts for local mountain and road bikers.

The tree-lined campus of the University of Colorado–Boulder (known to locals as simply “CU”) warrants a visit, particularly in the summer when the university stages its annual Colorado Shakespeare Festival. During the season, you’ll notice banners proclaiming the performances—and telling you to keep quiet—along Broadway as you head toward downtown Boulder. The festival performs several Shakespeare plays in July and August. National auditions attract actors from all over. Contact the festival organizers at (303) 492-8008 or coloradoshakes.org.


Valmont Bike Park

Boulder is home to the largest free urban bike park in America. Opened in 2011, Valmont Bike Park is a 42-acre off-road bike park with competition-grade racing trails, big dirt jumps, a network of singletrack trails, dual-slalom tracks, and more. Equivalent to the size of 30 football fields, the park offers off-road riding for all levels of riders. A trike track, kid’s play area, learning loop, and restrooms make this a family-friendly park. Located at the corner of Valmont and Airport Roads. For more information go to bouldercolorado.gov/locations/valmont-bike-park.



Macky Auditorium Concert Hall, also on the CU campus, hosts performances by the Boulder Philharmonic, the College of Music, visiting musicians participating in the Artists Series, and concerts by nationally known groups. For information call (303) 492-8423 or visit colorado.edu/macky.
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