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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—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


We welcome your comments concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


FalconGuides
Reader Response/Editorial Department
246 Goose Lane
Guilford, CT 06437


Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Mayflower Gulch


Introduction


The hikes in Hiking through History Colorado include easy, flat strolls and rugged, strenuous marches, and everything in-between. No matter the difficulty or distance, all the hikes are tied together by a common thread. Each has historical interest attached to it, some historical twist that makes it much more than just a walk in the pretty woods.


In many cases the routes take you right past crumbling structures left over from a bygone era—old mills, mining camps, a teepee ring, or the dramatic ancient structures of the Ancestral Pueblo. Humans were around for thousands of years prior to the cliff dwellers’ iconic thirteenth century, but those early residents didn’t leave much for contemporary hikers to gaze upon, much less crawl through as they can at Mesa Verde.


Blown-out Castlewood Dam stands as a monument to modern failures. It failed several times over 40 years. The Devil’s Head fire lookout stands as an unassailable emblem of twentieth-century American gumption, silhouetted against the stormy skies. The remnants of Camp Hale remind us of our ability to complete seemingly impossible tasks when the chips are down, and our trouble cleaning up afterward.


We’ll visit the site of a massacre, but not Colorado’s most infamous massacre. This one occurred on the opposite side of the state, 600 years earlier. (If that’s the pattern, we’ve got a good 450 years before the next one.) And here’s a word for you: anthropophagy. That’s right: anthro—“man”; phagy—“eat.” We like to think of ourselves as civilized creatures, but our ancient predecessors dined on the flesh of their vanquished enemies (according to some theories anyway). Human history has been as frightening here in Colorado as it’s been elsewhere.


[image: Castlewood Dam a modern failure]


[image: Brontosaurus tracks on the Purgatoire River (hike 19)]


In almost all of the chapters, there is a story to be told that predates humanity. The geological record is plenty fascinating without mankind there to bloody it up. Usually the story of what was going on tens of millions, hundreds of millions, billions of years ago is told by rocks. Talking rocks.


As interpreted by the geologists who have learned to speak their special language, rocks tell us many things about what was going on for untold eons before humans walked the earth. They tell us that the Rockies are relatively new; that there was at least one mountain range here before, which popped up just as high and was eroded down to nothing over a few hundred million years; that the climate was tropical or warm-temperate most of the time (primarily because the continent was farther south); that the southwestern part of the state was at times covered in reddish dunes, like a Hollywood version of Mars; that huge active volcanoes dominated the state for many millions of years, spewing ash and drooling hot mud; that the area was often covered by an ocean, or shallow seas and lakes that came and went; and that for a time dinosaurs tramped all over the shorelines of these seas, making cartoonish three-toed tracks. In this book you’ll find lots of those rock stories but also a story told by sand dunes and another told by massive, petrified redwood stumps. Yes, there were redwoods in Colorado. And they were spectacular.


One thing we learn on these hikes is that Colorado has existed in at least several million different iterations. The latest one is quite nice, but chances are there were better ones.


Some of the hikes are of the “outdoor museum” variety—heavily manicured routes through historic sites, with interpretive signage and other outbursts of committed curation. Iowa Hill, the placer mining exhibit spread out on a steep hillside near Breckenridge, is a classic example. Sometimes a little explanatory signage is just what you want. Other times it spoils the atmosphere. Several of the hikes exist in a more “wild” state, with landscapes unsullied by signage and historic sites left to your own interpretation.


Though the historical content varies a great deal from chapter to chapter, each of the described routes makes for a fun hike in its own way. That is, even if you hate history and don’t want it to clutter your brain at all, you’ll still like these hikes. There’s something here for every level of hiker, from the grizzled, unfazed veteran to the wide-eyed toddler. If you’re looking for a challenging most-of-the-day adventure, I recommend the Snowmass-to-Aspen Government Trail or the nearby Sunnyside/Shadyside Loop. In the mood for a short but crushing test of determination? Try climbing High Dune at the Great Sand Dunes, or up the Manitou Incline. And if you’re hankering for moderate or easy hikes with some historical bling, this book is full of them. All told, there are forty mapped chapters and several dozen options and alternatives explained in the text.


Thank you for reading this! I hope you enjoy the book and that it gives you some interesting things to think about while you hike through this amazing, beautiful state.


Weather


Like few places on earth, the weather here swings from extremely hot and dry to whiteout blizzards with amazing speed. Almost all the state’s outdoor lovers have experienced the weirdness of being snowed or rained on at the very same moment that the sun is shining hot and bright.


