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Dedicated to the people, plants, and animals that make Denver an incredible place to live; to those who have nurtured the city’s natural beauty over the years; and to those committed to protecting its parks, gardens, and wildlife for generations to come. Thank you.
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INTRODUCTION


Whispers of the Wild West echo through the streets of Denver. Discreet plaques and markers on the sidewalks and historic buildings remind modern-day residents of the memorable events and places that have withstood the test of time.

But this area’s history didn’t begin there. It started millions of years ago, under a sea. As time went on and the landscape of the world changed, Denver did too. Dinosaurs roamed and eventually died out. The area’s first human inhabitants lived their lives to fit the seasonality of the land. When European settlers forced them out, the land was altered to fit the lives of these new residents. As time went on, the city shifted and grew and eventually became the place we know today.

Denver is a city of change, but one thing has stayed eternal: the stunning natural beauty of the area. Nestled at the foot of the Rocky Mountains, Denver and the Front Range offer easy access to world-class outdoor recreation. Places like City Park and Denver Botanic Gardens offer serene escapes within the city, and even simply watching the sun set over the mountains from the right road or rooftop can give you butterflies. It’s an incredible place to call home.

Before we dive in, I want to be clear that I’m not a scientist. I’m just a person who loves learning and can’t get enough of the outdoors. I wrote this book because it’s the guide I wish I had when I first moved here. I’ve spent the past decade getting to know the ins and outs of the city’s natural places, and I want to share some of them with as many people as possible. Bringing more folks to the trails can be a touchy subject in a city grappling with growth, but there is enough room for all of us to recreate responsibly and connect with the spaces that keep our hearts wild. The more people love and respect the outdoors, the better our odds are for protecting these cherished places.

This book is essentially a field guide to Denver and the surrounding suburbs of Aurora, Golden, Lakewood, and Littleton. It’s split into three sections: Wild Denver, 99 Species to Know, and Field Trips.

‘Wild Denver’ dives into the natural history and ecology of the city. This section is broken into ten chapters that cover everything from fossils to weather to water to citizen science you can do to help wildlife.

The ‘99 Species to Know’ section highlights some of the plants, animals, insects, mold, and mushrooms that you can see on the Field Trips. Common names can vary depending on the species, so if you want to take your research to the next level, rely on the italicized scientific names. The first word (or genus) is always capitalized, and spp. in lieu of a second word (the species name) means that there are several species, and that the entry relates to them all. All of the common names in this guide are lowercase for consistency (e.g.,mountain lion and black-footed ferret), except for the ones named after a place or a person (e.g., Rocky Mountain elk and Steller’s jay).

[image: A bighorn sheep with large, curved horns is shown in profile. The sheep’s fur is textured, and its eye is visible. The background is blurred.]
Finally, ‘Field Trips’ is a selection of 25 parks and trails within an hour of the city. These trips are a mix of easy, paved walks to more challenging hikes with elevation gain. There are different habitats on these hikes—some are open prairies, some are mountain forests, and some are a mix. Many trips are accessible or have at least one accessible trail, and most are easy for first-time hikers to attempt. All have descriptions of what you can expect during your visit.

This book covers the basics and should give you a good foundation to feel comfortable going out on the trails. The information is geared toward beginners, and this is only a sampling of some of the interesting things you can see and expect. Wild Denver is a good place to start if you’re new to your ID journey, and it can easily fit into most packs.

Humans are an important part of the natural world. We belong in it. May this book inspire you to explore and appreciate the wonders that surround us.

[image: A close-up of a bee on a flower, focusing on the bee’s body and the flower’s petals. The bee is engaged in pollination.]





WILD DENVER


[image: Illustration of two birds, one perched on a branch and the other flying above. The branch has a few leaves, set against a solid background.]



Discovering Denver’s Wild Side [image: ]


At a Colorado Rockies game, you’ll probably spot a purple triceratops making its way around the stadium to get the crowd pumped up. Upon first glance, it seems like a random choice for a mascot, but Dinger the Dinosaur is actually a nod to a discovery made during the construction of the home of Denver’s Major League Baseball team.

When ground was broken for Coors Field, there was a high probability that fossils would be found. Every few years, the discovery of a fossil from somewhere in or around the city makes the news, and as the site at Blake and 20th was excavated, what was eventually determined to be the ribs of a triceratops were unearthed.

When news got out, the owners of the field even debated naming the ballpark Jurassic Park to lean into the discovery. They went a different direction but were adamant about paying homage to the fossils, and Dinger was born. (Literally—there are videos of him breaking free from his egg at a game in 1994.)

