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    SPRING

  


  Spring weather is unpredictable in Colorado, to say the least. Don’t let that keep you and your family indoors. Your shoes might get muddy, but it’ll be worth it to see meadows and hillsides awaken as wildflowers blossom and animals emerge from hibernation. Unless you’re planning to snowshoe, it’s best to hike at lower elevations in March and April, when high-country trails may be covered in snow. On the other hand, some foothills trails in Boulder and Jefferson County are notoriously soggy during “mud season”: late April and May. Always check online for trail closures before heading out. Many parks and open spaces maintain a Twitter feed that describes real-time trail conditions. All-Trails is another reliable resource, since other hikers can leave reviews with information about the terrain on the day they hiked.
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1 LAKES LOOP SNOWSHOE TRAIL


  Most Boulderites are familiar with Eldora Mountain Resort and its 680 acres of unpretentious alpine terrain. The lodges serving the site’s downhill skiers are usually bustling on powder days. And yet a few hundred yards east, at the Eldora Nordic Center, hikers find serenity while exploring a real-life winter wonderland spanning old-growth forests and alpine meadows. The hilly Lakes Loop Snowshoe Trail keeps kids engaged with a series of historical markers and wildlife viewing opportunities.


  
    Start: Eldora Nordic Center


    Distance: 2.2-mile lollipop


    Hiking time: 1.5–3 hours


    Difficulty: Moderate to difficult


    Elevation gain: 286 feet


    Trail surface: Snow


    Hours: Open daily, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.


    Best seasons: Early Nov or Dec through Mar. Some years the trails stay open until mid-Apr. Hikers cannot use Nordic Center trails off-season.


    Water: Inside the Nordic Center


    Toilets: Inside the Nordic Center


    Nursing benches: None. If you’ll need to stop to nurse, bring a tarp to sit on.


    Stroller-friendly: No


    Potential child hazards: Frozen lakes, windchill


    Other trail users: None


    Dogs: Not allowed


    Land status: Eldora Mountain Resort


    Nearest town: Nederland


    Fees and permits: Fee for trail passes


    Maps: Eldora Mountain Resort Nordic Trail Map


    Trail contact: Eldora Mountain Resort, 2861 Eldora Ski Rd., #140, Nederland 80466; (303) 440-8700, ext. 68510; www.eldora.com/things-to-do/nordic-center/nordic-center-at-eldora


    Gear suggestions: Snowshoes (available to rent on-site), waterproof snow pants, ski jackets, waterproof gloves, wool or fleece hats, balaclavas, high-energy snacks that won’t freeze, warm herbal tea

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] From Boulder, take Boulder Canyon Drive (CO 119) west to the town of Nederland. From Denver, you can come up through Golden, taking Coal Creek Canyon Road toward Nederland via 6th Avenue West. When Coal Creek Canyon Road dead-ends, make a sharp right onto CO 119. From CO 119, go to Eldorado Avenue and head north. In 1.5 miles, veer left (east) onto Shelf Road. Shelf Road ends at Eldora Mountain Resort. Following the flow of traffic to the north parking lot, but don’t park here. Instead, loop around the alpine ski area and drive across the lower parking lot to reach the Eldora Nordic Center.


  THE HIKE


  First stop: the Eldora Nordic Center, a cute warming hut where hikers can purchase trail passes and snacks, re-up on water, and rent snowshoes. After checking in, walk out the back door of the Nordic Center, and put your snowshoes on outside. Be sure to strap children into their devices first, since it’ll be harder to maneuver once your shoes are on.


  Everyone in your group will need a valid trail pass to access the trailhead via the entry gate behind the Nordic Center. After walking through the gate, make a quick left onto Lakes Loop. If your kids complain about the wind during the initial segment of this trail, reassure them that relief is coming in a few hundred yards, as soon as you’ve ducked into the trees.
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  Lakes Loop Snowshoe Trail is marked with orange blazes (those plastic diamonds nailed onto the trees). Red markers denote Eldora’s other snowshoe trails, and cross-country ski trails are gray. Thanks to an abundance of blazes, it’s pretty much impossible to get lost, even if you’re making first tracks through powder.


