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  I have set some place-names in boldface type to make descriptions of various destinations easier to find. I made decisions about what to emphasize by intuition based on many years of answering hikers’ questions.





  East Edge


  Trails closest to the town of Estes Park on the east edge of Rocky Mountain National Park are very worthwhile and popular. Three enjoyable trails near Mile Marker 6 south of Estes Park along CO 7—Twin Sisters Peaks, Storm Pass, and Homer Rouse—radiate from Lily Lake. A wheelchair-accessible trail completed in 1997 with privately donated funds circles Lily Lake. The increasingly popular Lily Mountain Trail begins along not-so-wide shoulders of CO 7 in Roosevelt National Forest 0.4 mile downhill from Lily Lake, somewhat ominously at the site of an emergency telephone.


  Gem Lake and Lumpy Ridge Trails


  “How could 1.7 miles be so long? When do we reach the darned lake, anyway?”


  Such reactions are frequent among the many hikers who are lured onto the Gem Lake Trail because it seems fast and easy—the lake is only a 1.7-mile walk from the trailhead closest to Estes Park Village. The trail, however, winds through open south-facing ponderosa pine woods at a lower altitude than most park paths; thus midday heat in summer can sap hikers’ energy significantly.


  Many folk are disappointed by the Gem Lake hike, but their disappointment arises from their inability to see and understand
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  the fascinating natural events occurring at trailside. With a quart of water per person, three hours to spend, and a knowledge of what to look for, the Gem Lake Trail is unique and enjoyable. It is best hiked early or late in the day, not only for physical comfort but also for grand vistas of dramatic light falling on the Front Range.


  To reach the Gem Lake and Lumpy Ridge trailheads, drive north on MacGregor Avenue (which becomes Devils Gulch Road) from the intersection of MacGregor Avenue and the US 34 Bypass of Estes Park. About 2 miles from Estes Park, a left turn to the trailheads is well marked along Devils Gulch Road.


  Also well marked are the adjacent trailheads. The Lumpy Ridge Trail (on the left) provides access to a multitude of spectacular cliffs. The routes up these faces make Lumpy Ridge a heaven for rock climbers. Most spectacular of these rock formations is Twin Owls, easily visible from Estes Park and so obvious in its name that even I can see it.


  Nature Walk to Gem Lake (Montane Zone)


  The parking lot is a good place to visualize the broad outlines of the geology of Lumpy Ridge experienced on the way to Gem Lake. Forty million years ago (give or take a day or two), the ridgetop was part of an ancient plain. It was raised to its present position a mere five to seven million years ago, by which time the plain had been deeply penetrated by weathering, the process that breaks up rocks and decays them into soil. This decay had occurred along a network of fractures in the granite underlying the plain. As the sides of granite blocks outlined by fractures disintegrated, their unweathered cores remained as solid rock surrounded by weathered debris. The debris later eroded away, especially as the ridge was raised.


  The cores are the “lumps” of today and also the huge boulders that eventually tumbled down the slopes of Lumpy Ridge. The boulders could easily be mistaken for rocks deposited by melting glaciers, but glaciers never extended to this spot.


  The rounded appearance of the rocks comes from the way in which they weather. Masses of granite in areas of slight rainfall split off plates or shells in successive layers like those of an onion. The process, called exfoliation, begins when water invades tiny cracks in the granite and dries more slowly than on the surface. Some minerals in the granite are slowly dissolved by the water, forming a claylike material. The clay expands, pushing off granite plates parallel to the surface.


  The action, of course, takes a very long time. We casually overlook millions of years here and there throughout Lumpy Ridge geology. Human life is too short and human experience too limited to enable most imaginations to encompass so long a period of time.


  The trail begins amid ponderosa pines, Douglas-firs, quaking aspens, and chokecherry bushes. The latter is the most common wild cherry (Prunus virginiana); varieties of this marvelous shrub grow throughout most of the United States. The long white flower clusters have an almost overpoweringly sweet odor in spring. The blossoms evolve to masses of dark purple or black cherries, much favored by birds and jelly makers. In fall the leaves of the bush turn orange-red.


  In the drier areas along the trail, two kinds of juniper grow. Common (or creeping, or dwarf) juniper is a low shrub with short, sharp needles. Rocky Mountain juniper (often called cedar) is a small, many-branched tree with flat scalelike foliage. The female plant of both kinds bears blue cones with a waxy covering that makes them resemble berries. Juniper “berries” are used to flavor gin. They are not tasty, and after an experimental nibble, few hikers venture to try more.