Colorado’s summer storms pack a punch. The state gets zapped by more lightning strikes than almost anywhere else on earth. It’s not a wet state, but our wet comes out of nowhere and hits with a lot of violence. And things are getting nuttier as the climate changes. In recent years we’ve seen increases in thunderstorms during morning and nighttime hours; we’ve seen tornadoes in the mountains and forest fires in the winter. All bets are off.


Hikers should carry warm layers and waterproof shells on every outing in the mountains. Short hikes near civilization probably don’t require extra gear, but you may very well find yourself sprinting back to the car!


Several of the hikes are in the state’s desert-like areas, where extreme heat and lack of water can be deadly for unprepared hikers. Always carry enough water (what if you get lost?). Use sunscreen, sunglasses, hats, and long-sleeve shirts.


[image: Looking south from Devil’s Head, with Pikes Peak in the distance]


Looking south from Devil’s Head, with Pikes Peak in the distance


Fauna


Hooves: You might see some majestic bighorn sheep, the state animal. Much more common are mule deer, elk, and moose. Moose were intro-doosed; they’re not native, but they seem to like it here, hanging out in boggy areas of Summit County and Rocky Mountain National Park. They get surly, so don’t mess with them. You’ll see some antelope out on the wide-open spaces.


Fangs: The ubiquitous bears want or need your food, but, with the exception of mama bears with cubs, they are shy about humans. There are mountain lions all over the state. They prefer to eat deer, so don’t act like one, and you’re fine. Keep an eye on young kids. We also have lots of coyotes and foxes. Rattlesnakes are extremely common on the Front Range, so watch where you step. It’s not a good idea to take your snake-sniffing dog on some Front Range hikes.


The desert hikes are a showcase for lizards and raptors. Watch for the sacred banded lizard running across the sand like a freak.


Flora


The iconic tree of the Front Range and foothills areas is the ponderosa pine, with its long needles. The gambel oak is also a foothills mainstay, a scraggly pygmy tree that provides acorns and shelter for black bears. Fluttering aspen stands (each a single organism) grow in the mountains in areas of disturbance, and if all goes well are steadily replaced by fir and spruce. In the drier areas the trees consist of much shorter piñon pines and junipers, standing among cactus, yucca, sage, and mountain mahogany. Gorgeous wildflowers can be found all over the state in almost every ecosystem. The state’s favorite wildflower, the Columbine, can be seen all over the mountains, tucked into grassy meadows in dappled sunlight.




How to Use This Guide


Hiking through History Colorado features forty mapped and cued hikes. Here is a brief outline of the book’s major components.


Each chapter opens with a very brief overview of the hike in a sentence or two. Below that you’ll see hike’s Distance and the Approximate hiking time required to complete it. The hike’s Difficulty is estimated. The Trail surface is described in general terms (for instance, “rocky singletrack”). I give my opinion about the Best season to do the hike and list Other trail users you might encounter. Canine compatibility is listed, as are Land status, necessary Fees and permits, Schedule information, a supplemental Maps suggestion, Trail contact, and Special considerations. Detailed driving directions are provided under Finding the trailhead, with GPS coordinates.


The Hike is, of course, the hike. Here I describe the journey, the surroundings, and the historical interest. I hope you enjoy reading it and that it makes things easier and more fun. Below that are the Miles and Directions, mileage cues for important intersections and waypoints that will help keep you on the right track. The routes in this book are generally pretty straightforward, but if questions arise, use the book’s map, the miles and directions, and the description in the main text in combination to find your way. GPS coordinates shouldn’t be necessary, but I have provided coordinates for critical route-finding waypoints and points of historical interest.


Of course there is a lot more to Colorado hiking and history than what you’ll find in this book. I hope it provides a platform to launch your own custom explorations into the woods and into the past.