  Starting at 0.2 mile, there are several instances when snowshoers must cross groomed ski trails, or even hike alongside a cross-country trail. Go slow, and watch out for skiers, who might have a harder time stopping.


  As the trail winds through the woods, ask children to look for squirrel, coyote, and moose tracks. It’s highly unlikely, but if you see a moose, keep your distance. Because they have very few natural predators, moose don’t fear humans the way other animals do.


  The first historical marker appears as Peterson Lake comes into sight through the trees. In the early 1900s, the area was a tourist destination owned by Eldora Resort and Power Company.


  An Eldora Resort brochure falsely advertised Peterson Lake as an extinct volcanic crater. Hovering at 9,255 feet, the alpine lake is still impressive. In fact, Eldora has the best snowmaking system in Colorado thanks, in part, to Peterson Lake’s plentiful water supply, which is fed entirely by natural springs.


  Can you see the green cabin across Peterson Lake? The Rocky Mountain Climbers Club owns the building, and has used its lakefront property to promote outdoor activities and conversation since 1935.
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  Further down the trail, discover the remains of Pine Log Inn, an early twentieth century lodge built by the Eldora Resort and Power Company. The inn was part of a last-ditch effort to keep a narrow-gauge railroad line in business after the gold boom abruptly ended.


  Past the cabin, after a bend in the trail, the fourth historical marker comes into view, describing Beaver Lake, to your right. Heed the “Private Property” signs as you continue hiking through a chilly clearing before reaching the next historical marker, with information about the country’s oldest continually operated performing arts camp.


  Lake Eldora is the last frozen lake to appear, to the left. Be sure to watch children closely around both frozen and partially frozen bodies of water.


  [image: image]

  

  FUN FACTOR


  EXPLORE ELDORA’S SECRET TRAIL.


  Return to Eldora another time to check out the Jenny Creek Snowshoe Trail, a 10-mile out-and-back route blazed with blue diamonds. (You don’t have to do the whole route.)


  This USDA Forest Service trail is the only no-fee snowshoe trail departing from the Eldora Nordic Center. But you’ll still need to check in at the Nordic Center and grab a (free) trail pass to get through the entry gate, located to the left of Tenderfoot, the bunny slope for alpine skiers.


  Begin climbing straight uphill. After passing the lift behind the bunny slope, turn right and walk as close to the trees as possible. Turn left at the sign for Jenny Creek Trail, and follow the path through a serene pine forest. It’ll be only a few moments before the alpine ski bustle disappears.


  



  [image: LAKES LOOP SNOWSHOE TRAIL]


  When the Lakes Loop Snowshoe Trail intersects a cross-country ski trail at 0.97 mile, you can shorten the total route to 1.5 miles by turning right onto Low Down Snowshoe Trail. You’ll see the signs.


  If you stick to the directions below, the next section of Lakes Loop is a steep climb. Stay straight at the five-way trail intersection, and follow the Lakes Loop signs and blazes across the ski run. When a fork appears in the trail, bear right to continue on Lakes Loop.


  At 1.15 miles the final historical marker presents a welcome opportunity to take a quick breather while reading about the area’s logging history. In light snow years, families can see the remains of one sawmill, as well as an old woodcutter’s cabin, alongside the ski trail below.


  Take a break at the top of the hill, then enjoy flat, scenic terrain. You’ll see the first “Return to Nordic Center” sign at the fork at 1.4 miles. Don’t be surprised if the last leg of your journey—a steady, wooded descent—is a little tricky in snowshoes. Go slow, and watch for icy patches. Follow the orange blazes and signs back to the Nordic Center. The best way to end this hike is with a cup of hot chocolate at one of the coffee shops in the quirky town of Nederland.