While we now think of Colorado as a landlocked state, millions of years ago, it was under a sea. During the late Cretaceous Period, this shallow sea was rich with marine life, leaving behind sedimentary rock layers such as limestone and sandstone, which are now part of Denver’s geology. As tectonic forces uplifted the Rocky Mountains and it receded, the ancient seabed was pushed to the surface. Today, fossils and sedimentary layers provide valuable insights into what Denver has looked like throughout history and all the dramatic geological changes that have occurred over millions of years.

[image: Two paleontologists in hard hats work on an excavation site, one using a brush and the other examining the ground closely. Equipment and buildings are visible in the background.]
Paleontologists carefully excavating the future Coors Field site


[image: A ‘Dinger the Dinosaur’ mascot wearing a team jersey with ‘ROCKIES’ and the number ’00’ holds a box and points at the viewer. The mascot has a hat with stars and stripes.]
Dinger the Dinosaur at Coors Field


[image: A large bear sculpture is positioned against the Colorado Convention Center, with its front paw resting on the glass surface. The sculpture features a geometric design.]
See the biggest bear in Colorado without leaving the city: “I See What You Mean” by Lawrence Argent is a 40-foot blue bear looking in the windows of the Colorado Convention Center



[image: A view of Denver city skyline in the distance, with rolling hills and residential areas in the foreground. The scene is set during twilight.]
Denver is a sprawling city with nature throughout




Nature Is All Around You


Denver is a city for all types of life—you just have to know where to look. With more than 280 parks and 850 miles of trails in the city alone, you don’t have to go far to feel immersed in the natural world. Even downtown Denver, with its skyscrapers and traffic, is home to plants and animals that have excelled at adapting to life alongside humans.

Birdlife is particularly diverse in the city. Tall buildings and green spaces serve as habitats and feeding grounds, making it easy for birdwatchers to spot mourning doves, hawks, and house sparrows. Permanent avian residents quickly learn which streetlights are the best to hang near to snatch bugs out of the sky. More recently, peregrine falcons have returned to the city to nest on skyscrapers, utilizing the city’s high-rise structures as artificial cliffs for their nests. Denver is also a perfect place for birds to stop and rest their wings during long cross-country migration journeys.

Insects and spiders occupy cracks and crevices all around the city. Swallowtails flutter around and visit the flowers in pocket parks, and miller moths become inescapable for a few weeks each year. Eastern fox squirrels dart between the old-growth trees that line the streets, which turn blazing hues of yellow and gold every fall. Residents in neighborhoods plant flowers and shrubs to provide beauty and serve as food sources for birds, bugs, and other animals.

Once you leave the city limits, the habitats and wildlife change. The suburbs and lower foothills of the Front Range are home to birds of prey like red-tailed hawk and American kestrel, as well as larger mammals like mule deer grazing in open fields.

As you venture farther into the foothills, wildlife really starts to diversify. You might even spot a black bear or mountain lion in more forested areas. Birdwatchers have a better chance of spotting birds that only live at higher elevation or are more elusive, like Steller’s jay and great horned owl. Reptiles like prairie lizard and gopher snake also become more common. More specialized animals like bighorn sheep have adapted to the cooler, rocky environments found farther away from the city.

[image: A mule deer with antlers stands in a natural setting, surrounded by vegetation and rocks. The deer is positioned sideways, showcasing its profile.]
Mule deer are common in the foothills and on hiking trails


[image: A squirrel stands on a paved surface, with its tail raised. A leaf is visible nearby, and grass is in the background.]
Squirrels are everywhere in Denver


[image: A cluster of aster flowers with multiple blooms and green foliage. The flowers have a round shape with layered petals and a central disc. Some buds are also visible.]
Asters bloom at the end of summer


[image: A crow is holding a nut in its beak while standing on the ground. The bird is focused on the nut, with its body angled slightly forward.]
People often set out peanuts as treats for crows and squirrels


Denver is called the “Mile High City” because it’s 5280 feet above sea level—1 mile. Because of the elevation, the weather feels a little different here. We’re physically closer to the sun than many other cities in the country, so the heat is often described as more intense. Our winters are mild, but we do get hard freezes and snowstorms that make it a tough place to survive outdoors.