Trail Finder


BEST HIKES FOR…


FAMILIES


1 Roxborough State Park


2 Red Rocks:Trading Post Trail


7 Tallman Ranch


10 Devil’s Head


13 Palmer Trail—Section 16


14 Captain Jack’s


15 Cheyenne Mountain State Park


16 Florissant Fossil Beds


18 Great Sand Dunes


21 Soda Canyon Overlooks


23 Hovenweep


25 Iowa Hill


31 Mayflower Gulch


37 Sprague Lake


38 Caribou Ranch


DOGS


3 Mount Falcon (watch for bikes)


4 Castlewood Canyon


5 Mount Galbraith (trail has a sizable descent on a steep set of rock stairs that could be too much for some dogs)


12 Red Rock Canyon (watch for bikes)


17 Penitente Canyon


19 Picketwire Canyon


24 Mount Royal


26 French Gulch (watch for bikes)


28 Buffalo Cabins


31 Mayflower Gulch


GREAT VIEWS


1 Roxborough State Park


3 Mount Falcon


5 Mount Galbraith


8 Rattlesnake Gulch


9 Mallory Cave


10 Devil’s Head


11 Manitou Incline


12 Red Rock Canyon


13 Palmer Trail—Section 16


14 Captain Jack’s


18 Great Sand Dunes


20 Petroglyph Point Trail


24 Mount Royal


29 Meadow Mountain


30 Camp Hale


31 Mayflower Gulch


33 Government Trail


34 Sunnyside/Shadyside Loop


LAKES AND STREAMS


4 Castlewood Canyon


7 Tallman Ranch


15 Cheyenne Mountain State Park


18 Great Sand Dunes


19 Picketwire Canyon (must cross stream to see dinosaur tracks; otherwise very dry)


28 Buffalo Cabins


35 Holzwarth Ranch


36 Moraine Park


37 Sprague Lake


HARD CLIMBING


3 Mount Falcon


5 Mount Galbraith


6 Lookout Mountain


8 Rattlesnake Gulch


9 Mallory Cave


10 Devil’s Head


11 Manitou Incline


18 Great Sand Dunes


24 Mount Royal


27 Barney Ford Trail


28 Buffalo Cabins


29 Meadow Mountain


32 Doc Holliday Trail


34 Sunnyside/Shadyside Loop


[image: Crossing Medano Creek puts an interesting spin on a Great Sand Dunes hike.]


WILDFLOWERS


1 Roxborough State Park


5 Mount Galbraith


15 Cheyenne Mountain State Park


16 Florissant Fossil Beds


17 Penitente Canyon


25 Iowa Hill


29 Meadow Mountain


31 Mayflower Gulch


36 Moraine Park


39 Picture Rock


ANCESTRAL PUEBLO RUINS


20 Petroglyph Point Trail


22 McElmo Loop


23 Hovenweep


NINETEENTH-CENTURY MINING STRUCTURES/ARTIFACTS


24 Mount Royal


25 Iowa Hill


26 French Gulch


31 Mayflower Gulch


38 Caribou Ranch


HOMESTEADERS’ CABINS AND HOMES


1 Roxborough State Park


7 Tallman Ranch


16 Florissant Fossil Beds


38 Caribou Ranch


40 Bobcat Ridge
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Denver and Boulder


[image: Mount Galbraith has one of the few hikers-only trails in the Golden area (hike 5).]







1 Roxborough State Park



Walk through an area of unique beauty on a wide, gently sloped trail that is great for casual family outings. While natural history and geology hog all the attention at Roxborough State Park, the ground here is rich with artifacts that betray almost 10,000 years of human occupation.


Start: Roxborough State Park Visitor Center


Distance: 2.6-mile lariat loop


Approximate hiking time: 1 to 2 hours


Difficulty: Moderate


Trail surface: Fairly smooth paths with occasional puddles and ruts; terrain is flat on the west side of the loop and hilly on the east.


Best seasons: Spring and fall


Other trail users: Humans; no bikes, dogs, or horses


Canine compatibility: No pets allowed!


Land status: State park


Fees and permits: Entering Roxborough State Park requires the purchase of a temporary park pass.


Schedule: Park hours vary from month to month. In general, it is open from sunrise to sunset.


Map: Colorado Parks and Wildlife map of Roxborough State Park


Trail contact: Roxborough State Park, 4751 E. Roxborough Dr., Roxborough, CO 80125; (303) 973-3959; http://cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/roxborough


Special considerations: There’s not much shade on this route, and the sun is often intense. Hats and sunscreen, hike in early morning or late afternoon; you know the drill. Please stay on the trails at Roxborough State Park. No rock climbing or scrambling is allowed. If you go up the Fountain Valley Overlook side trail, it will add about 0.2 mile to your overall mileage.


Finding the trailhead: This hike starts from the Roxborough State Park Visitor Center, which is located at the end of the park’s only road. From Denver get to CO 470 and Wadsworth Boulevard (from the north side use the 6th Avenue Freeway or I-70 to get out west, and then take CO 470 south to Wadsworth; from the south side use I-25 or Santa Fe Boulevard to get to CO 470, and then go west on CO 470 to Wadsworth). Go south on Wadsworth; then turn left onto Waterton Road. Turn right onto North Rampart Range Road, left onto Roxborough Park Road (not the housing development), and then right onto Roxborough Drive. The parking area is at the end of the road. GPS: N39 25.78’ / W105 04.18’





The Hike


Roxborough State Park seems impressively wild. Among the famous angled sandstone formations are expanses of tall grasses and mobs of gambel oak where deer wallow and birds sing happily as hawks cruise just over the treetops. About six dozen different butterfly species can be found fluttering in the grass.