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Use your trail pass to get through the gate leading to the trailhead. Turn left immediately onto Lakes Loop Snowshoe Trail. Elevation: 9,370 feet.


  0.2 Hike straight through a trail intersection, following the Lakes Loop signs and blazes.


  0.3 The snowshoe trail merges with a cross-country ski trail. Stay to the far left side of the run.


  0.33 Bear right at the “Snowshoe Trail” sign.


  0.5 Reach Peterson Lake.


  0.8 Arrive at an old cabin.


  0.97 Arrive at a five-way trail intersection. Turn left, cross the groomed ski trail, and begin a challenging climb. If you’re confused about where to go, follow the orange blazes.


  1.07 Bear right at the trail fork.


  1.2 Reach the highest point of the route.


  1.4 Come to a fork in the trail. Go right to return to the Nordic Center.


  1.6 Cross a groomed ski run and follow the “Return to Nordic Center” sign.


  1.67 The Lakes Loop and Low Down trails intersect. Stay straight, following a “Return to Nordic Center” sign.


  1.75 Cross another ski trail. Bear left at the fork in the trail.


  1.95 Cross one more ski run.


  2.2 Arrive back at the Nordic Center.


  



2 TRAIL THROUGH TIME


  With its rich dinosaur history, and relatively temperate climate, Grand Junction is a four-season oasis of family-friendly hiking. An abundance of options could make it tricky to settle on the right trail. So ask yourself: What’s more fun than viewing 140-million-year-old dinosaur bones while exploring a working fossil quarry? Located in the Rabbit Valley paleontological corridor, a stone’s throw from the Colorado-Utah border, the Trail through Time is a self-guided interpretive loop that’ll keep children engaged from start to finish.


  
    Start: Trail Through Time Trailhead


    Distance: 1.6-mile lollipop


    Hiking time: 1–2 hours


    Difficulty: Easy


    Elevation gain: 134 feet


    Trail surface: Dirt and gravel


    Hours: Open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week


    Best seasons: Spring and fall. Summer temperatures can exceed 100°F; trail conditions can be hazardous in winter.

    
    Water: None


    Toilets: Drop toilets approximately 500 feet past the trailhead


    Nursing benches: Several along this short trail


    Stroller-friendly: No


    Potential child hazards: Heat, sun exposure


    Other trail users: None


    Dogs: Must be leashed or under voice command



    Land status: Bureau of Land Management



    Nearest town: Fruita


    Fees and permits: None


    Maps: BLM National Operations Center; Colorado Canyons Association MCNCA Travel Map


    Trail contact: Bureau of Land Management, McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area, 2815 H Rd., Grand Junction 81506; (970) 244-3000; www.blm.gov/visit/rabbit-valley-trail-through-time


    Gear suggestions: Trail running shoes or hiking boots, sunscreen, sun-protective clothing, brimmed hats, sunglasses

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] From Grand Junction, drive 30 miles west on I-70 to the Rabbit Valley exit (exit 2). At the top of the off-ramp, turn right onto Rabbit Valley Road. Drive north for about 100 yards into a large parking area. The trailhead is on the north side of the parking lot.


  THE HIKE


  It’s not the most scenic hike in this guidebook, but the Trail Through Time is a fascinating route nonetheless, given its paleontological significance. Beginning at the Rabbit Valley Natural Research Area, the trail travels about 100 yards along a graveled pathway toward the Mygatt-Moore Quarry, an active fossil quarry. The Museum of Western Colorado’s Paleontology Division maintains the dig site, which has yielded more than 4,000 dinosaur bones from several genera, including Allosaurus, Apatosaurus, Diplodocus, and Brachiosaurus. The quarry is also the discovery site of Mymoorapelta, a small plant-eating dinosaur from the Jurassic period.