[image: A bronze statue titled ‘The Closing Era’ depicting a Native American figure holding a rope, positioned on a buffalo lying down. The statue is set against a building backdrop.]
“The Closing Era,” outside Colorado State Capitol, was created by Preston Powers and represents the end of the traditional lifestyle of Native Americans in Colorado


The flora and fauna (plants and animals, respectively) of Denver have to be tough to make it through the year and have evolved in response to the city’s climate and geography. Plant species native to the Denver area are low water and drought tolerant with roots that reach down inches or even feet to access moisture that isn’t lost to evaporation from sun and wind. Blue grama grass, sagebrush, and various species of wildflowers like columbine, aster, and sunflower are just a few species you’ll find in yards in the city and out on the trails.

Mule deer, black bear, mountain lion, raccoon, skunk, and fox all call this region home. Bird species in the area include American robin, red-tailed hawk, and various species of songbird. Insects such as butterflies and bees play a crucial role in pollinating the region’s flora.




The People Before the Place


It’s estimated that 48 or more Indigenous tribes occupied Colorado for some amount of time, including Arapaho (Hinono’ei), Cheyenne (Tsistsistas), and Ute (Nuuchu or Nuu-ciu) tribes. The Ute people inhabited much of southwestern Colorado, traveling to the Denver area seasonally to hunt. The Arapaho and Cheyenne were nomadic Plains people who lived east and north of Colorado but would also set up seasonal camps in the area as they followed bison herds and other resources.


Colorado was admitted to the Union as the 38th state on August 1, 1876, exactly 100 years after the Declaration of Independence was signed in 1776, earning it the nickname the “Centennial State.”



Like many places in the United States, the official incorporation of the state into the Union marked the end of a way of life for Indigenous peoples who had called the area home for generations. The displacement of these people involved a combination of unfulfilled treaties, military force, and settlement policies that had devastating impacts on Indigenous communities as well as the environment.




A Commitment to Greener Growth


Between water demands and increased pollution, Denver has had some struggles as a city trying to maintain a connection to the natural world. Urbanization has led to habitat fragmentation and the loss of natural areas. The expansion of the city has encroached on or altered habitats for plants, animals, and insects.

Our population increase is going to continue, so if we want to make sure we have green spaces that can help us combat some of these issues, we have to set aside space intentionally. Creating an extensive network of parks and open spaces has been a priority since the city’s formation and continues to be one today.





Water in the West [image: ]


You can’t survive without water. For a city set in a semi-arid climate with a history and predisposition to drought, that can sometimes be a major issue. Finding a way to provide water for both consumption and irrigation and maintain a balance between both is a struggle we’ve been dealing with since the early days of Denver.

Before the official establishment of Denver, the Indigenous peoples of the region utilized the area’s natural water sources for their sustenance and daily needs. The arrival of European settlers in the mid-19th century introduced new challenges and demands on these water sources. The city’s location along the South Platte River was advantageous for initial settlement, but the river’s seasonal fluctuations and unreliable flow made it impossible to depend upon the river as a consistent water supply. The challenge of securing water made farming and daily life tough, pushing pioneers to adopt clever irrigation systems and establish laws around water rights.

In 1868, Sloan’s Lake served as a key reservoir and helped manage the water supply in the growing city. In 1900, the Denver Water Company (now Denver Water) was established to manage and improve the city’s water supply. They carved out a citywide ditch and began digging reservoirs to store water.

As the population continued to grow, the city invested in infrastructure to divert water from nearby mountain streams and rivers, including the construction of pipelines and tunnels to transport water from higher elevations to the city. The state’s complex water-rights system—based on “first in time, first in right”—has led to historical and ongoing conflicts and legal disputes. Due to the state’s limited water resources and high demand, surrounding communities have grown concerned about providing water to their residents too.

[image: Aerial view of West Denver during the flood in 1864, showing submerged buildings and streets. The image captures the extent of flooding in the area.]
Houses and commercial buildings destroyed by flooded Cherry Creek




Big Floods and Devastating Droughts


Cherry Creek, a tributary of the South Platte River, runs through the heart of Denver, and its watershed reaches urban and suburban areas around the city. Many early Denver neighborhoods were built around it because residents and farmers needed easy access to water.

One night in May 1864, heavy rainfall caused the Platte River and Cherry Creek to overflow their banks, leading to Denver’s first major flood. People were killed, infrastructure and homes were completely destroyed, and the event prompted efforts to improve flood management and infrastructure, laying the groundwork for future flood-control measures in the growing city.

While floods were a major concern in Denver, especially after the Cherry Creek disaster, early Denver also faced significant hurdles due to its challenging drought conditions, which were a stark reminder of the region’s arid climate.