The classification of Roxborough as a state park, National Natural Landmark, and state archaeological area has kept it relatively human-free, restricting foot traffic to a few trails, keeping people and hell-raising dogs off the rocks and out of the lush lagoons of grass, and removing the voracious livestock that had stomped the meadows into submission for most of the twentieth century. After several decades of being left almost entirely alone—the last cattle or sheep were ushered off by 1977—the place is really expressing itself. It’s not a perfect scene. The housing development to the west comes into prominent view at times and reminds us that humans of Colorado take real estate profits as seriously as they take nature and conservation.


[image: The west side of the Fountain Valley Loop]


This little lariat loop is great for quiet hikers who like to listen and look closely at nature but who don’t want to (or can’t) walk difficult terrain. It will get your blood pumping with a few notable inclines, but the route, culminating at an old stone ranch house, is entirely composed of a wide gravel path that maintains fairly mellow slopes, even on the east side, where it goes up and over a big hill.


The east side is also quite drab compared to the west side, which is among the rocks. On the east side you can’t even see any of the rocks at all, believe it or not, unless you hike up to the Lyons Overlook (a top-notch viewing platform). At the far end of the loop, no matter which way you go, is the Persse homestead, the quaint and inviting little house still standing. Looking west past the house, notice the rock that looks like George Washington’s face looking straight up at the sky. This rock once gave this place the name Washington Park.


Most of the red rocks that make Roxborough famous are made of deposits created when the ancestral Rockies were washed away and ground down to nothing between 300 million and 150 million years ago. When the Lyons and Fountain Formations were laid, dinosaurs did not yet exist. The fossil record does betray the existence of dog-sized dragonflies, huge centipede-like creatures, and various types of smaller lizards living among trees that had scales instead of bark.


[image: Fountain fins and a sea of green]


In its dead-flat phase, lasting 100 million years or so, Colorado was covered in desert sands, then shallow seas and tidal areas, then deep water. The light-colored rock that tops the long Front Range hogback to the east is Dakota sandstone, an extra-resistant layer packed with tiny marine creatures. In this layer we often find comically obvious evidence of dinosaurs that walked along the shorelines of these seas, and Roxborough is no exception. There are dinosaur tracks here, although their exact location is not well publicized. (Ask the folks at the visitor center about taking a guided tour if you’re really interested.)


About 69 million years ago the mountains—the mountains we see today—began to form. Plate movement thrust the old granite that lay under all those sedimentary layers upward through the overlying sandstone, forcing the sandstone layers into obscene angles in the process. Incredibly dramatic, but at a rate of a smidge per year, the uplift that created our Rockies and stacked our sandstone all akimbo would not have been noticeable on a human scale. We are now in another long phase wherein these mountains, and the accompanying sandstone, are again being ground down to nothing.


The first humans appeared on the scene long after all these processes had been completed: in geological terms, about 20 seconds ago. But it wasn’t quite the same world we know today. Glaciers extended far down the mountain valleys. Nomadic people spear-hunted giant mastodons to extinction.


The huge angled rocks of Roxborough seemed to attract mysterious ancient people to live among them. Some may have been attracted to the protection from the elements provided by the natural lean-tos, or the rocks’ usefulness for hunting or defensive purposes. Archaeologists have found plenty of evidence of both human use and habitation around Roxborough going back about 7,000 years. That’s relatively old for artifacts on the North American continent.


This blows the mind a little bit. Some of the artifacts that have been found at Roxborough are about seven times farther removed from the Early Ceramic people—the “Cliff Dwellers” whose leftovers have been collected and documented so frequently—than we postmodern humans are from those Early Ceramic people. And it must be said that we barely know those Early Ceramic people at all. They are still a great mystery.


A Cultural Resources Inventory of Roxborough Park, conducted in the 1970s, turned up forty separate archaeological sites on the park’s original acreage (its size has quintupled since then). A few of the sites were freakishly large campsites—town sites might be a more accurate term—covering tens of thousands of square feet. Here researchers found the typical mix of lithic scatter, projectile points, pottery sherds, grinders and grinding stones, and the crude tools used to make these things. Unlike many prehistoric sites along the Front Range that contain evidence of very short use, perhaps even one-time use, the findings at Roxborough indicate that the park was inhabited for thousands of years, that it was one of the “prime, long-term habitation localities that served as winter residential localities from which to carry out logistically organized resource procurement,” according to one scientific description. In simpler terms, it was home.