  Wild rose is another common and edible-if-you-are-desperate shrub on the first part of the Gem Lake Trail. Rose hips, the fruits that follow its fragrant pink flowers, are well known as a source of vitamin C. These red fruits taste no better than bland, mealy apples; they also have annoying hairy seeds. So unless an advanced case of scurvy is causing your teeth to fall out, it would be best to leave the rose hips to grow prettily and to be eaten by the wildlife that favors them.


  Another shrub popular with wildlife is antelope bitterbrush; it has many branches, small leaves, and small yellow blossoms in May and June. Yes, it tastes very bitter, but it is an important browse plant for mule deer. (In the second half of the nineteenth century, market hunters wiped out the antelope of the plant’s name in the Estes Park area.) Growing among the rocks and in draws on the hillside is Rocky Mountain maple. Although the leaf’s shape is familiar to most hikers, this many-stemmed shrubby representative of a noble and valuable family seems like a stunted poor cousin. Well, it is the only maple we have, and we like it! It puts up with excessive dryness and poor soil that the big, showy maples never could tolerate. In size and shape it reflects the general harsh austerity of the West, yet in fall its leaves turn a showy red and yellow like the magnificent sugar maple of the East.


  Ponderosa pine is the dominant tree in the montane zone of vegetation through which the trail passes. It has moderately long needles growing in bundles of two or three. The bark of young ponderosas is dark gray; that of mature trees is thick, deeply grooved, and rusty red. These picturesque mature pines, which may be as old as 500 years, stand apart from one another, giving a ponderosa woods an open, parklike appearance.


  Perhaps the most interesting inhabitants of ponderosa forests are the tassel-eared Abert’s squirrels. They are the most magnificent squirrels in North America and need no description beyond that of the children who call them “squabbits”—squirrels with rabbitlike ears. Abert’s squirrels come in two distinct color phases, black and gray-and-white, and there are some dark brown individuals.


  Less spectacular but more pugnacious are the red squirrels, which are more gray than red and inhabit the higher reaches of Lumpy Ridge. Red squirrels are very common in the subalpine zone along other park hiking trails, for instance at Bear Lake. Chipmunks (striped back and face) and golden-mantled ground squirrels (larger, with striped back and plain face) also abound. Near the base of the trail, you may notice unstriped Richardson ground squirrels. Locally they are called gophers. Yellow-bellied marmots, western cousins of the woodchuck, are often seen sunning themselves on rocks.
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  Rocky Mountain National Park


  Common birds to watch for as you hike toward Gem Lake include tiny pygmy nuthatches, mountain chickadees, yellow-rumped warblers, gray-headed juncos, and raucous Clark’s nutcrackers. Two thrushes seen more frequently along the lower part of the trail than in other areas of the park include Townsend’s solitaire and the rust-and-blue western bluebird, which is not to be confused with the very common blue-and-gray mountain bluebird.


  You may spot winged hunters soaring above Lumpy Ridge, looking with hawk eyes for any of these small birds or mammals. Most common of the hunting raptors is the red-tailed hawk, which seeks squirrels for lunch. The much larger golden eagle also dines on marmots or even coyotes. Birds are the preferred prey of the endangered peregrine falcon. Some parts of Lumpy Ridge may be closed to the public during spring and early summer to protect raptor nesting habitats. The exact sites change and are indicated by notices nearby; usually rock climbers more than hikers are affected by these closures.


  In the moister areas among the ponderosas, Douglas-firs grow in groups or singly. Their cones, with three-pointed bracts protruding from under the scales, are quite distinctive. In the Pacific Northwest, the Douglas-fir grows to a huge size and is extremely important for lumber. In our semiarid climate, however, a specimen a yard in diameter qualifies as an old giant. Douglas-fir grows most often in cooler north-facing slopes where snow melts more slowly because it is protected somewhat from sunshine. Gulches provide the same shade as well as pathways for slight water flow, which further aids the Douglas-fir.


  Hikers notice dead pines killed by mountain pine beetles. Now and then you will see lightning-killed trees too. Beetle trees are good hunting grounds for hungry woodpeckers such as common flickers, whose red wings and white rumps flash in flight. Woodpeckers also excavate nest cavities in the dead trees, providing holes essential for subsequent nests of swallows, bluebirds, wrens, chickadees, and nuthatches.


  In especially dry and sunny areas, prickly pear cactus begins to appear. The blooms in June are a showy yellow and red. The big, nasty-looking spines at all times of year are a dramatic warning to keep away. But they are not dangerous—if you do not kick or sit on them. The real threat comes from the minute spines growing close to the surface of the fleshy stem.


  In a national park, the prickly pear, like everything else, is left unmolested. Elsewhere, where it is more abundant, it is gathered and eaten, and then the small spines come into play. The big spines are easy to break or burn off, but the little ones seem immune to any type of removal. Most folks cannot even see them without a hand lens; under magnification the rows of barbs on each spine stand out like fishhooks. The barbs can work their way into the flesh of careless hands and cause pain for days.


