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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, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.

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

Globe Pequot Press

Reader Response/Editorial Department

246 Goose Lane, Suite 200

Guilford, CT 06437

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Warning: Climbing, biking, and whitewater navigation are all activities with significant risks. You can be seriously injured or die. Read the following before you use this book.

This is a guide about multiple difficult activities, some of which involve rock climbing, mountain and road biking, or navigating whitewater. Do not depend solely on information from this book for your personal safety. Your safety depends on your own judgment based on competent instruction, experience, and a realistic assessment of your athletic abilities for a given activity.

There is no substitute for personal instruction in rock climbing and whitewater navigation as well as mountain biking or road and gravel biking. Instruction for all of these activities is widely available. You should engage an instructor, guide, or mentor to learn appropriate safety techniques. If you misinterpret a concept expressed in this book, you may be killed or seriously injured as a result of the misunderstanding. Therefore, the information provided in this book should be used only to supplement competent personal instruction from an appropriate instructor or guide. Even after you are proficient in climbing, kayaking, rafting, mountain biking, or road biking safely, occasional use of a guide is a safe way to raise your skills and learn advanced techniques.

There are no warranties, either expressed or implied, that this instruction book contains accurate and reliable information. There are no warranties as to fitness for a particular purpose or that this book is merchantable. Your use of this book indicates your assumption of the risk of death or serious injury as a result of each activity’s risks and is an acknowledgment of your sole responsibility for your own safety in each activity or in training for them.
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Preface

Colorado is a mecca for adventure, loved by residents and drawing well over 80 million visitors every year, many for recreation. It’s known for its rugged mountains, pristine rivers, fossil discoveries, eons of native history, and Wild West and homesteading past. The Front Range spans more than 120 miles, from Fort Collins and Boulder to the north to Denver and south to Colorado Springs. The Dakota Hogback, which runs from New Mexico to Wyoming just west of most of these cities, is essentially a long-running gateway to the Rockies, behind which most of the adventures in this book are found. A few are located east of this area but still showcase Colorado’s rich geologic and natural and human history and wonders. We wanted to make it easy to find the type of adventure you’re looking for, so the book is organized by adventure type—hiking, climbing, bicycling, and paddling. It is also organized by proximity to Denver, which is home to the state’s largest population base and transportation corridors. Adventures are evaluated for difficulty. While some are extreme, others are family friendly, which is noted. These adventures represent the best of the best—things you won’t find anywhere else—and showcase some of Colorado’s lesser known natural wonders.
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Introduction

“Go West, young man, go West!” These are words from Horace Greeley—namesake of Greeley, Colorado—words that all on Colorado’s Front Range take to heart as they look west to the oft-snowcapped, granite peaks of the Rockies. It’s home to innumerable adventures, from world-class skiing and snowboarding, to whitewater, to trails that touch the sky, to rock and ice-climbing routes.

Elk, moose, pika, eagle, hawks, hummingbird ptarmigan, and hundreds of other animals call the mountains home. Wildflowers abound at all elevations, from the elephanthead, lupine, and columbine that crowd streambeds to alpine forget-me-not, saxifrage, and sandwort that find purchase in the unlikeliest of alpine crags over 14,000 feet high.

The geology is a complex mix of rocks thrown up in ancient uprisings, melted and molded by extreme pressures, and then carved away by water and wind. Rocks 1.2 billion years old are sometimes found next to rocks that are just 25 million years old. Mountain valleys, cirques, and peaks were carved as recently as 1 million years ago; mountain streams, creeks, and rivers continue carving canyons today.

All this resulted in a wild, untamed playground for adventure-seekers, and that adventure starts in the backyard of the Front Range’s Dakota Hogback. Within a 30-minute drive of Front Range metropolises, you can encounter myriad adventures, from family-friendly nature trips and fossil parks to extreme rock climbing, mountain biking, and whitewater—it’s magical. This book will help readers find the best of each of these adventures based on my personal experience and from the perspective of experienced outdoors adventurers, athletes, and leading guides.

In writing this book, I often found myself overwhelmed by the awesomeness of Colorado. Sounds silly, right? The absolute hardest thing was figuring out what not to include in this book. I’m not complaining; it’s an embarrassment of riches worthy of a lifetime of exploration.

There are easily more than 2,000 trails in the Front Range encompassing 6,000 miles, well over 12,000 named climbing routes, hundreds of miles of whitewater, and even more flatwater—all within 3 hours of Colorado’s Front Range. I haven’t done all of that yet.