Droughts aren’t just bad for people. For plants, the lack of water leads to reduced growth, stressed vegetation, and increased vulnerability to diseases and pests. Gardens and natural landscapes suffer as soil moisture dwindles, leading to browning, die-off, and a decline in biodiversity. Many native and nonnative species struggle to survive, affecting the overall health of local ecosystems. Vegetative stress disrupts food chains, leading to declines in animal populations and changes in behavior as wildlife adapts to the harsher conditions.

The city was also impacted by America’s most catastrophic drought. The Dust Bowl had a profound environmental impact on Denver and the surrounding region, particularly in terms of air quality, agriculture, and landscape degradation. As severe droughts and relentless dust storms ravaged the Great Plains in the 1930s, the city occasionally found itself blanketed in dust, with thick clouds of dirt carried by strong winds from the east. These dust storms—some lasting for days—compromised air quality, making it difficult for residents to breathe and causing widespread health issues, particularly for those with respiratory conditions. Outside the city, the drought decimated crops and left the land parched and barren.

Droughts since then haven’t been as intense, but they have resulted in water restrictions and a general shift in how we think about water in Denver. The threat of drought always looms and agencies are tasked with making sure we have enough to go around.




Denver’s Water Demands


Denver’s water supply is sourced primarily from two major river basins: the Colorado River, with key contributions from reservoirs like Gross and Dillon, and the South Platte River. These sources are managed through an extensive network of infrastructure, including the Moffat Tunnel, to channel mountain water into the city’s system.


Eighty percent of Denver’s surface-water supply comes from melting snow on the mountains sent to the city primarily by river.



Managing Denver’s water supply comes with its own set of challenges. One significant issue is sedimentation, which can accumulate in reservoirs and reduce their storage capacity over time. Sediment from runoff and erosion—as well as from wildfires and human activities like construction, deforestation, and land development—can also affect water quality, making treatment more complex and costly. As a result, Denver Water continuously invests in water treatment and reservoir maintenance to address these challenges and ensure a consistent and clean water supply for its residents.

Summer water restrictions are an attempt to help manage the city’s limited water resources and ensure sustainable use, especially during periods of drought or high demand. These restrictions typically include guidelines on when and how often residents can water their lawns, limiting irrigation to certain days of the week or specific times of day to minimize evaporation. There may be limits on using water for nonessential purposes like washing vehicles or filling swimming pools during critical dry periods.

As water restrictions become more common, homeowners are transforming their hellstrips (the patch of grass between the sidewalk and the street) into low-water landscapes, making it easier to see native plants like yarrow, blanket flower, asters, and prairie coneflower without heading out of the city.

[image: Close-up of a blanket flower with layered petals and a central disc. The petals are arranged in a radial pattern around a textured center.]
Blanket flower is a drought-tolerant perennial


[image: Close-up of a prairie coneflower with a conical center and broad petals, surrounded by green foliage. Another similar flower is partially visible in the background.]
Prairie coneflower is a late-season bloomer


Population growth, urban development, and the impacts of climate change—including shifting precipitation patterns and increased evaporation rates—continue to strain existing water infrastructure and pose risks to the city’s water supply.

To address these challenges, Denver Water is focusing on adaptive water-management strategies that emphasize resilience and sustainability. This includes investing in water conservation, exploring alternative water sources, and enhancing infrastructure to withstand changing climate conditions. The city is also engaged in collaborative efforts with other water users and stakeholders to address regional water issues and ensure a reliable water supply for future generations.





Weather [image: ]


Colorado has three distinctly different regions: the plains (east of the city), the mountains (north and west), and the Western Slope (far west). Denver is located where the mountains and the plains meet. Known as the foothills (of the Rocky Mountains), these little pockets create interesting microclimates—smaller areas with distinctive climates—that support different species.


“ONE MILE ABOVE SEA LEVEL” is engraved on the 15th step of the capitol building, but the actual one-mile measurement has changed multiple times over the years.



[image: An ambulance drives through a snowy street during a blizzard. A car is visible on the left, and traffic signals are present. Trees are in the background.]
During a blizzard, 28 inches of wet snow hit Denver, making it extremely difficult to get around


Changes in elevation can drastically impact the weather. Denver is 5280 feet above sea level. Higher elevations get colder first, so it’s possible to get heavy snow in Golden and not a flake in downtown Denver.

Westerly winds blow smoke from wildfires in California and Canada in summer, leading to severe air pollution as inversions form and trap pollutants in a layer of cold air. In winter, strong mid-latitude jet streams known as polar jet streams pass through, which can result in heavy, wet snow deposited all over the area.