  Through the museum’s popular Dinosaur Digs program, families can enter the quarry and help paleontologists prospect, excavate, and prep fossil specimens. But formal digs aren’t the only way to enjoy this site. The Trail Through Time is a free, self-guided tour with twenty-one interpretive signs detailing local geology and past dinosaur excavations.
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  A welcome kiosk in front of the Mygatt-Moore Quarry gives families a broad overview of the area’s Jurassic landscape and Colorado’s incredible fossil legacy. The trail tracks right at the kiosk, and then the self-guided tour is officially under way. Follow the arrow on the big metal sign to begin climbing the side of a rocky hill.


  This ascent is the only taxing portion of the route, and there’s no need to worry about children getting tired—there are plenty of opportunities to rest while reading illustrated signs and viewing an abundance of dinosaur bones poking out along the trail.


  The first bones appear at 0.25 mile, directly in front of an interpretive sign about the Camarasaurus skeleton. From there, switchbacks take families further up the hill. After passing through a cattle gate, visit the Rabbit Valley Overlook, where you’ll get good views across I-70 of the Grand Mesa and La Sal Range, the latter located about 50 miles away in Utah.


  Halfway up the hill, the Trail Through Time levels out as it crosses a broad ledge. The path is well maintained, but due to the nature of the area’s arid landscape, you’ll want to pay close attention to the trail to avoid wandering off course.


  After making a wide U-turn, a gentle descent takes hikers into the valley below. Watch for rocks, and continue stopping at the interpretive signs. At 0.85 mile, a diplodocus skeleton preserved flawlessly in sandstone is a major highlight.


  The final segment of the Trail Through Time is a flat, easy stroll through a barren valley. Portions of the trail are washed out; use the arrows on metal trail posts for guidance and reassurance. Don’t miss the final interpretive signs about plant fossils and a dinosaur pelvis.


  [image: TRAIL THROUGH TIME]



  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start from the interpretive sign at the Trail Through Time Trailhead, hop onto the wide gravel path, and walk toward the hill. Elevation: 4,700 feet.


  0.1 Pass an outhouse, and arrive at a welcome kiosk.


  0.2 Bear left at a fork in the trail.


  0.35 Walk through a cattle gate. Don’t forget to close and latch it behind you.


  0.43 Arrive at the Rabbit Valley Overlook.


  0.60 Follow the trail as it makes a wide U-turn before descending into the valley.


  0.85 Don’t miss a diplodocus skeleton preserved in sandstone.


  1.0 Come to a fork in the trail. Bear right to continue hiking alongside the hill.
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  1.2 The trail passes through wire fencing; the parking lot is visible ahead.


  1.4 Turn left at the fork in the trail to return to your car.


  1.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.
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    FUN FACTOR


  KEEP ON TREKKING!


  You’re not going to drive all the way to the Utah border for one short hike! Create a dino-themed day trip by tacking on another quick hiking route, the Dinosaur Hill Interpretive Trail. Located in Fruita, overlooking a picturesque segment of the Colorado River, Dinosaur Hill was the site of several major dinosaur discoveries. The site’s mile-long interpretive trail is a guided loop passing ten points of geological and paleontological interest, including an Apatosaurus site excavated in 1901 by Elmer Riggs. To reach it from the Trail Through Time, take I-70 to the Fruita exit, and drive south on Broadway (CO 340), following signs for Colorado National Monument (see hike 33). In 1.5 miles turn left (east) at the Dinosaur Hill sign, and follow the dirt road to a parking lot.


  If you can handle yet another hike, the biggest dinosaur ever discovered was found at Riggs Hill, just 9.4 miles southeast of the Dinosaur Hill Interpretive Trail. Or skip Riggs Hill, and cruise on over to Dinosaur Journey, a regional museum with hands-on exhibits, real fossils, cast skeletons, and robotic reconstructions of dinosaurs.