In choosing adventures for this book, I tried to select ones that uniquely showcase aspects of these natural riches—places that show unique geological features, like the Paint Mines and fossil beds; places that challenge the toughest of climbers, boaters, and bikers. But I also made a conscious decision not to include some of Colorado’s most famous attractions, like Rocky Mountain National Park. Don’t get me wrong, I love it up there! But there’s so much more of the state to see.

Colorado’s residents are active outdoors people, and undoubtedly this guidebook will not include some of their favorite adventures or places. I’ll face criticism for what I did and did not include, and that’s OK; I welcome it. Perhaps I’ll include that one place you found that you love to share in a later edition of this book; I’d love to hear about it. I’m also sensitive to the idea that some places are sacred to those who love them, and I would never out someone’s secret fishing hole, so to speak. There are places I love that I haven’t included in this book for that very reason. To get me to share them with you, I guess you’d just have to find me in the wild or shoot me an e-mail. There are plenty of amazing adventures I didn’t include, such as hiking and snowshoeing St. Mary’s Glacier or climbing at the Garden of the Gods or North Table Mountain. Great Sand Dunes National was a little too far away to justify as a day trip, but check it out!

Hopefully, for Coloradans there are adventures in this book they’ve never experienced and it will encourage them to seek them out. It offers close-in hikes and climbs as well as adventures a little farther from home, but still within a day’s reach. For visitors, recreational or otherwise, this book offers a smattering of what Colorado has to offer and truly showcases the best of Front Range adventures.

Some of the areas in the book overlap, like climbing and rafting in Clear Creek Canyon or hiking and climbing in Staunton State Park; that’s partly by design. These playgrounds offer multiple types of adventures, and one of the fun things friends and I did in envisioning this book was concocting how we’d undertake multi-adventure days. Our record is currently three, but I can easily see ways to do four or more if you put your mind to it.

Now, go. Have fun; take friends and family. Enjoy the cerulean skies and the trail crunching underfoot, the waves walloping the boat, the precarious precipice of a vertical rock wall with fingers and toes clinging. Go forth and adventure!

Adventure is what you set out for. Adventure is what you get. But the two are often not the same. After all, it wouldn’t be much of an adventure if they were!

General Information

For general information on Colorado, visit the official website of Colorado travel: colorado.com. The site contains a wealth of vacation information.

Visitors to the state can find vacation information, free state maps and brochures, and clean restrooms at Colorado’s welcome centers, which are located near most of the major highways as they enter the state. For more information, visit colorado.com/WelcomeCenters.aspx.

Area Codes

Colorado has four area codes: The Denver/Boulder metro area (extending out to Longmont, Idaho Springs, and Castle Rock) uses 303 and 720. The 719 area code serves the greater south-central and southeastern part of the state, including Colorado Springs, Pueblo, Buena Vista, Leadville, Alamosa, and Del Norte. The 970 area code covers the northern Front Range, Eastern Plains, and West Slope, extending east from Craig to Sterling and south from Craig to Durango and Cortez.

Wildland and Park Contacts

The majority of the adventures in this book are on public lands. You can learn more about these spaces at the following sites:

Bureau of Land Management: blm.gov/colorado

Colorado Parks & Wildlife: cpw.state.co.us

National Park Service: nps.gov/state/co/index.htm

USDA Forest Service—Rocky Mountain Region: fs.usda.gov/r2/

US Fish & Wildlife Service—Mountain-Prairie Region: fws.gov/mountain-prairie/co.html

Getting Around

If you’re hiking, climbing, biking, or paddling you’re going to have to get there. If you’re taking a tour or a guided hike, climb, or whitewater adventure, your transportation needs will likely be limited to getting to a parking lot. If you’re going out on your own, you’ll need reliable transportation. It’s really hard to hail a taxi 20 miles from nowhere with no cell reception. All of the start points for these adventures can be accessed by car, but some are on dirt roads.

Many Colorado backcountry roads are closed in winter. Respect these closures. Getting stuck on a high alpine road in temperatures below freezing is not fun, and whoever comes to get you out will not be happy about it. Some of Colorado’s paved roads also are closed in winter. To learn more about what roads are closed, check the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) website (cotrip.org). Or call them at (877) 315-7623; 511 on your cell phone (Colorado only).

History

Colorado’s popular—and true—history is full of cowboys and miners and Native Americans. But the land that is Colorado today saw its first humans long before modern Native Americans. Relics at the Lindenmeier Site near Fort Collins in northern Colorado place members of the Clovis culture in Colorado as early as 11,000 years ago. The cliff dwellings in Mesa Verde National Park were built sometime in the 1190s. It’s possible that people of the Clovis culture were the first to climb some of Colorado’s fourteeners, and some of these peaks are still regarded as sacred places by Native Americans.