Breath of Semi-Fresh Air


Denver struggles with having some of the worst air-quality rankings in the country and, on some days, the world. A significant issue is ground-level ozone, a harmful pollutant formed when sunlight reacts with emissions from vehicles, industrial sources, and other pollutants. This photochemical reaction typically occurs on hot, sunny days (Denver’s specialty!), leading to elevated ozone levels. In 2008, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) set the National Ambient Air Quality Standards for ozone at 70 parts per billion (ppb), which translates to 0.07 parts per million (ppm). This means that for every million parts of air, no more than 70 parts should be ozone to avoid adverse health effects.


Air inversions happen when a layer of warm air sits above a layer of cooler air, trapping the cooler air and anything in it close to the ground.



[image: A panoramic view of Denver city in a valley with residential houses in the foreground and distant hills leading to a city skyline in the background.]
Some days you can see a layer of pollution settled over Denver from far away; it’s known as the “brown cloud” and it’s visible from spots like Mount Falcon or William F. Hayden Park on poor air-quality days


During warmer months, Denver frequently exceeds this standard, posing significant health risks for vulnerable populations such as children, the elderly, and individuals with respiratory conditions. Factors contributing to elevated ozone levels include heavy traffic, which increases emissions of nitrogen oxides and volatile organic compounds (the precursors to ozone formation) and wildfires that introduce additional particulate matter and pollutants, further degrading air quality. Some of these fires occur in Colorado, but sometimes smoke travels all the way from Canada, making the air hazy and hard to be out in.


If you’re hiking in summer, always check the air-quality warnings before you go for advisories about days and times to avoid being outdoors.



To combat these challenges, city and state officials have implemented a range of mitigation strategies. Stricter emissions regulations for vehicles and industrial sources; public-awareness campaigns encouraging residents to adopt alternatives to driving, such as using public transportation, biking, or carpooling; and air-quality monitoring by EPA and local agencies helps track pollution levels, allowing for timely public-health advisories when ozone levels are high.




It’s Always Sunny in Denver, Too


Denver gets more than 300 days of sunshine annually . . . or so the story goes. In the late 1800s, rail companies needed to convince people to visit and live in Denver, so they bent the truth about our sunshine count to make it more appealing. The true number of sunny days Denver has each year is up for debate based on what is considered a full day of sun, but it is rare to have more than one fully cloudy day in a row.

[image: An aster bush covered with numerous small flowers, densely packed and blooming. The plant appears healthy and vibrant, with green foliage visible among the flowers.]
An advantage of planting native flowers like asters is that they grow well in Denver’s dry, clay soils


Having so much sun feels good for the soul, but it can make it harder for plants to grow well. Strong UV rays and high levels of solar radiation can lead to increased evaporation rates, causing faster soil moisture loss and stressed vegetation. This intense sunlight can also result in sunburn on plants, leading to damaged leaves and reduced photosynthesis. As a result, plants may become more susceptible to drought and pests, impacting their overall health and growth.




“We Needed the Moisture”


You’ll hear someone say it every single time it rains, but that’s because it’s true. While our semi-arid climate stays on the drier side, Denver does get rain; the annual precipitation level is just relatively lower compared to other regions. Moisture from the Pacific Ocean must cross the Rocky Mountains, and moisture from the Gulf of Mexico has to travel a considerable distance before reaching the city, with much of it dissipating along the way. Consequently, Denver averages around 15 to 20 inches of precipitation per year.




Caused by Climate



As of this writing, September 2024 was our hottest September in history.



Climate change has intensified existing weather threats, leading to more extreme conditions. El Niño and La Niña patterns are contributing to some of the hottest and coldest days on record, while droughts are becoming more prolonged.

In 2024, the USDA updated its agricultural growing zones, moving Denver from Zone 5 to Zone 6. Although this change might not have a significant impact on farmers and gardeners who were already used to the shifting season, it has notable consequences for migratory birds and insects that depend on specific native plants for food and reproduction. When these birds arrive along their migration routes and find that their food sources are not yet available, they face increased risks, potentially leading to higher mortality rates or forcing them to continue their journey with inadequate nourishment. This has even led to some birds altering their diets or relying more on feeders for survival.