  The small spines were found by an archaeologist in 90 percent of the feces collected from ancient ruins at Mesa Verde National Park. Not content with the romance of examining centuries-old feces, the archaeologist tried eating fresh prickly pear with its tiny spines intact. Oddly, martyrdom for science was not the result. The only negative sensation was a prickling of the tongue. Please refrain from this kind of experiment though—especially in national parks!


  A safer if not better-tasting addition to the Native American diet was squaw currant, which grows abundantly along the trail as it climbs the ridge. This bush has the typical rounded, lobed leaf of a currant and trumpet-shaped pink flowers that ripen to red berries. The berries are used by some jelly makers, but they need much spicing up to make the product more than insipid. They are, however, an important food for birds and small mammals.


  Where Lumpy Ridge is exposed to high winds, especially in winter, grows limber pine (Pinus flexilis), whose tough, flexible branches bend easily in the wind but rarely break. This tree normally is associated with the tree line, several thousand feet higher on the mountains, but sometimes grows as far down as the plains. Its needles are shorter than the ponderosa’s and grow five to a bundle.


  The trail climbs eventually to the edge of an aspen grove in an often dry creekbed, where there is a heavy growth of bracken ferns. Soon excellent views beckon to the south and west, necessitating short detours from the trail. Looking south, you will see the bumpy summit of Twin Sisters across the valley east of Longs Peak, the tallest mountain in sight at 14,259 feet. Lake Estes and associated civilization are obvious in the valley immediately below you.


  Essentially similar views continue until the trail turns into a shady canyon with a small stream. The canyon is refreshingly cool, and out-of-place Engelmann spruce has found a foothold similar to its usual home higher in the subalpine zone. An occasional subalpine fir also grows here. Aspen, water birch, chiming bells, shooting star, and other moisture loving plants, along with mosquitoes, inhabit this oasis.


  After crossing the stream, the trail is closed in by canyon walls. Exit is via two series of short switchbacks, at the top of which appears Paul Bunyan’s Boot, a rock formation that is a “must” photo. Chemical weathering even has put a hole in the boot’s sole.


  Natural sculpture and balanced rocks are common on Lumpy Ridge, as are potholes in the granite. On cliffs above Gem Lake, itself a big pothole, these formations of chemical and mechanical weathering seem too fantastic to be natural, more like a Disneyland invention.


  The hollowing out of rock basins begins when falling rain picks up a little carbon dioxide from the air to form extremely mild carbonic acid. The acid tends to break down certain granitic minerals into various clays. Some of the rock surfaces are structurally weaker and more susceptible to this chemical weathering than are the surrounding surfaces. Further weak acids formed by accumulations of decaying vegetation can accelerate pothole formation, as can wind and frost wedging, expansion of ice that enlarges cracks in rocks. Weathering sometimes creates holes all the way through rock.


  Below Gem Lake there are three series of short, steep switch-backs built to make the trail easier for horses, not for humans. The trail emerges from trees to run along steep-walled rock slabs, which collect the sun’s warmth and radiate it back on hikers. You get steadily hotter and then face one more long, dusty switchback to reach the lake—at last.


  “Ugh, that’s it?” is the standard reaction. Folks expecting a typical alpine lake are always disappointed. Gem covers only two-tenths of an acre, with a maximum depth of 5 feet and an average depth of 1 foot. It is stagnant, fed by rain and snowmelt, with no visible outlet. Various interesting but unglamorous creepy-crawlies call it home.


  Yet Gem is a joy, for there is no other body of water like it in the park. White-throated swifts, uncommon elsewhere, dip and soar over the lake. Picturesque limber pines and Douglas-firs decorate the sandy shore. Stroll 200 feet to the opposite end of the lake, where pine branches will frame a photo of Gem with spectacular peaks in the background. Details of the patterns made by orange lichens on the rock cliffs provide additional good picture subjects. The examples of exfoliation and chemical weathering are unexcelled, and the acoustics of this natural amphitheater are such that your heartbeat seems to echo.


  Around the corner of the cliff at the north end of the lake is the easiest route of ascent to the top of the cliffs, about 200 feet above. It is worth the climb for the different photographic perspective of the lake, fantastic potholes, and views of the surrounding peaks.


  The trail continues north and descends 0.25 mile from Gem Lake to a fork. The right branch is an unmaintained trail that cuts across private land at its bottom. Public access is disputed, and I recommend that you not bother hiking this trail.