One of the important archaeological sites near Roxborough is known to researchers as “Tenth Fairway,” because it’s located substantially under the tenth fairway of the Arrowhead golf course. Unfortunately, when this site was first excavated in the 1950s, its artifacts weren’t documented very well, or were documented using some kind of code that today’s researchers don’t understand. Then the construction of the fairway destroyed the site. (The hike does not go directly past this site.)


Archaeologists today are engaged in the traditional activity of searching for artifacts in the ground, but they are also tasked with rediscovering and documenting the piles of stuff that were taken from the field and stashed away in the 1950s and 1960s. According to Colorado archaeologist Kevin Gilmore, “The collections from many important archaeological sites excavated during the last 70 years in Colorado have never been adequately analyzed and/or published … and for the most part lie forgotten in various repositories, laboratories, and closets throughout the state.”


[image: Roxborough State Park]


For hundreds of years the Utes would pass through Roxborough, although they didn’t leave much evidence of their having been here. This was long after the Ceramic period people had disappeared—or the Utes might have descended from these same people. Nobody knows for sure exactly how long the Utes have been around here, but the Utes always claimed that Colorado was their ancestral homeland.


Archaeologists and anthropologists look for fire rings and teepee rings, stone lookouts and hunting blinds, rock art and trails to help reconstruct the Utes’ existence in an area. There wasn’t much of that type of evidence left at Roxborough by the 1970s, but we know the Utes were nearby because they show up constantly in the accounts of Spanish explorers, traders, and US military expeditions.


Henry Persse was one of the last people to live here. The Irishman acquired a big chunk of land among the sandstone fins in the 1880s, planning to develop the visually spectacular area with a golf course, big hotel and clubhouse, and homes and streets around the rocks. (To get an idea of what he had in mind, visit Perry Park about 20 miles south, where similar plans were realized among similar rock formations.) Persse hosted guests at his understated home, built in 1903, and, if they were the rich, influential types, lobbied them to invest or otherwise support his development scheme.


Roxborough (Persse named it after his historic family estate in Ireland, not as a cutesy play on words) was just too special for all that. Even Denver mayor Robert Speer, an unlikely poster child for a conservation movement, told Persse that Roxborough should be left untouched and open to the public. Through the decades the right people managed to resist the wholesale development of Roxborough, although fancy green-lawned subdivisions ate much of the most strikingly beautiful land and the Arrowhead golf course took some of the rest. In 1975 the state made its first purchase here and created Roxborough State Park.


Miles and Directions


0.0 Start from the Roxborough State Park Visitor Center and begin walking up the Fountain Valley Trail.


0.3 Veer left at the fork to start the loop.


1.2 Reach the Persse house. Continue the clockwise loop. (Option: Turn around here and retrace your steps back to the start to enjoy a slightly easier, perhaps prettier, but more repetitive route.)


1.6 Turn right and head up to the Lyons Overlook, then back down to the trail.


2.0 Turn right, back onto the main trail.


2.3 At the end of the loop, veer left. Pay attention to this seemingly carefree waypoint. Many people get turned around and go right here, accidentally embarking on another loop!


2.6 Arrive back at the visitor center.







2 Red Rocks: Trading Post Trail



Great for families and social outings, the Trading Post Trail in Red Rocks Park meanders among the massive sandstone formations that define this unique and stunning location. The loop is short but plenty vertical, requiring moderate exertion and dexterity.


Start: Red Rocks Park Trading Post


Distance: 1.5-mile loop


Approximate hiking time: 1 hour


Difficulty: Moderate


Trail surface: Rugged and rocky sections alternate with flat, smooth gravel paths; lots of steps/stairs


Best seasons: Spring and fall


Other trail users: Many, including people of all ages and sizes, and dogs. No bikes are allowed.


Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted


Land status: Denver Mountain Park


Fees and permits: None


Schedule: Sunrise to sunset


Map: Red Rocks Park Map, Denver Mountain Parks. http://redrocksonline.com/images/files/RedRocks_ParkMap.pdf


Trail contact: Denver Mountain Parks; (720) 865-0900


Special considerations: There’s not much shade around here, and the sun is often intense. Hats and sunscreen, hike in early morning or late afternoon; you know the drill.


Finding the trailhead: There are many ways to reach Red Rocks and the Trading Post. Most straightforward is to drive to Morrison via CO 470. Go west through Morrison on CO 74; then turn right into Red Rocks Park, onto Red Rocks Park Road. Drive up Red Rocks Park Road past a few intersections, and then turn left onto Trading Post Road. Drive up the hill to the Trading Post and park. (Note: If parking isn’t available here, try the big dirt lot below.) GPS: N39 39.83’ / W105 12.15’





The Hike


This tasty little loop starts directly from the Trading Post parking lot and descends the first of many sets of stone stairs as it drops into a draw, gulley, arroyo, or wash, depending on your favored vernacular. Below the steps the trail is moderately rocky and trickily off-camber all the way down to the bottom of the descent, and occasionally flirts with the warning track of a short but sheer drop to the scrubby creek.