  




  



3 CANYON LOOP TRAIL


  Established around a stagecoach line from the 1800s, Betasso Preserve is a quintessential Boulder foothills hike. A few steps into the route, rocky dirt singletrack opens to sweeping views of the golden plains rising to meet the mountains. While parents will remember the picturesque landscape sprawled across miles of meandering trail, children will relish all the on-site activities, including wildlife viewing, visiting a historic homestead, and the chance to become a nature detective.


  
    Start: Betasso Preserve Trailhead


    Distance: 3.3-mile loop


    Hiking time: 2–4 hours


    Difficulty: Easy to moderate


    Elevation gain: 439 feet


    Trail surface: Dirt and gravel


    Hours: Open daily, sunrise to sunset


    Best seasons: Year-round


    Water: None


    Toilets: An outhouse near the trailhead



    Nursing benches: In addition to shaded picnic benches at the trailhead, look for benches at 0.7, 2.6, and 2.8 miles.



    Stroller-friendly: No


    Potential child hazards: A sheer drop. During the final climb, instruct young children to hike on your right side, away from the ledge.



    Other trail users: Equestrians and mountain bikers



    Dogs: Allowed on leash


    Land status: Boulder County Parks & Open Space



    Nearest town: Boulder


    Fees and permits: None


    Maps: USGS Boulder


    Trail contact: Boulder County Parks & Open Space, 5201 St. Vrain Rd., Longmont 80503; (303) 678-6200; www.bouldercounty.org/open-space/parks-and-trails/betasso-preserve


    Gear suggestions: Spikes or micro-spikes (for early spring), closed-toed athletic shoes, high-energy snacks, extra water

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] From downtown Boulder, take Boulder Canyon Drive (CO 119) 5.2 miles west to Sugarloaf Road. There is no discernable street sign at the onset of Sugarloaf Road. Look for a sign for a three-way intersection preceding a hairpin turn in the road. Sugarloaf Road is the first street on the right immediately after the curve. Turn right onto Sugarloaf Road, and drive north for 1 mile before turning right onto Betasso Road. To access the site’s main parking lot, go left onto Broken Fence Road at the large Betasso Preserve sign. Park in the first lot to the left, labeled “Trailhead and Group Shelter Parking.” If this lot is full, follow the signs to the east lot, offering overflow parking down the road.


  THE HIKE


  It’s all views during the first segment of the Canyon Loop Trail. The site was once a working ranch. During your adventure, ask children to keep an eye out for any farming remnants.


  When you reach Mile Marker 0, stay straight to hike the Canyon Loop in a clockwise direction. This way you’ll always be facing oncoming pedal traffic, since mountain bikers are required to ride the trail counterclockwise.
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  Betasso is a popular destination for bikers, but don’t let that deter your family from enjoying the gorgeous 1,151-acre site. For a bike-free experience, visit on a Wednesday or Saturday. Other days of the week, parents can seize the opportunity to teach children about trail etiquette.


  Good hikers are always aware of their surroundings. Polite bikers will call out as they come down slopes or blind switch-backs, and most will also let you know if there are others behind them. Mountain bikers are expected to yield to hikers, but there’s no rule against being courteous. A thoughtful hiker recognizes that sometimes it’s easier for pedestrians to yield right-of-way, especially when a biker is grinding up a steep incline.


  With pedestrian traffic, even some experienced hikers forget that those traveling uphill have the right-of-way. Don’t be surprised, though, if an uphill hiker waves you and your family through. They might be ready for a breather. If you need to pass another hiker from behind, a friendly “Hello” is the best way to announce your presence. Always do your best to reduce erosion by staying on-trail when passing others.
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  FUN FACTOR


  DON’T MISS BUMMER’S ROCK.


  After completing the main hike, walk or drive to the Bummer’s Rock trailhead—you’ll see the signs—for a short but moderately steep out-and-back climb to the top of Bummer’s Rock. This 0.5-mile round-trip trek is a great route for budding geologists and anyone who appreciates a good summit view. Betasso Preserve is underlain by 1.7-billion-year-old Boulder Creek granodiorite, one of the oldest types of rock in the county. When you reach Bummer’s Rock, help children look for visible crystals in the rock, as well as pink and white feldspar minerals, clear quartz, and dark mica minerals.