  The left branch descends a short way to level walking until another fork is reached 0.5 mile from the first. A left turn winds down among more Lumpy Ridge lumps into a gully containing the most interesting lump of all, Balanced Rock, about 2.0 miles from Gem Lake. Take the right fork, which descends to yet another split. The trail cutting right drops down to the old McGraw Ranch. Bear left to open meadows and the Cow Creek Trail. A right turn here takes you to Cow Creek Trailhead at McGraw Ranch. (There’s an emergency phone at this trailhead.) A left turn leads to Bridal Veil Falls or Black Canyon. It is possible to trace your way down Black Canyon on the Lumpy Ridge Trail back to the parking area. This circuit around Lumpy Ridge is roughly 9.0 miles.


  Cow Creek Trailhead


  The historic McGraw Ranch was established before 1874. A century later, new owners began calling it Indian Head Ranch, but the name never caught on locally. Cow Creek Trailhead is located at the ranch site, at the end of the 2.3-mile unpaved McGraw Ranch Road, which leaves Devils Gulch Road 3.9 miles from downtown Estes Park.


  The North Boundary Trail to lovely West Creek Falls cuts sharply uphill a few yards west of the ranch site. Ascend through a meadow to the spot where the trail crosses the lowest point on the ridge. It is very steep, eroded, and often sunny and hot.


  From the ridgetop the trail zigzags steeply down through Rocky Mountain maple and Douglas-fir to West Creek, 1.4 miles from the trailhead. Cross the creek and turn left (west) at the trail intersection; the trail follows a gentle grade along the stream to West Creek Falls, which drops in two tiers through a rocky amphitheater. The trail to the right after the stream crossing follows the valley floor, eventually recrossing West Creek and circling back over the ridge to the ranch site.


  The most popular hike from Cow Creek Trailhead is an easy 3.0 miles to Bridal Veil Falls. Head west on the Cow Creek Trail for slightly more than 1.0 mile to the Bridal Veil Falls Trail, which branches right. Passing through open montane zone vegetation, this trail can be hot at midday in midsummer. There are many lovely beaver ponds, though, along the Bridal Veil Falls Trail as it follows Cow Creek. (The Cow Creek Trail leaves its namesake at the junction and climbs over to Black Canyon, meeting the Lumpy Ridge Trail and eventually the Lawn Lake Trail.) Bridal Veil Falls ranks among the prettiest in the park.


  Twin Sisters Peaks


  The Twin Sisters Trailhead perches in thick lodgepole pine forest 0.4 mile up an unpaved road from the left side of the parking lot across CO 7 from Lily Lake. Using switchbacks, the trail maintains a reasonably gentle grade for about 3.0 miles to tree line. Hikers who are climbing Twin Sisters to condition themselves for higher climbs may become winded, but they can hide this fact by claiming to stop to enjoy the fine views of Longs Peak across the Tahosa Valley.


  Above tree line, more switchbacks lead to a rocky tundra meadow between two summits of Twin Sisters. The lower western summit attracts the most visitation. A trail still leads to the site of a fire lookout that stood here until 1977, when the NPS removed it because it was no longer necessary for wildfire control. The view remains as ample testimony to why the lookout stood on this spot. A stone hut housing a radio repeater used by various government agencies sits below the western summit. The eastern summit, 15 feet higher, provides good views of the foothills of the Rockies and the megalopolis spreading between Colorado Springs and Fort Collins.


  Lodgepole pines along the lower part of the Twin Sisters Trail grow there because fire destroyed denser forest and created room for sun-loving lodgepoles. Similarly, in 1929 a fire destroyed a stand of lodgepoles on the west flank of the peaks, allowing quaking aspens to replace the pines. The stand of aspens is called the Butterfly Burn. The supposed butterfly shape is rather vague, but the butterfly colors appear beautifully above the Tahosa Valley in September, when these trees are among the first in the area to turn red and yellow.


  About 2.7 miles from the trailhead, at the top of a low point on the ridge north of the summits, some maps show a feature called Lookout Springs about 0.25 mile east of the trail. This spring was once a drinking water source, but I doubt its purity and recommend that you skip sampling it and instead carry your own water.


  To help fight the heat of a summer day, you may want to put a three-quarters-full water bottle in the freezer the evening before your hike. It will contain a lump of ice when transferred to your pack. Carried next to your back, the ice will absorb heat generated by hiking and melt into cold drinking water. Thus the bottle will cool you on the outside as well as the inside.


  A better solution is to climb Twin Sisters not on a hot summer day but on a cool summer night. The trail is clear enough to hike by starlight, and a full moon is magic if you can arrange it. A flashlight is worth its weight in confidence.


  Starting well before dawn (camping is forbidden on Twin Sisters), you should arrive on the ridgetop in time to witness sunrise above the plains, shining with reservoirs. Photos should include silhouettes of some limber pines in the foreground.