The terrain is not exactly easy, but it wasn’t too much for our 3-year-old, nor did it seem to overwhelm a number of other toddlers and very dainty elderly folk we encountered. It’s a good family hike. That’s not to say our little girl walked the whole loop. She did not. Most toddlers will require a good long carry to make it all the way around, and one of those toddler-carrying backpacks comes in handy for that. Grade-schoolers should be able to make it around, with a little whining, of course.


Among the many notable features of this immediate area is its aridity. Very desertlike. Trails like this tend to be hot and potentially unpleasant in midsummer, and delightfully warm and dry for much of the off-season. We could hear plenty of water in the creek after one of the rainiest Mays in Front Range history, but in typical years the creek is bone-dry. Keep this hike and the rest of the trails in the area in mind when you’re seeking a bit of sun in the middle of winter. However, the west side of this loop passes through some surprisingly dark and shady groves, where you can expect muddy slop to persist for several days after any heavy precipitation.


[image: Christie and Bea amble where rock stars have vomited, probably.]


Red Rocks is not considered a top-notch wildlife viewing area due to the concentration of humans, roads, and cars. We don’t hear many reports of rattlesnake encounters or large-animal sightings in Red Rocks Park, for instance. Too many boots on the ground. But the bird watching is plenty good, judging by the satisfied coos emitted from the guided tour groups. Many types of feathered creatures live in the nooks and crannies of the cliffs.


Much of the history at Red Rocks is locked in those rocks. The fantastic spires and arches are the solidified remnants of the land hundreds of millions of years ago. At one point this area was covered with red dunes. The dunes became the smooth red sandstone known as the Lyons Formation. Later the ancestral Rockies (not the mountains you see today) eroded away, in the process creating a layer of mud-red sediment, the Fountain Formation.


Both the Fountain and Lyons Formations sat there for millions of years, flat, while they were steadily buried below thousands of feet of subsequent layers. Out on the plains these sandstone layers remain completely flat and buried. Along the Front Range of the new Rockies, the Lyons, Fountain, Dakota, and other sandstone and limestone layers were brought to the surface and shoved into a near-vertical position by the Precambrian bedrock’s colossal skyward thrust. If you could speed up the last hundred million years and put it into a single YouTube video, you would see the earth’s core rocks dramatically bust through the overlying crust—shazam!—and then begin to melt away.


The making of the Rockies, and the jagged sandstone shards and hogbacks, was dramatic on a geological scale. On a human scale nobody would have been able to notice the change occurring at its glacial pace of a centimeter per year or so. But no humans were around while the Rockies were being formed anyway, not by a long shot. The first humans appeared on the scene here maybe 13,000 years ago, when all those geological processes were long completed and the landscape looked very much as it does today, despite the ice bridge across the Bering Strait.


The dinosaurs made their mark on these rocks—just across the road on the hogback, where the light-colored limestone Dakota Formation pops out. It’s no wonder this bit of hogback is known as Dinosaur Ridge. There are two famous sites on the sides of the ridge where exposed slabs of limestone contain rows of dinosaur tracks. Each of the sites is obvious, behind rails and interpretive signs. There is one on each side of the hogback, on Alameda Parkway, the road that crosses it (now closed to motor traffic). The dinosaur tracks are not located along this route but are worth a look.


The exploitation of this place as a tourist destination began in earnest in the early 1900s, a project of John B. Walker, one of the more ambitious characters in the state’s history. Walker purchased Red Rocks and the cross-valley Mount Falcon after trading his wildly successful Cosmopolitan magazine for a chunk of William Randolph Hearst’s fortune. Walker had big plans for the whole area—a summer White House on Mount Falcon, a funicular railroad up Mount Morrison, and a casino at Red Rocks, which he called “Park of the Titans.” The idea was to create “a second Colorado Springs,” a resort within easy striking distance of Denver’s leisure class. Walker’s development ambition crashed and (literally) burned, but the goal was adopted and transformed and, we must say, achieved in ways he probably couldn’t imagine.


As Walker’s empire crumbled, his land was devoured by speculators and much of it eventually became public. The spectacular (but to a rancher, useless) parcel that would be known as Red Rocks Park was acquired by the City of Denver for around $50,000 in 1928.