The first Europeans to reach Colorado were Spaniards who came via the southeast, naming places like Culebra Peak and Pueblo—heck, “Colorado” is a Spanish word for red! After the Spaniards came trappers and traders, like those who overwintered in Poudre Canyon. The first known European-American to come to Colorado was James Pursley. He wintered with the Ute Nation near South Park in 1805 and found gold flakes in a stream there.

In 1806 President Thomas Jefferson sent Lt. Zebulon Montgomery Pike to survey what is now the southwestern United States, including southern Colorado. They named a fourteener for him. You might have heard of it.

The gold rush of 1859 brought settlers hoping to find their fortune in the plains and on the mountains. These settlers and prospectors panned the rivers and streams and were the first to ascend some of Colorado’s fifty-three fourteeners; they definitely named some of these mountains, such as Handies Peak.

Following the Civil War the federal government began a more earnest effort to understand Colorado and the West. Two federal surveys in the 1870s really explored Colorado’s high country: the Hayden Survey, led by Dr. Ferdinand Vandeveer Hayden, and the survey led by Lt. George Montague Wheeler. They made many of the first known ascents of fourteeners and explored deeply into the mountains.

Geology

Some of the rock that makes up Colorado’s fourteeners today is more than 1 billion years old; these Ancestral Rockies are long gone, eroded to rubble. Rocks in Kansas trace back to those extinct monoliths, borne on the backs of glaciers.

Today’s Rockies are a complex mix of time. Longs Peak, the northernmost fourteener in the state and on the Front Range, is composed of 1.4-billion-year-old silver plume granite. Pikes Peak, the southernmost Front Range fourteener, is also composed of 1.2-billion-year-old granite but was exposed just 50 million years ago during the Laramide orogeny, an intense period of mountain-building in the state. The Eocene epoch, about 34 million years ago, created the rocky tombs of ancient plants and animals found at Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument; the conglomerate rock at Castlewood Canyon was also formed around this time.

The mountains were and are being carved by erosion—all those scree fields are clear evidence of that. Glaciers—most now melted—also played a huge part in sculpting the bowls, basins, and moraines of Colorado’s Front Range.

The same conditions that created the Rockies in Colorado also deposited countless minerals and ores there, which Native Americans have used in their jewelry for centuries.

Word of gold in 1859 brought people from far and wide to Colorado’s vast high country. The mountains have been exploited for minerals ever since. Uranium to gypsum, gold to copper to lead—it’s all in the Rockies. This section could go on for quite some time but will end before getting into a discussion of Precambrian deposits and the Laramide orogeny. There are other books about that!

Weather

Regardless of difficulty, one of the biggest factors to consider in undertaking any of the adventures in this book is weather.

Although Colorado is known for experiencing 300 sunny days a year, the weather is way more complicated. There’s a well-known adage in Colorado: “If you don’t like the weather, wait 10 minutes.” At altitude and above tree line, it’s more of an inverse. If the weather looks bad, it’s probably going to get worse. A blue sky can swarm with clouds in mere minutes. In lower elevations you’re not quite as exposed to the elements, but lightning and winds—even tornados—can suddenly arise.

It’s largely because the Rockies are the first major breaker that clouds encounter between the West Coast and the Midwest. Their water-heavy bellies scrape against the peaks and disgorge rain, sleet, snow, thunder and lightning, wind—sometimes all at once. The rain and sleet can turn solid dirt and rock into slick surfaces in minutes. Snow can turn into whiteout conditions at higher elevations. These extreme conditions are rare along the Front Range, which usually experiences fantastic, mild temperatures in summer and winter, but adverse weather is more likely as seasons change.

Thunder and lightning are nerve-wracking and—at best—can impair decision making as you scramble to get out of the most dangerous situations, whether roped into a rock face, floating on a river, or hiking high above tree line. At worst they’re potentially deadly.

In June 2015 fifteen people and a dog were struck by a lightning bolt on Mount Bierstadt. The people were lucky; all survived. The dog did not. And in July 2015 a newlywed couple was struck by lightning on Mount Yale. It took other climbers 45 minutes to reach a location where they could get cell reception to call 911. It took more than 2 hours for rescuers to reach the couple. (In a more remote area, everything could have taken a lot longer!) The 31-year-old bride died.