  Few early-morning hikers who arrive on top of Twin Sisters, 3.9 miles from the trailhead, are eager to leave; they literally have all day. Yet there is much to experience on the easy return. Pikas squeak their alarm from the invisibility of their near-perfect camouflage among the rocks. Also finding shelter among the rocks is dwarf blue columbine. This rare alpine flower is only a few inches tall with stubby curved spurs, an obvious relative of the Colorado blue columbine, Colorado’s state flower. Additional interesting photos of limber pines present themselves on the way down.


  The limber pines are dramatic in shape because of winter wind that blasts Twin Sisters. Winter hikers bold enough to face this bombardment (100 miles per hour is not unusual) at least will not be hampered by much snow, which the wind blows away. There is more snow below tree line in winter, but it often is so hard packed that snowshoes are not needed. The winter trail to Twin Sisters begins just above the parking lot across CO 7 from Lily Lake, adding 0.4 mile of walking on the closed unpaved road to the summer trailhead.


  Storm Pass Trail to Estes Cone


  Once, while leading a group of hikers to Chasm Lake, I informed them of a lecture to be given that evening by a man who had climbed Longs Peak more than fifty times. “Fifty times!” exclaimed one panting hiker. “Why, any reasonable man would have stopped at thirty.”


  Relatively few climbers can claim such a record on the park’s tallest peak. Fewer yet may be able to match my record on the park’s ninety-fourth tallest peak: One summer I climbed Estes Cone more than a dozen times. Why? Because it is strategically located. Although not very high (11,006 feet), it is a good vantage point from which to photograph taller peaks, especially Mount Meeker. Among the bare rocks at Estes Cone’s top hide rare dwarf columbine, and photogenic limber pines grow on the slopes below the summit.


  I climb Estes Cone by way of Storm Pass. You can hike to Storm Pass from Longs Peak Campground, 2.6 miles away via Eugenia Mine (see the Longs Peak and Nearby Goals chapter) and from Bear Lake Road, 3.75 miles away on the Boulder Brook and Storm Pass Trails (see the Bear Lake Road chapter).


  But the most interesting route to Storm Pass is the 3.0-mile trail from Lily Lake. From the parking lot at the east end of Lily Lake, hikers head left along a wheelchair-accessible trail that follows an old road around the south side of the lake. This easy walking turns to a rather steep path where the Storm Pass Trail branches left to cross the Aspen Brook drainage. A separate trail branches north descending along Aspen Brook to a private road. This road is not open to public use and is gated where it meets Tunnel Road (CR 69B) near the YMCA of the Rockies.


  The Storm Pass Trail climbs from Aspen Brook over the east flank of Estes Cone to where spectacular views provide an excuse to rest on trailside rocks. On this sunny south-facing slope, lodge-pole pines cast little shade, and the trail can be warm in summer. If you plan to continue over Storm Pass, you will feel an obvious drop in temperature when you reach the north-facing slope. Of course you will be walking mostly downhill, which will have something to do with the perceived drop in temperature.


  If you are headed to the top of Estes Cone, however, pines and warmth predominate for the 0.7 mile from Storm Pass to the summit. From a classic limber pine grove in Storm Pass, follow the path that runs uphill to the right (east). Keep alert to the view on the left through the pines; the first example of Estes Cone’s strategic position is a unique perspective of Specimen Mountain straight down Forest Canyon. The trail first runs clear and certain, zigzagging up the steep slopes, then it degenerates to cairns, and then not much of anything.


  The terrain guides you to a spot where a bit of rock scrambling is necessary. Avoid trampling rare dwarf columbine growing among the rocks. The top of this climb is a false summit, but it is easier and more fun to go over the rocks than around them. Next you must descend into a gully and then climb to the cone’s summit on the east side of the mountain.


  The panoramas are excellent in all directions from the top of Estes Cone, especially if you started before dawn. Such an early beginning has the dual advantage of cool temperatures on the way up and the best light for summit photographs.


  Lily Lake Trail


  A wheelchair-accessible path circles Lily Lake, traversing sunny slopes of Lily Mountain to the right of the parking lot off CO 7 and penetrating a mixed forest of Douglas-fir and ponderosa pine on the left (south) shore. The lakeshore path varies little from the 8,927-foot elevation at the east edge of the lake. A detour path climbs steeply from the right side of the lake, taking rock climbers near the dramatic slabs on Lily Mountain before descending again to the main trail. Another detour leaves the lakeshore on the south side, taking walkers through elk-chewed quaking aspen groves and lodge-pole pines. Both paths on the south shore are wheelchair-accessible.