Though Walker gets the credit for staging the first concerts among the rocks, the idea for the formal venue is credited to George Cranmer. He is said to have visualized the amphitheater during a high school field trip to the park. The budding engineer held the idea inside for years until he was appointed Manager of Parks and Improvements by Denver mayor Ben Stapleton, then applied full steam promoting it to local and federal purse-string holders. His effort was successful despite the mayor’s well-known hatred for theater.


The construction of the Red Rocks Theater began in 1936, a Civilian Conservation Corps project. Working for a dollar a day, about 200 men dynamited and removed a small sea of boulders to make room for the seating area, which they then created along with a huge stage and orchestra pit.


In its first few decades, the rock-walled amphitheater earned a worldwide reputation for its acoustics and unique setting, hosting classical music concerts, ballets, religious festivals, and the like. In the 1950s and early 1960s, great jazz and R&B artists like Ray Charles, Nat King Cole, Louis Armstrong, and Ella Fitzgerald expanded horizons at Red Rocks. The Beatles played here in August 1964, ushering in the new rock-and-roll era at the venue. Jimi Hendrix, in September 1968, sealed the deal. Imagine Hendrix at Red Rocks!


When Jethro Tull came to Red Rocks in 1971, concertgoers fought over unassigned seating. The minor riot had far-reaching effects—no hard rock shows took place at Red Rocks for several years.


Bruce Springsteen played here in 1978, a big year for the venue. Also playing that summer were Cheap Trick, the Kinks, Willie Nelson, and Barry Manilow, among many others. Hard rock came back in September, with AC/DC and Blue Oyster Cult. The hills were thumping with drum and bass.


In July 1978 the Grateful Dead played two consecutive shows, the first of their many legendary Red Rocks appearances. In August the Dead and the pungent carnival of crunchy superfans who followed the band all over the country (“Deadheads”) came back for two more shows—and then they came back for multiple appearances every summer for the next 9 years, helping to define the band and the venue. When Jerry Garcia died and the Dead ceased to exist, the impulse for epic hippie jams among the towering rocks continued with bands like Phish and Widespread Panic, and the traveling circus started following those guys instead. Widespread Panic has played Red Rocks at least forty-nine times, an astonishing tally.




What Hendrix Said about Playing at Red Rocks


After his show at Red Rocks in 1968, Hendrix went back to his hotel room at the Cosmopolitan in Denver (demolished in 1984 and replaced by a parking lot) and wrote the liner notes for Electric Ladyland and this bit in his journal:


We played out there at Red Rocks and I had a lot of fun. People are on top of you there. At least they can hear something. It’s very hard sometimes if you know those people out there are not going to hear anything. That’s how it should be, natural theater-type things, outside where a hundred thousand people can get together. The Grand Canyon or Central Park. I’d like for us to play outside more because the air does something to the sounds. [Jimi Hendrix, Starting at Zero: His Own Story (A & C Black, 2013), p. 153.]






[image: Rock among the rocks]


The Clash show, in 1982, was a clear sign that alternative rock had invaded the mainstream. In 1983 U2 rocked through the pouring rain, giving what could be the best-known concert to take place here. As a teenaged Larry Mullen Jr. pounded out an unmistakable beat and giant torches blazed on top of the rocks, Bono proclaimed, “This is not a rebel song … This is Sunday Bloody Sunday!” The spectacle was recorded in the movie Under a Blood Red Sky and the album of the same name.


If you’re an old Colorado kid like me, no doubt you have some Red Rocks memories of your own. After all the concerts I’ve seen here, I think what I remember most is the smell. Not rancid, not unbearable, but certainly strong. Concerts at Red Rocks during the 1980s were accompanied by a unique stench, produced by the combination of sweat, sunscreen, beer, piss, weed, hard liquor concoctions, and vomit.
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It hasn’t been all loud music and smells and debauchery, though. The sunrise service on Easter Sunday draws a huge crowd every year, and the amphitheater is in regular use by fitness freaks engaged in quad-building dashes and leaps from bottom to top. For many reasons this is a treasured place. In 2015 Red Rocks was designated a National Historic Landmark.


The hallowed stage is not far from the Trading Post and the top of this loop. The amphitheater is worth a look if you’ve never seen it before. It’s a bit of a grunt to get to the seating area, as you can guess from the concrete walkways that ramp up to the arena overhead (if you want, you can drive to the top). Red Rocks is the most vertical of the four main Front Range rock gardens, and concertgoers experience that verticality firsthand.


It’s quite possible that you will see an armada of tour buses parked near the Trading Post or hear the roadies tuning up the guitars for the night’s gig. Who’s playing tonight?