[image: A coyote stands on a snow-covered road surrounded by trees. The scene depicts a winter landscape with a clear path and sparse vegetation.]
A coyote walks up a road on a sunny snowy day at Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge


[image: A black-capped chickadee perched on a feeder filled with seeds. The bird has a distinct head and body shape, with visible feathers and a beak. The feeder is made of a wire mesh.]
Black-capped chickadees are familiar sights at bird feeders in winter





Denver Through the Seasons


Our climate is changing and weather can vary drastically, but typically, you can expect the seasons to follow a pattern. January is usually the coldest month, while July or August is the hottest.



Winter


Denver’s winter weather can be a wild ride, swinging from sunny and mild to snowy and frigid in the blink of an eye. With temperatures often ranging from the 30s to 50s during the day and an average snowfall of around 60 inches each year, Denver’s winter can feel like a roller-coaster.

Many plants go into hibernation to survive the cold, but random warm days can trick them into budding too early, leaving them vulnerable to late frosts. Wildlife, on the other hand, must adapt to unpredictable conditions by growing thicker coats, changing their diets, or migrating to find more reliable food sources. Birds seek out feeders and native plants with berries that persist through winter, while insects either die or find cozy spots to hunker down for the season.

Winter is a great time to hit the trails if you want to avoid the crowds. Make sure you have the proper gear (microspikes are a must on any trail with ice) and bring warm clothes.




Spring


Spring in Denver is a time when flowers burst into color and trees leaf out, while the chance of a late freeze keeps everyone on their toes. One day, you might be soaking up the sunshine in a T-shirt, and the next, a surprise snowstorm might have you reaching for your winter coat again. Flowers like crocuses, snowdrops, and pansies that bloom in spring are especially hardy and can survive chilly temps. Meanwhile, wildlife wakes up from hibernation and starts gearing up for breeding and migration.

[image: Two pasqueflowers are shown, one with a central cluster of small petals and another with a rounded shape. Both are surrounded by green foliage.]
Hardy pasque-flowers are usually one of the first blooms in spring



It might seem late, but it’s best to wait until after Mother’s Day to plant anything in the garden. Late frosts and unpredictable spring weather can harm tender plants.



Thawing snow and melting ice turn trails into muddy messes in spring. The shifting weather means that each outdoor adventure can come with a bit of unpredictability. If you’re going on the trails during mud season, be prepared to walk through it. Walking around mud contributes to erosion and widening of the trails. If it’s a really muddy day, choose another trail.




Summer


Denver’s summer weather is a dream. Temperatures often climb into the 80s and 90s accompanied by plenty of sunshine and low humidity. It’s perfect for outdoor activities, from hiking the scenic trails of state parks to enjoying a day paddleboarding on a reservoir or birdwatching in one of Denver’s many parks.

Peak summer can get hot, with streaks of hotter days becoming the norm. Animals like mule deer and red-tailed hawks adjust their behavior by becoming more active during cooler parts of the day and seeking shade to avoid overheating. Plants are also challenged, with natives like blue grama grass thriving by growing deep roots to access underground water and conserve moisture efficiently. Unfortunately, while the weather feels amazing, the air is not. Smoke becomes an issue outdoors every summer. Check the air quality before heading to the trails.

[image: Blue grama grass with seed heads, densely clustered, filling the frame. The grass appears dry and is set against a blurred background.]
Blue grama grass is also called eyelash grass



[image: Aerial view of Denver with various houses and trees, with a city skyline in the background.]
Denver neighborhoods explode with color each fall





Fall


Fall in Denver is a time of vivid transformation, with cooler temperatures ranging from the 50s to 70s triggering a breathtaking display of foliage in reds, oranges, and golds. The season’s cooler, crisp air signals plants and animals to prepare for winter. Trees like the quaking aspen and sugar maple put on a spectacular show of color before shedding their leaves, while grasses like blue grama turn a rich golden hue.

[image: An eagle’s nest is visible among branches, surrounded by leaves. The nest is made of twigs and is positioned high in the tree.]
A bald eagle’s nest in fall leaves


Mule deer and elk begin their migration to lower elevations in search of more accessible food, while black bears enter a phase of hyperphagia, eating excessively to build fat reserves for hibernation, affectionately known as “Fat Bear Fall.” Red foxes and coyotes become more active, foraging for food to prepare for the coming winter. Meanwhile, birds like American kestrel and golden eagle can be seen hunting in the cooler air, and smaller birds such as chickadee and nuthatch start to combine flocks to make the most of the resources and prepare for the frosts of winter.