  If Betasso’s homesteading history piqued your child’s interest, swing by the University of Colorado Museum of Natural History, a free museum located on the University of Colorado Boulder campus, just off Broadway Street in the Henderson Building. With five permanent exhibition galleries, including a hands-on Discovery Corner, this museum is ideal for families.
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  By 0.3 mile, the Canyon Loop cuts into a sparse forest of ponderosa pines and Douglas fir. In addition to locating yucca and Rocky Mountain juniper, task children with finding mouse-ear chickweed, purple-hued wild geranium, and the yellow blooms of western wallflower, all of which are visible during wildflower season, beginning as early as April some years.


  The trees thicken at 0.5 mile, just in time for a shady, lulling descent to the Canyon Loop’s lowest point. If your kids get antsy, start looking for wildlife: mule deer, wild turkey, and the peculiar Abert’s squirrel, with its dark gray back and big tufted ears. Abert’s squirrels love ponderosa pinecones and eat them like an ear of corn, rotating the pine-cone while nibbling away.


  If your child is interested in orienteering, point out the blue diamond blazes nailed to trees throughout this route, making it possible for winter hikers to use the trail when it’s covered in powder. In addition to blazes, wooden mile markers appear every 0.5 mile.


  The trail narrows before winding around a gully. Be mindful of the ledge, especially with young children. Shortly after passing the Canyon Loop and Loop Link intersection, you’ll bottom out before starting a mile-long climb with plenty of shade.


  Families hiking with toddlers and preschoolers can skip the Canyon Loop altogether. Have breakfast or lunch at one of the sheltered picnic tables near the trailhead, then take the super-short Blanchard Trail (composed of 177 steps) to the Blanchard cabin, a restored cabin and barn, circa 1912, when the Blanchard family homesteaded 160 acres in the area.


  Grade-school children will be more engaged during a hike if they have specific tasks to complete. Enter Boulder County’s fantastic Nature Detectives Club, created specifically for young hikers ages 5 to 12. Participants will need a pen or pencil and a “Mystery Guide,” found in the Nature Detectives Club mailbox adjacent to the trail kiosk near the trailhead. In addition to a kid-friendly trail map, mystery guides contain several activities for children to tackle while hiking in Betasso. Afterward, return completed guides to the Nature Detectives Club mailbox. Leave your mailing address, and a ranger will send your child a prize.


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start from the large trail kiosk and walk downhill (and slightly right) toward the Canyon Loop Trail, which takes off from a mile marker located near the outhouse. Don’t forget to grab a “Mystery Guide” at the Nature Detectives Club box. Elevation: 6,580 feet.


  [image: CANYON LOOP TRAIL]



  0.05 Arrive at mile marker 0. Stay straight on the Canyon Loop Trail.


  0.7 Curve right with the trail, following the arrows on the barricade. A few feet later, arrive at a bench and scenic overlook.


  1.2 After a U-turn, come to a three-way intersection for the Canyon Loop and Loop Link Trails. Turn right at the sign to stay on the Canyon Loop.


  2.6 Reach a metal trail post. Turn left to visit a scenic overlook before continuing uphill on the Canyon Loop.


  2.8 Pass a bench and scenic overlook.


  3.0 Reach a four-way trail intersection. Turn right to complete the Canyon Loop. (A left puts you on the 1.3-mile-long Betasso Link Trail, dropping to Boulder Canyon Drive.)


  3.3 Back at the onset of the Canyon Loop, turn left and hike another 200 feet to arrive back at the kiosk where you started.


  



4 FOUNTAIN VALLEY TRAIL


  Roxborough State Park is frequently likened to the Garden of the Gods (see hike 47). But really, Roxy is beyond compare! As a Natural National Landmark, the diverse park claims 4,000 acres of biologically, ecologically, and geologically significant land featuring eight secluded hiking trails. By May, wildflowers dominate the jagged landscape.