Miles and Directions


0.0 From the Trading Post start descending the Trading Post Trail.


0.2 Cross Red Rocks Park Road.


0.7 Cross Red Rocks Park Road again.


1.4 The trail comes up to Ship Rock Road and becomes, essentially, a sidewalk for a bit.


1.5 The Trading Post Trail ends at the Trading Post.







3 Mount Falcon



Tackle a tough climb on an angry, rocky trail. Tour the burned-out aerie of John Brisben Walker while gazing over a spectacular and unique landscape from the heights of Mount Falcon.


Start: Mount Falcon east trailhead (there is another trailhead on the west side of the parcel)


Distance: 6.8 miles out and back


Approximate hiking time: 3 hours


Difficulty: Strenuous


Trail surface: About half the trail is trickily rocky, and the rest is fairly smooth and easy to deal with; tough climbs


Best seasons: Spring and fall


Other trail users: Hikers, runners, and dogs. Bikes are not allowed on the Turkey Trot Trail, but they are allowed on the upper portion of the route (Castle Trail).


Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted


Land status: Jefferson County Open Space


Fees and permits: None


Schedule: 1 hour before sunrise to 1 hour after sunset


Map: Mount Falcon Park map, Jefferson County Open Space


Trail contact: Jefferson County Open Space, 700 Jefferson County Pkwy., #100, Golden, CO 80401; (303) 271-5925; http://jeffco.us/open-space/parks/


Special considerations: This is a strenuous, hot hike, particularly on summer afternoons. Bring lots of water and use sunscreen. There is an easier way to reach the burnt ruins of Walker’s castle. From the western trailhead of Mount Falcon Park, the walk to the ruins is much shorter, and much easier. To reach the western trailhead, take US 285 west to Parmalee Gulch Road. Drive up to the old development called Indian Hills and watch for signs pointing the way up and to the right toward Mount Falcon Park.


Finding the trailhead: From Denver go west on the 6th Avenue Freeway; exit onto I-70 west as you approach Golden. Take an immediate exit off I-70 onto CO 470 southbound. Take CO 470 to the Morrison exit and go west toward Morrison. Drive slowly through Morrison; then turn left onto CO 8 at the stoplight. Take CO 8 up the hill, and near the top turn right onto Forest Avenue. (Watch for signs directing you toward Mount Falcon.) Drive a few blocks up the hill and turn right onto Vine Street, which leads past a few houses and down to the parking area of Mount Falcon’s eastern trailhead. GPS: N39 38.81’ / W105 11.79’





The Hike


This hike is a strenuous but scenic outing right in Denver’s back yard. The out-and-back route reaches to the dramatic burned-out ruins of John Brisben Walker’s mountain chateau, a unique waypoint to be sure.


The hike’s first phase, on the Turkey Trot Trail, is at times unmistakably steep. The ascent becomes delightful as the trail makes its way around the north side of the mountain. The incline eases and the trail enters the shade of the pines, where you can look down into Clear Creek Canyon or across the hilltops to Red Rocks and the jagged line of hogbacks angling across the horizon, and to little downtown Denver spiking up in the background.


[image: Better to burn out than fade away]


The Turkey Trot Trail, a hikers-only trail, soon rises to the saddle and rejoins the Castle Trail. The Castle Trail is the remnant of an old road built or improved by Walker, now doing duty as a popular mountain bike trail. Much rockier than Turkey Trot, it’s the kind of trail that makes you think about almost every step. Much of the toughest part is also exposed to the hot sun, which is likely to be on the oppressive side during summer months.


The route enters a third phase beyond the gazebo at the top of the hill (not the real top of the hill, mind you, but a false summit). Here the Castle Trail looks more like the old road that it was in its youth, as it stair-steps up onto the shoulder of the mountain, continuing to gain altitude. The ruins of Walker’s big house are just around the corner from here. (Note: The site is much closer and easier to reach from the western trailhead of Mount Falcon Park, for history buffs who aren’t looking for a challenging hike.)


John Brisben Walker was born in 1847 in Pennsylvania, not far from Pittsburgh. Walker’s early adulthood is deliciously mysterious. He attended West Point but retired from the Academy and went to China. Some say he traveled with the US minister; others say he joined the Chinese military, took part in battles, and became a general at a very young age.


Walker returned from China and went into iron production and the real estate development business in West Virginia, building a huge fortune on the real estate side. His fortune was all but wiped out in the Depression of 1873. Walker’s fortunes are like the ancient mountain ranges of Colorado on a human scale, pushing up to the sky and then wearing down to nothing, over and over.
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Brontosaurus tracks on the Purgatoire River (hike 19)
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Castlewood Dam a modern failure
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Red Rocks: Trading Post Trail
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