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Introduction

Hikers can approach Rocky Mountain National Park hiking trails in several different ways. I have written my previous guidebooks for visitors who return often to the park’s trails and who seek to know the trail systems broadly and intimately. Rocky Mountain National Park may be unique among America’s parklands in the number of visitors who return again and again, year after year. These repeat visitors raise their families on park trails and, in part, remember family histories in terms of their experiences while hiking Rocky Mountain National Park.

I once received a letter with two copies of a guidebook to autograph from a Chicago man. These were to be Christmas gifts for his grandsons (ages thirteen and sixteen), who had accomplished some rigorous hikes over the years. Evidently, these teens were asking for their own copies of my trail guide instead of relying on the various battered family editions. For him and thousands of other fans of Rocky Mountain National Park trails, I have written Hiking Rocky Mountain National Park.

However, many other hikers on Rocky Mountain National Park trails seek only to sample the richness of this park before moving on to other jewels in the scenic treasure spread lavishly across North America. No one has the time or opportunity to devote all the attention deserved by such wonders as Yellowstone, Grand Teton, North Cascades, Grand Canyon, Yosemite, and on and on. Whenever I visit Glacier National Park I am disappointed—because I have to leave.

Consider not only the national parks but also national monuments, wilderness areas, state parks, and other public lands. Several lifetimes would be too short to appreciate them in depth. The decision merely to sample the glories of Rocky Mountain National Park trails is difficult to dispute. For samplers I have written Best Easy Day Hikes Rocky Mountain National Park.

The changing seasons also cause different approaches to Rocky Mountain National Park trails. The vast bulk of trail use is in the normally ideal weather of summer and fall. Winter, though, also charms some Rocky Mountain National Park enthusiasts. Although snowshoes and cross-country skis never will equal the popularity of hiking boots, the joys of winter in the backcountry are as impossible to exaggerate as are the joys of summer. For those lucky enough to find themselves ready for the short days, hypnotic light, and long nights of the park’s longest season, Best Easy Day Hikes is also a guide to sampling park trails in winter.

Maps

For both summer and winter backcountry travel, you may desire larger maps than those in this book. The most informative topographic map for the entire park is the National Geographic Trails Illustrated recreation map of Rocky Mountain National Park. It comes on water-resistant paper and shows 80 feet between contour lines.

For a 40-foot contour scale, turn to US Geological Survey quadrangle maps. These do not cover the entire park on one map. Each hike description includes the name of the quad (or quads) that cover that hike.

The Rocky Mountain Nature Association sells Trails Illustrated maps either from outlets at park visitor centers or by mail. The toll-free telephone number for the mail order department is (800) 816–0108. USGS quads are available online at https://store.usgs.gov.

Bear Lake Shuttle Bus Service

Rocky Mountain National Park offers free shuttle bus service to transport visitors through the popular Bear Lake and Moraine Park areas. Visitors can avoid the congested Bear Lake parking lot by parking at the Glacier Basin parking area or at the fairgrounds in Estes Park and catching the hikers’ shuttle bus to Bear Lake. Hikers can use the bus as transportation between trailheads, facilitating one-way hikes, such as those beginning at Bear Lake and ending at Fern Lake Trailhead, Hollowell Park, Bierstadt Lake Trailhead, or Glacier Gorge Trailhead.

Bus service is daily in summer. The shuttle program goes to weekend-only service after Labor Day, serving visitors who want to view the aspens in their autumn colors during September. Schedules vary somewhat from year to year, but buses usually run every fifteen minutes from Glacier Basin in summer. The Moraine Park bus runs about once an hour.

The Bear Lake Shuttle makes intermediate stops at Bierstadt Lake Trailhead and Glacier Gorge Trailhead. The Moraine Park loop starts at the Fern Lake bus stop and runs to Glacier Basin parking lot with intermediate stops at Cub Lake Trailhead, Moraine Park Campground, Tuxedo Park, and Hollowell Park.

Since the shuttle began to run in 1978, proposals have been made to make its use compulsory for visiting Bear Lake during peak times. When compulsory use will be instituted is difficult to predict.


Leave No Trace Ethics

With increasing visitor use, both day and overnight, it is important to minimize our impacts and Leave No Trace of our visits into the backcountry. Please learn, practice, and pass on Leave No Trace skills and ethics to those you come in contact with. The following Leave No Trace principles will help protect precious backcountry resources.

Plan Ahead and Prepare


	Know and obey the regulations and special concerns for the area you’ll visit.

	Be physically and mentally ready for your trip.

	Know the ability of every member of your group.

	Be informed of current weather conditions and other area information.

	Take responsibility for yourself and your group.

	Always leave an itinerary with someone at home.