Finding Fossils [image: ]


During the Mesozoic Era millions of years ago, the area now known as Denver was at the bottom of the Western Interior Seaway, an inland sea that stretched from the Gulf of Mexico to the Arctic Ocean and divided North America into two landmasses. It was a shallow marine environment, teeming with diverse life, evidenced by the fossils of ancient sea creatures like ammonites and crocodiles that have been discovered in the rocks of the Denver Basin.

As the sea receded, it left behind thick layers of sediment. The uplift of the Rocky Mountains, which began around 75 million years ago, reshaped the landscape, pushing the seafloor sedimentary rocks to the surface, creating dramatic mountain ranges and rugged terrain.

These layers of rock contain fossils and traces of ancient marine life and provide valuable insights into the geological and biological evolution of our region.



Geological Formation


Denver lies, unsurprisingly, within the Denver Basin—a sedimentary basin that formed during the late Mesozoic Era 70 to 100 million years ago. It’s a series of sedimentary rock layers, primarily composed of sandstone, shale, and limestone deposited over time by the ancient sea, as well as rivers and lakes, that covered the region.

[image: Map illustrating the Western Interior Seaway, Laramidia, and Appalachia during the Late Cretaceous period, showing land and water distribution.]
Map of North America with the Western Interior Seaway during the Campanian (Upper Cretaceous Period)


The most notable geological feature in this part of the state is the Rocky Mountains, which began to form about 75 million years ago during the Laramide Orogeny. This mountain-building event resulted in the uplift of the Rockies, beginning to shape the rugged terrain that often serves as the backdrop of the Denver skyline.




The Morrison Formation


The Morrison Formation is a geological wonder lying right beneath Denver, holding secrets from 150 million years ago. This rock formation runs through Colorado (starting in Morrison), Utah, Wyoming, Montana, and Arizona and is a fossil treasure trove from the Late Jurassic Period. Because of the Morrison Formation, scientists are able to piece together the prehistoric environment of North America using fossil evidence.

Remarkable discoveries from the Morrison Formation include the stegosaurus, known for its distinctive row of bony plates and spiked tail; diplodocus, a long-necked herbivore with a whip-like tail; apatosaurus, a massive, long-necked dinosaur once mistakenly identified as brontosaurus; allosaurus, a skilled predator with sharp teeth and claws; and brachiosaurus, known for its long legs and towering height.

[image: Dinosaur skeletons on display, arranged in a museum setting.]
Allosaurus fragilis and Stegosaurus stenops at Denver Museum of Nature and Science





Dinosaur Ridge


Twenty minutes west of the city is a special spot for dinosaur fans. Dinosaur Ridge in Morrison is an iconic national natural landmark that features an array of fossil tracks and bone beds, transporting visitors back to the Late Jurassic Period. As you walk along the paved Dinosaur Ridge Trail, you’ll pass more than fifteen fossil and geologic sites, including a world-famous tracksite. See hundreds of well-preserved footprints of dinosaurs like diplodocus and allosaurus captured in rock over 100 million years ago, providing a tangible connection to giants that once roamed the region.

The Dinosaur Ridge Exhibit Hall has fossil replicas and educational displays that detail the history and significance of the finds. Take a guided tour (they have walking and bus options) to learn about the creatures that left these fossils behind.




Plants and Mammals


For even more fossils, head to Triceratops Trail—a 1.5-mile gravel trail located a block east of 6th Avenue and 19th Street in Golden. Along the trail, you’ll pass interpretive stops that highlight the area’s rich geological history and fossilized tracks from dinosaurs, birds, mammals, insects, invertebrates, and plants.

Noteworthy finds include a large, three-toed tyrannosaurus track and several four-toed triceratops prints from 68 million years ago.

One cool thing about Triceratops Trail is that it also features plant fossils, including large palm fronds. These are from a time when the area was a delta-like environment with palms, magnolias, and low-lying ferns that characterized Colorado’s Late Cretaceous ecosystem. Near the end of the trail by Fossil Trace Golf Course’s thirteenth hole, you can see these ancient plant impressions preserved in sandstone.

[image: Fossilized dinosaur footprints are visible on a rocky surface, showcasing various sizes and shapes of the tracks. Cracks and mineral deposits are also present in the stone.]
Footprints from the past at Dinosaur Ridge in Morrison




The Bone Wars

The Bone Wars was a fierce and dramatic period of scientific rivalry in the late 19th century, primarily between two paleontologists: Othniel Charles Marsh and Edward Drinker Cope. The first Stegosaurus fossil was unearthed in Colorado in 1876 by Marsh. Driven by the race to uncover and describe the most dinosaur fossils, Marsh and Cope engaged in



[image: Fossilized shell imprints on rock surface, displaying radiating lines that suggest the shape and structure of the shell. The texture of the rock is visible.]