  
    Start: Visitor center


    Distance: 2.6-mile lollipop


    Hiking time: 1.5–3 hours


    Difficulty: Easy to moderate


    Elevation gain: 271 feet


    Trail surface: Dirt, gravel, and rock


    Hours: Vary by season and are posted on the park’s website. Generally, trails are open 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. in winter, 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. in summer.


    Best seasons: Year-round; snowshoeing on designated trails only


    Water: Inside the visitor center


    Toilets: Inside the visitor center


    Nursing benches: Outside the visitor center and at both scenic overlooks



    Stroller-friendly: The main loop is doable with a good jogging stroller; the overlooks are not.



    Potential child hazards: Sheer drops at Lyons Overlook



    Other trail users: None


    Dogs: Not permitted


    Land status: Colorado Parks & Wildlife



    Nearest town: Littleton


    Fees and permits: Per-vehicle day-use fee or Colorado Parks & Wildlife Pass


    Maps: Colorado Parks & Wildlife Roxborough State Park


    Trail contact: Colorado Parks & Wildlife, Roxborough State Park, 4751 East Roxborough Dr., Roxborough; (303) 973-3959; cpw.state.co.us/placestogo/parks/Roxborough/Pages/Trails.aspx


    Gear suggestions: Micro-spikes (for early spring), sturdy waterproof shoes, windbreakers, sunscreen, hats or visors, sunglasses

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] From Denver, take Santa Fe Drive south past CO 470 to West Titan Road. Turn right (southeast) onto West Titan Parkway and follow it for 2.9 miles. At the bend, West Titan becomes North Rampart Range Road. Continue south for 4 miles, until North Rampart Range Road ends at Roxborough State Park. After entering the park, continue down Roxborough Drive. Park in the third parking lot on the right; follow the paved pathway and signs to the visitor center.


  THE HIKE


  Start this adventure at the visitor center, where you’ll find several interactive exhibits and a short historical film. Don’t be shy about chatting up the rangers at the front desk. If your children are 10 and under, borrow an activity backpack, stuffed with trail essentials, and a Fountain Valley Trail guide. Nineteen interpretive signs are posted along Fountain Valley Trail—each corresponding to a page in the laminated guide.


  Exit the visitor center through its front doors, and look right. Two trails depart from Roxy’s main trailhead; we’re taking the wide dirt path that tracks north. (To the left/south, Willow Creek is an easy 1.45-mile loop granting access to the park’s remaining six trails.)
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  Right away you’ll come to the first interpretive sign. Fountain Valley is named for a large formation of red rocks jutting out of a meadow. Known as the Fountain Formation, the tilted sandstone formed more than 300 million years ago. For a bird’s-eye view, take a detour to Fountain Valley Overlook and look past the thickets of a round-crowned tree called Gambel oak, aka “shrub oak,” one of the most common plants inside Roxy.


  Back on Fountain Valley Trail, bear right at the fork at 0.3 mile to visit the interpretive signs in numerical order. Continuing up a gradual hill, the trail passes through a grassland community claiming nearly fifty species of grasses, ranging from narrow-leaved yucca to mountain mahogany.


  Keep an eye out for pocket gophers: These critters tunnel along the park’s trails. Black-tailed prairie dogs, mule deer, cottontail rabbits, and red foxes also call Roxy home.


  If you enjoyed the Fountain Valley Overlook, you’ll love Lyons Overlook, accessible via a narrow dirt trail shooting off to the left at 0.54 mile.


  In the spring, expect a muddy ascent. After a sharp left at the “Leave No Trace” sign, the trail ends at a large scenic overlook surrounded by unique rocks and trees that might have you feeling like you’ve walked into a Dr. Seuss book. There’s no better place for a stellar family photo, but don’t let your kids lean over the ledge: It’s a sheer drop to the valley below.