	Choose proper equipment and clothing in subdued colors.

	Plan your meals and repackage food into reusable containers.



Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces

While traveling…


	Stay on designated trails and hike single file. Never shortcut switchbacks.

	When traveling cross-country, choose the most durable surfaces available: rock, gravel, dry grasses, or snow. Spread out so that you don’t grind a path where one didn’t exist before.

	
When you stop to rest, be careful not to mash vegetation. Sit on rocks, logs, or in clearings.



At camp…


	Be careful where you pitch your tent. Use the tent pad at the campsite, and camp in the camp area indicated on your permit.

	Restrict activities to areas where vegetation is compacted or absent.

	Use a large plastic water container to collect water so you don’t need to make frequent trips to the water source.



Properly Dispose of Waste


	There are pit toilets at many backcountry sites. Use them.

	If there are no pit toilets nearby, urinate or defecate at least 200 feet (70 adult paces) from water, camp, or trails.

	Urinate in rocky places that won’t be damaged by wild-life that dig for salts and minerals found in urine.

	Deposit human waste in catholes dug 6 to 8 inches deep. Carry a small garden trowel or lightweight scoop for digging. Cover and disguise the cathole when finished, or pack out solid waste.

	Use toilet paper sparingly and pack it out, along with sanitary napkins and tampons, in an airtight container.

	Wash your dishes and yourself at least 200 feet (70 adult paces) from water sources, and use small amounts, if any, of biodegradable soap. Scatter strained dishwater.

	Strain food scraps from wash water and pack them out.

	Pack everything you bring into the backcountry back out.

	
Inspect your campsite for trash and evidence of your stay. Pack out all trash… yours and others’.



Leave What You Find


	Treat our natural heritage with respect. Leave plants, rocks, and historical artifacts as you find them.

	Good campsites are found, not made. Altering a site should not be necessary. Don’t build structures or dig trenches.

	Let nature’s sounds prevail. Speak softly and avoid making loud noises. Allow others to enjoy the peace and solitude of being in the backcountry.



Minimize Campfire Impacts


	Campfires are prohibited in the Rocky Mountain National Park wilderness except at certain designated campsites where metal fire rings are provided.

	Campfires can cause lasting impacts to the backcountry. Always use a lightweight, portable stove for cooking. A campfire is a luxury, not a necessity.

	Enjoy the sounds and wonders of the darkness, or use a candle lantern instead of a fire.

	Where fires are permitted, use the metal fire grate. Don’t scar large rocks by using them to enlarge the fire area.

	Gather dead and down sticks, no larger than an adult’s wrist, from a wide area, and leave them in their natural form until you are ready to burn them. Scatter any unused sticks.

	Do not snap branches off live, dead, or downed trees.

	Put out campfires completely.

	Remove and pack out all unburned trash from the fire grate. Scatter the cold ashes over a large area well away from camp.



Respect Wildlife


	Enjoy wildlife at a distance.

	Never feed wildlife.

	Protect wildlife; hang your food and scented items securely.

	Minimize noise.

	Avoid sensitive habitat.



Be Considerate of Other Visitors


	Visit the backcountry in small parties. More people mean more impact.

	Avoid popular areas during times of high use.

	Avoid conflicts.

	Minimize noise.

	Keep a low profile.

	Take breaks and rest well off the trail, on a durable sur face, of course.

	Yield to horse traffic.



For more information on Leave No Trace outdoor skills and ethics, visit the website at www.LNT.org. It’s easy to enjoy and protect the backcountry simultaneously.







Trail Finder


Best Hikes for Great Views

3 Sprague Lake

5 The Loch

7 Bear Lake Nature Trail

10 Emerald Lake

17 Timberline Pass

18 Toll Memorial

Best Hikes for Waterfalls

4 Alberta Falls

11 Ouzel Falls

12 Allenspark Trail to Calypso Cascades

15 Bridal Veil Falls

16 West Creek Falls

23 Cascade Falls

24 Adams Falls

Best Hikes with Children

3 Sprague Lake

4 Alberta Falls

7 Bear Lake Nature Trail 10 Emerald Lake

11 Ouzel Falls

14 Gem Lake

18 Toll Memorial

24 Adams Falls


Best Hikes for Wildlife

1 Cub Lake

15 Bridal Veil Falls

33 Upper Beaver Meadows in Winter

Best Hikes for Photographers

3 Sprague Lake

5 The Loch

6 Mills Lake

10 Emerald Lake 11 Ouzel Falls

14 Gem Lake

17 Timberline Pass

Best Summit Hikes

18 Toll Memorial

34 Winter Travel on Deer Mountain

Best Hikes for Solitude

15 Bridal Veil Falls

16 West Creek Falls
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