The worst storms generally roll into Colorado during the afternoon in late spring and summer, striking the high mountains first then heading east toward the plains. But lightning can happen at any time up there—even during sleet and snow. To learn more about how to deal with lightning, check out the “Safety” section, where search-and-rescue experts offer advice.

Most of the time Colorado’s weather is spectacular, and visibility can stretch for 100 miles or more on sunny days. Afternoon storms offer a welcome respite on hot summer days and roll out quickly—and Colorado has plentiful rainbows.

As this book deals with adventures ranging in elevation from 6,000 feet to over 14,000 feet, it’s important to think about the impact of elevation on temperature. For every 1,000 feet of elevation gain, the temperature drops about 4°. On a sunny summer day when it’s 90° in Denver, it could still be in the 50s on top of a fourteener. So even in the heat of summer, always bring rain/wind wear and an insulating layer.

Despite the cooler temperatures, you’re more at risk of sunburn at altitude. The sun’s rays are 26 percent stronger at 14,400 feet than at Denver’s famous 5,280 feet. Sun protection is a must. Places you might not think about protecting as much need attention too. That means the underside of your forearms, under your chin, your nostrils, and your earlobes. Sunlight reflecting off bright rocks, snow, and water can burn the inside of your nose. It’s quite uncomfortable!

This guide primarily covers spring, summer, and fall adventures—of course wintertime whitewater adventures in Colorado are highly unlikely. Winters in Colorado close alpine roads. It’s awesome to rock climb outdoors in January and February, but that isn’t likely in most of Colorado—Shelf Road is a glorious exception!

Still, more people are venturing into the mountains in winter now than ever before to snowshoe, ski, or snowboard, and winter hikes can be just as fun as summer adventures. Just be prepared for the colder weather.

If venturing out in winter, remember that snow and ice pose unique dangers, such as slips and falls as well as avalanches and moats close to rocks and trees. Winter adventures also require more gear, and more weight. Road closures mean longer treks into the backcountry, and you have to remember that winter days are shorter. All together that means it takes more time and more effort to take on these adventures in the winter months. Times and mileages given for the adventures in this guide are for spring through fall, assuming normal conditions.

Flora and Fauna

Colorado’s biodiversity is incredible. In Castlewood Canyon alone there are four separate microclimates—grasslands, montane forests, Fontaine scrublands, and riparian habitats—even though the changes in elevation only range a little over 100 feet. While each of these microclimates has different vegetation habitats, the more than 200 birds in the area and other animals often roam freely between the different habitats.

Similarly, when climbing a mountain, whether small or over 14,000 feet, you’ll pass through multiple climate zones, from montane to alpine. You’re likely to travel through forests of ponderosa pine and Douglas fir before reaching lodgepole pine and aspen and then spruce, fir, and limber and bristlecone pine—all this interspersed with mountain meadows, willow marshes and wetlands, and alpine lakes and streams. Finally you’ll reach the alpine tundra, where stubby plants like club moss and moss campion are merely inches tall but decades old. These plants are weather hardy but not boot hardy, so please stay on-trail to minimize impact. Walking on rocks instead of plants is even better!

Wide swaths of evergreen forests have been decimated in the past twenty years, owing largely to drought and climate change. Pine and spruce beetles are at the heart of this epidemic and have killed more trees than forest fires. While pine and spruce are healthy in much of the state, you will come across some of these de-vegetated lands. Thus far, land managers haven’t been able to remedy the problem; shorter, warmer winters have exacerbated the problem by allowing the beetles to reproduce at record rates.

Massive avalanches in 2019’s huge snow season also wiped out large swaths of trees. Similarly forest fires have had their impact, as noted in the Colorado Trail segment adventure. In 2020 Colorado also saw an unprecedented fire season. Three forest fires surpassed the record for the state’s largest wildfire, which had occurred in 2002. The largest, the Cameron Peak Fire, was nearly twice as large as the previous record holder.

Colorado also is famous for its quaking aspens. Aspen groves are some of the largest living organisms on earth and reproduce chiefly by root sprouts—every tree in an aspen grove is likely a clone. They’re usually found in moist, protected areas; they spread aggressively and live at elevations of up to 12,000 feet. However, they’re more commonly found at somewhat lower elevations. Trunks of aspens are often scarred by elk, bear, and other animals, which also eat aspen bark and shoots in winter.

Speaking of elk, these lumbering quadrupeds are found in alpine meadows throughout Colorado. White River National Forest has the largest elk herd in the world, numbering nearly 40,000 by some estimates, so it should be no surprise that the Maroon Bells and other mountains in the forest are called the Elk Range.