  The able-bodied can circle Lily Lake in fifteen minutes or circle it twice in thirty. The able-minded, however, take much longer, for there is much to see along this path. It may be the easiest place in the national park to find a varied collection of woody plants.
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  Ponderosa Pine


  With a mixture of habitats, Lily Lake is also a good place for summer birding. Most of the ducks are mallards, which feed by dabbling in the shallows with their tails in the air. Those that dive below the water are less common ring-necked ducks.


  Homer Rouse Trail


  Named for a former superintendent of Rocky Mountain National Park, this Larimer County trail outside park boundaries commemorates Rouse’s significant volunteer service to the Estes Park community outside of his national park duties. This route begins at the parking lot across CO 7 from Lily Lake and proceeds down an unpaved road about 400 yards to historic Baldpate Inn. On the National Register of Historic Places, this privately owned lodge dates from 1917 and recalls a less-hurried era of park visitation. Its unique key collection and display of old photos supplement the interest inherent in the log building itself. The route continues past the inn and its parking area.


  Some Baldpate photos show views of the inn’s vicinity taken from the old road that climbed from the valley of Fish Creek to Lily Lake. Long abandoned by vehicles after the blasting of CO 7 through spectacular cuts on Lily Mountain, this old road is now the Homer Rouse Trail. Trees have grown to block most of the views displayed in the historic photos. Nonetheless, you still can see spectacular scenery, especially The Crags on the north side of Twin Sisters. The road grade is reasonably gentle on the knees of those headed downhill and on the lungs of those climbing up from Fish Creek. A detour path through the woods near the bottom takes hikers away from the old road to avoid private homes.


  To drive to the lower end of the Homer Rouse Trail, turn left from CO 7 at a curve a bit less than 0.5 mile south of Marys Lake Road. This turn onto Fish Creek Way is hard to see. After 0.3 mile continue straight on an unpaved road at the bottom of the hill where Fish Creek bends left. Drive another 0.6 mile to where the road turns sharply left. The road straight ahead is the bottom of the Homer Rouse Trail. Lily Lake is less than 2 miles ahead and less than 700 feet above.


  I usually want to hike a bit farther; the ranch land south of Fish Creek is very pretty, and I am a bit unsure about where to park and where the trail actually begins. Therefore I often park somewhere along the shoulder of the paved road and walk the scenic 0.5 mile to the trailhead. Intermittent streams that flow across the Homer Rouse Trail can create fall-inducing patches of ice in winter. Because the entire trail is outside the national park, canine companions can accompany human hikers; it is best to keep the dogs leashed.


  Lily Mountain Trail (Roosevelt National Forest)


  Lily Mountain is the easiest mountain in this book, yet it offers a genuine climbing experience. As such, it is an excellent first climb for children whose parents want them to acquire a taste for mountaineering.


  To reach the trailhead drive south of Estes Park on CO 7 to a point 2.4 miles south of Marys Lake Road (just before Mile Marker 6). At present you park on the shoulder of the highway. There is not much room, which somewhat limits the number of people hiking the trail at one time. Additionally, it is easy to err and drive on uphill past the trailhead. Watch for three major road cuts as the highway climbs the valley wall; the trail begins on the right-hand (west) side just past the third big cut.


  The USDA Forest Service has considered building a parking area nearby. If it has been established by the time you read this, the trailhead should be easy to find. The parking area would allow more people on Lily Mountain simultaneously. Opinions doubtless will vary as to whether that would be a good thing.


  The first part of the trail follows a very gentle grade, slightly rising and falling parallel to the road. The slope is partially forested and dotted with interesting rock outcrops. Eventually the way begins to veer left, more steeply uphill and away from the highway. At this point another trail continues straight ahead, dropping downhill. This is but one example of several branching paths that might lure you from the main trail. Ignore the right-hand fork and follow the clearer path to the left. After a series of short switchbacks, yet another false trail leads downhill. Bear left again, and climb a few more yards to the ridgetop. Turning left, follow the trail south along the ridgeline toward the summit.


  Before you reach the top, the trail becomes less distinct and then fades away. Here you get to practice the challenge of route finding. Climb a few yards to the right then cut left directly for the summit. Clambering over the rocks for the last few yards should be easy and fun.


  From the top there is a good view of Twin Sisters to the south, over a bump on Lily. Panning to the right from there you’ll see Meadow and St. Vrain Mountains, the Longs Peak group, the Front Range, and, away to the north, the Mummy Range. The extensive red-roofed buildings of the YMCA of the Rockies lie below in the northwest. In the valley to the northeast, ranch land and residences extend along Fish Creek to Estes Park and Lake Estes. All in all, the summit of Lily Mountain is a pleasant, satisfying sort of place, well worth the effort it takes to get there.