Biodiversity [image: ]











[image: Aerial view of Denver skyline at sunset, reflecting on a lake. A park is visible in the foreground with trees and pathways. A small boat is on the water.]


[image: A monarch butterfly is perched on a flower, with another flower visible nearby. The background features a field with additional flowers.]





Threats to Diversity














Native and Invasive Species [image: ]






Native Species




[image: Close-up of cheatgrass heads with slender, elongated structures. The background features blurred grass, indicating a natural setting. The focus is on the seed heads’ arrangement and form.]


[image: Close-up of a sweat bee on a flower, showcasing its body structure and features, including antennae and legs, with a blurred floral background.]




[image: A black-footed ferret stands on a sandy surface, looking upwards. Its body is elongated with a distinct head and small ears.]


[image: A Rocky Mountain columbine with multiple petals and a central cluster of stamens. A bud is visible above the main flower, surrounded by green foliage on the ground.]





Invasive Species







Noxious Weed List



[image: A bulldozer is clearing land near a wildfire, with flames visible in the background. A firefighter is standing nearby, observing the situation.]








Movers and Shakers [image: ]






Birds






[image: A spotted towhee perched on a tree branch, partially obscured by the tree. The bird has distinct markings and is holding a small object in its beak.]


[image: An eastern kingbird perched on a barbed wire fence, facing slightly to the right. It has a slender body and a distinct head shape.]


[image: Two individuals hold Mallard ducks, each with a metal band on their legs. One person is attaching a band while the other supports a duck. Hands are visible, showing varying skin tones.]











Lights Out







Insects




Keep It Dark



	Turning off exterior decorative lighting.

	Turning off interior lighting when it’s not in use or covering your windows at night, especially if you’re on a higher floor.

	Installing automatic motion sensors that can alert you if something is moving nearby but keep the lights off otherwise.

	Avoiding over-lighting with new light technology.

	Making sure any outdoor light that you use has a cap to direct the light toward the ground.









Mammals



[image: Cluster of showy milkweed flowers with star-shaped petals and developing buds surrounded by green leaves.]


[image: Cluster of common milkweed flowers with multiple blooms, some insects visible among the petals. Green leaves are partially visible in the background.]



[image: A Rufous hummingbird hovers near a cluster of flowers, extending its beak towards the blooms. The background features additional flowers and greenery.]


[image: A group of elk, including a male with antlers and several females, are resting near rocks in a grassy area.]






Climate Change and Other Challenges










Our Animal Neighbors [image: ]






A Different Look at Denver





[image: A raccoon peeks through green leaves, partially obscured by branches. Its facial features are visible, including its eyes and nose.]





Backyard Buds





[image: A house sparrow perched on a branch, facing forward. It has a distinct head pattern and a stout body. The background is blurred with green foliage.]


[image: A black-billed magpies perched on branches, featuring a distinct coloration and a long tail. The bird is facing slightly to the side, with its head turned.]





Get More Green Spaces




[image: A red-tailed hawk perched on a branch among trees with leaves and snow. The background features a vibrant display of autumn foliage.]


[image: A large group of various geese and ducks, gathered on a body of water with some resting on the ice.]







Bring It Home [image: ]






Xeriscaping







[image: A wooden pergola with a seating area is visible in a park. Surrounding vegetation includes tall grasses and rocks, with buildings and mountains in the background.]







Animals After Dark




[image: A great horned owl is resting on a branch, partially obscured by foliage. The background features tree bark, creating a natural setting.]







Be a Good Neighbor





[image: A wooden bee hotel filled with various sizes of hollow tubes and logs, designed for solitary bees and other beneficial insects.]


[image: A pathway winds through tall grass and plants, leading towards a distant building with a tower. The scene is set in a natural landscape.]






Up on the Rooftop




[image: A green rooftop garden with various plants, overlooking a city skyline with tall buildings in the background.]







Citizen and Community Science [image: ]





[image: A group of people working together to build a path, using shovels and rakes on a grassy area. They are spreading gravel along the path.]


[image: Mobile phone screen of the iNaturalist app displaying user profile ‘naturalist1395’ with 3 observations. Listed observations include ‘Fox Squirrel,’ ‘Insects,’ and ‘Birds,’ each with location details.]


[image: A group of individuals gathered outdoors, with one person holding a notebook and another holding a water bottle. Vehicles are parked in the background.]





How to Get Involved
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