Other mountain wildlife includes moose, found in places like Colorado State Forest, mule deer, black bears (there are currently no known grizzlies in Colorado), and mountain lions.

Mountain lions are elusive and much more likely to spot you than you are to spot them. If you notice an area with a lot of bones, particularly bones with some signs of recent predation, you may be near a mountain lion. Toward the end of 2019 it was confirmed that some wolves have been spotted in Colorado as well. However, neither predator is likely to attack humans, especially if they’re in a group.

Mountain goats and bighorn sheep graze at high elevations and are likely to be the biggest mammal you’ll see high up on a fourteener. The animals you’re most likely to see—or hear—at higher elevations are marmots and pikas. The best way to spot them is by letting your ears guide your eyes. Listen; then look.

Marmots, which look like a mix between beavers and groundhogs, are larger and easier to see. They like to sun on rocks. Pikas blend in with the rocks and often scamper underfoot on more-remote trails.

Please don’t feed the wildlife—no matter how cute! Don’t leave your stuff around. If camping, hang your food and anything else with an odor—toothpaste, lotion, etc.—in bear bags at least 10 feet off the ground and preferably suspended between two trees. Certain parts of Colorado now require the use of bear canisters for overnight stays.

It’s not just bears you have to worry about. Chipmunks, squirrels, and mice can gnaw through that nice new $400 tent to get at your tasty treats. Marmots love rubber, and many people who leave their trekking poles behind to climb a rocky summit come back to find the rubber chewed off their grips. Don’t throw food away. Pack out what you don’t consume. The more handouts and trash animals get from humans, the more likely they are to chew through tents in search of food, or eat wrappers or other trash and get sick.

Colorado is a birder’s paradise. Crows, magpies, blue Steller’s jays with their black crowns, and pesky Clark’s nutcrackers and gray jays (nicknamed “camp robbers”) are found throughout Colorado. Hummingbirds whir near flowers and alpine water sources. Ptarmigans are masters of disguise on snow or rock and gravel and often surprise unsuspecting hikers and snowshoers. Eagles were caught and trained by Native Americans on Longs Peak, and today you’ll occasionally see birds of prey at the state’s highest altitudes.

Alpine lakes and creeks are amazing spots for cutthroat trout. Anglers can also find stocked sport fish such as rainbow and brown trout in much of the state.

Wilderness Restrictions and Regulations

Colorado is a wild place! The state has two national grasslands, eight national wildlife refuges, twelve national forests, forty-three wilderness areas (not counting wilderness study areas), and a growing number of national parks and monuments; Browns Canyon National Monument was established in 2015. The state manages an additional forty-two parks and 346 state wildlife areas. Counties manage even more. The majority of activities in this book are on public lands; however, occasionally they abut private lands, as on rivers and creeks or trails that track through private lands.

Regardless of land ownership, please respect laws, regulations, and requirements. That means practice Leave No Trace ethics. Don’t camp too close to water sources, pack your trash out, don’t take alpine souvenirs, and make campfires only where allowed. Leash your dogs as required. While most places have information about local requirements and closures—some rock climbing areas are off-limits from February to July to allow raptors to breed, for instance—check out the landowner or manager listed for each adventure to learn about local requirements and regulations before heading out. It’s up to us to protect these lands.

Sign trail registers and, if offered, use wilderness tags. These could be required in the future, and fines could be assessed for not using them. Both help land managers understand how many people are accessing Colorado’s mountains and backcountry and help government entities allocate funds. In the event of a lost adventurer, they also help search-and-rescue teams get a better idea of where
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Adventure Classifications

Hiking







Climbing





	5.0–5.5
	Easy
	Generally a steep section of a hike or climb with large handholds and footholds as well as a decent amount of protection. Beginners can usually climb these.



	5.6–5.8
	Intermediate
	These climbs generally have smaller, but still good, placements for feet and hands. The rock face ranges from near vertical to vertical. Beginners may be OK, but intermediate climbing skills are helpful.



	5.9–5.10d
	Hard
	Holds are smaller; the rock face is vertical and may be overhung. Rock climbing skills are essential here.



	5.11a–5.12d
	Advanced
	A vertical, if not overhung face with small holds for hands and feet. Significant rock climbing skill is needed, as are grace and hutzpah.



	5.13a–5.15d
	Elite
	Expert-level, extremely technical climbing. Climbers at this level generally have years if not decades of experience and are dedicated to the sport as almost an art.
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