  Homestead Meadows (Roosevelt National Forest)


  The Lion Gulch Trail to Homestead Meadows has become popular since 1978, when the forest service purchased land holding ruins of ranches established in the late 1880s and early 1890s. Staying well below 9,000 feet, this system of trails is free of snow most of the year. It is a favorite of horseback riders and hikers who want to enjoy canine company but cannot take their dogs on national park trails.


  The trailhead is on the south side of US 36, 8 miles east of Estes Park and 13 miles west of Lyons. From the highway the trail drops to cross the Little Thompson River then climbs into Lion Gulch, following a tributary brook along an easy grade. The brook in Lion Gulch originates on the slopes of a 9,740-foot prominence called Lion Head. Although mountain lions still roam the area (as well as most of the wilds described in this book), the chances of spotting one are extremely slight. As humans are about the same size as mule deer—a normal food source for lions—the low chance of encountering a mountain lion is comforting.


  Lion Gulch opens into Homestead Meadows 2.5 miles from the trailhead. Here begins a series of loop trails that lead past the ruins of eight old homesites and various other buildings. Many sections of trail follow old wagon roads that served these homesites. Other sections of trail were laid out to avoid crossing private property contained within the national forest. Hikers should heed closure signs to avoid trespassing.


  Forest service signs also will guide you around the loops. The interpretive signs have pictures and information about the people who lived in and “proved up” each site. Homestead Meadows is on the National Register of Historic Places. It should go without saying that all ruins should be left exactly as found; no part of them should be removed as a souvenir.


  Upon emerging from Lion Gulch, the first homestead you will encounter is the Walker Homestead. The buildings of Homestead Meadows were constructed mostly of timber cut on-site. Lumbering was a major source of income here for several years, and wood from this area was used in Allenspark and Meeker Park.


  Beyond Walker Homestead, a left turn leads in another 1.3 miles to the Engert Homestead. A right turn takes you 0.5 mile along the road to the Griffith Homestead, then another 2.3 miles to the Irvin Homestead and an abandoned sawmill. Whether you go right or left on the Sawmill Loop, there are other loops and trails that will take you to the other five sites. The 3.0-mile hike from US 36 to the Walker and Griffith Homesteads has a gradual elevation gain from 7,360 feet to 8,400 feet.


  The trail southwest to the Boren Homestead continues 2.5 miles beyond Homestead Meadows to Pierson Park, on the east side of Twin Sisters Peaks. At Pierson Park, a right turn (north) along CR 119.2 (passable only by four-wheel-drive vehicles) eventually leads through residential developments on the outskirts of Estes Park. A left turn (south) follows four-wheel-drive CR 119.1 through former logging areas to Cabin Creek Road, off CO 7 near Meeker Park. Road and trail maps are available from the USDA Forest Service, 161 Second St., Estes Park 80517; (970) 586-3440 (limited hours during non-summer months).





  Mummy Range


  The Mummy Range is the northernmost hiking area in Rocky Mountain National Park. From trailheads scattered all around its base, a network of trails crisscrosses the mountains, giving hikers and backpackers wonderful choices of routes and destinations.


  North Fork of the Big Thompson Trail System


  Everyone is destination oriented. This trail guide of necessity reflects the hiker’s obsession with getting to a particular place. But on the North Fork trail system there is much to be said for no-particular-destination hiking. Most destinations are far from the trailhead. The national park itself is 4.4 miles from the starting point in Roosevelt National Forest.


  The land around the North Fork of the Big Thompson River has been less used for day hiking than other sections of the park—Bear Lake or Glacier Gorge, for instance—because of the long distances to specific destinations. It was the North Fork’s remoteness that attracted one of the most colorful characters in Estes Park history in the 1870s. The Earl of Dunraven, an Englishman, had attempted to gain control of the Estes Park region to preserve its beauty and wildlife from despoliation by the three or four summer tourists who drifted in weekly. By fraudulent means, Dunraven gained title to enough land to turn Estes Park and the entire Big Thompson drainage to the north, west, and south (including the North Fork) into his own private hunting reserve.


  When Americans paid no attention to his titles, land or otherwise, Dunraven saw that his plan would fail. He reversed his goals and opened a posh hotel to capitalize on the growing fame of Estes Park as a summer paradise. Meanwhile, he escaped the frustrations of civilization by building a hunting lodge for himself along the North Fork.


  Dunraven’s name lives on in a glade, trail, mountain, and lake in the North Fork drainage. His memory adds romance to an area that would be very pleasant and interesting even without a colorful history. The day hiker on the way to nowhere in particular will have an enjoyable trip along the North Fork.


  To reach the trailhead, drive north from Estes Park on the Devils Gulch Road to the little town of Glen Haven. At a Forest Access sign about 2 miles past Glen Haven, turn left on unpaved Dunraven Glade Road. Somewhere along this road is the now-lost site of Dunraven’s hunting lodge. Perhaps some day excavation for the construction of a new home will turn up the whiskey cache that the earl buried one fall and was unable to find the following spring.


  A few miles down the unpaved road on the left-hand side is the Dunraven Glade Trailhead parking lot provided by the USDA Forest Service. On the other side of the parking lot, the Dunraven Trail begins by heading up a small ridge to enter Comanche Peak Wilderness. The path soon drops steeply down a forested slope to parallel the North Fork. To the left the trail extends down through a deep, narrow canyon to Glen Haven—an easy, pleasant walk of less than 2.0 miles. To the right the trail extends much farther—not all easy, but mostly pleasant.


  Passage to the right does start out easily through the shade of thick blue spruce and Douglas-fir. In late August and early September, you may have trouble walking quickly past raspberry bushes laden with delicious fruit. As this beautiful canyon widens, the trail passes from national forest property to private land. While you are on private property, be especially conscientious about staying on the trail.


  Before long, you find yourself walking on a four-wheel-drive road, which narrows again to trail dimensions until breaking out of the trees at Deserted Village, 3.0 miles from the trailhead. Wagons carried hunters to this turn-of-the-twentieth-century resort. A dysentery epidemic in 1909 had a poor effect on business, and the place was abandoned once and for all by 1914. The earl’s hunting parties called this site Dunraven Meadows; a 1907 map labeled it Dunraven Park.


  Lest you duplicate the unpleasant intestinal symptoms of wilderness visitors in 1909, do not drink the water straight from the North Fork. Treat it chemically and/or boil it first.


  Ponderosa pines close in on the trail as the meadow narrows toward its upper end. Some of them have grown around strands of barbed wire that used to fence off someone’s land interest. Dunraven probably did not bother to erect fences along the North Fork; people ignored his other fences anyway, running cattle over much of the land he claimed. His dream of preserving the wilderness and its wildlife for himself was a $200,000 flop. After one last hunt up the North Fork in 1880, he left the region for good. Preservation along a more typical American pattern was accomplished in 1915 with the establishment of Rocky Mountain National Park.


  Almost 1.0 mile inside the park border, the North Boundary Trail begins on the left. Despite its name, it follows the eastern boundary south to Cow Creek Trailhead. This trail passes the North Fork patrol cabin less than 200 yards from its junction with the Dunraven Trail.


  Past the junction, the trail along the North Fork is called the Lost Lake Trail. It proceeds along the bottom of the valley on a fairly mild grade for about 1.5 miles, then climbs steeply away from the river. At a spot 2.3 miles from the North Fork patrol cabin, the trail forks. The Stormy Peaks Trail (see page 52) is the right-hand fork. The Lost Lake Trail continues left over a relatively young terminal moraine, missing Lost Falls but passing through Lost Meadows. It parallels the creek to reach Lost Lake.


  Lost Lake itself was once lost to the national park. After Dunraven gave up his dream, the need for preserving the area became evident. In 1911 a dam was built on the North Fork, enlarging Lost Lake into a reservoir. The NPS acquired the reservoir in the early 1970s and demolished the dam in 1985. Human alteration of the lake now is limited to the “bathtub ring” where high water killed the plants.


  [image: chpt_fig_005]


  The National Park Service does not maintain a trail beyond Lost Lake, but easy routes exist to goals further on. Take care to avoid damage to this high-altitude wilderness by intense vegetation trampling. Two lovely, unnamed alpine lakes sit on the other side of a ridge southwest of Lost Lake. There you are close to the base of Rowe Peak, and the rock cliffs of the mountains rise dramatically from the tundra.


  The North Fork descends into the upper lake via a small noisy waterfall tumbling out of an interesting gorge that extends down from Lake Dunraven. Rather than climbing the gorge to Lake Dunraven, you may prefer to use it for your descent; a much easier route to the earl’s lake begins at the outlet of the lower of the two unnamed lakes. After crossing the outlet, worm your way through the least dense section of krummholz, traverse the bottom of a talus slope, and then head straight up the ridge that hides Lake Dunraven.


  To climb Mount Dunraven, continue up the ridge. After it becomes somewhat less steep, descend slightly and cross an unnamed drainage to reach and then ascend the main bulk of Dunraven. Dunraven is the first summit on a spur extending east from the Mummy Range. The second is unnamed and in the way if you wish to continue along the spur to Mount Dickinson, at the end.


  From the Mount Dunraven spur, you can climb to a saddle on the main section of the Mummy Range


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Mummy Pass Trail
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  Trails North of Horseshoe Park
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  Chapin Pass Routes
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