  Return to Fountain Valley Trail, and go left to continue the loop. The next big stop is Persse Place, the former summer homestead of Henry S. Persse. Built in 1903 with locally quarried stone and red mud mortar, Persse’s stone house (to the right) quickly became a guesthouse. Persse envisioned a bustling resort, but then-mayor Robert W. Speer felt the place was too scenic for private ownership. Instead he nudged it into Denver’s growing parks system.


  [image: image]

   

  FUN FACTOR


  TIME YOUR HIKE RIGHT.


  Roxy’s robust educational programming is a huge point of distinction. From guided bird walks and photography classes to a kid-approved puppet theater, there’s a lot going on at this state park. For a full list of seasonal offerings, check out the park’s quarterly publication, Roxborough Rambles, available online.

 
  The Junior Naturalist Program is a big hit with children ages 7 to 12. Games, activities, and guided hikes are keyed to various themes, such as wildlife, nature-based art, and preparedness. Participants can earn a Junior Ranger badge or continue on for their official Junior Naturalist patch. The programming is free, but advanced registration is required (call 303-973-3959). A similar Junior Ranger Program is available for younger kids, ages 3 to 6.


  Roxy’s naturalist-led activities are funded by The Friends of Roxborough, a nonprofit founded in 1993 to help the park acquire land and enhance its mission of bringing environmental education to the public. In the summer months, the organization raises funds through its concert series, as well as a very popular moonlight hike. Moonlight hike ticket donations go to the park’s general education fund; concert donations bolster the shaded pavilion building fund.
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  Past Persse Place, the trail rounds a bend and winds through an unforgettable meadow. Here, families get a closer look at the Fountain Formation’s red spires and awe-inspiring monoliths. If you’re following along in the laminated activity guide, everyone in your group can enjoy finding shapes in the red rocks—George Washington’s profile, for example, and a wolf howling at the sun.


  Wildflowers thrive in Roxy’s varied environment, but the sedge meadow community preceding the Fountain Formation gets mucky in the spring. Sometimes it even floods into a makeshift lake welcoming ducks, herons, and western chorus frogs. Ask children to listen for the frog’s breeding call, resembling the sound of a finger strumming the tooth of a comb.


  Spring is a good time to look for the park’s fifty-plus species of butterflies, moths, and skippers. To return to the trailhead, walk past the nineteenth interpretive sign, which describes the dinosaur freeway, and turn right at the fork in the trail.


  [image: image]


  In addition to being a Natural National Landmark, Roxborough State Park is also a National Archaeological Register District. Since the 1970s, archaeologists have discovered more than 200 artifacts inside the park, mostly of the Archaic and Woodland cultures. New discoveries are possible. If you or your child uncovers an old-looking man-made object while hiking, leave it where it is, and report the finding to a ranger.


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at the visitor center and look for the wide dirt trail. This is the Fountain Valley Trail. Elevation: 6,200 feet.


  0.12 Note a sign for the Fountain Valley Overlook at the top of a hill. Turn left onto a narrow trail to visit the overlook, then return to the main trail.


  0.2 Turn left onto the Fountain Valley Trail.


  0.3 Bear right at a fork in the trail. This is the beginning of the loop.


  0.54 Turn left onto the narrow dirt path, and climb a series of switchbacks to check out Lyons Overlook.


  0.7 After a sharp bend at the “Leave No Trace” sign, the trail ends at Lyons Overlook. After enjoying spectacular views, backtrack to the main trail.


  0.86 Turn left onto the Fountain Valley Trail.


  0.98 Pass another offshoot leading to the Lyons Overlook. Do not turn left here.


  1.44 Arrive at Persse Place. Stop to explore the historic homestead.


  2.34 Reach the last interpretive sign, about the dinosaur freeway.


  2.36 A fork in the trail signifies the end of the loop. Turn right to hike back to the visitor center.


  2.6 Arrive back at the visitor center.


  



5 BRAILLE TRAIL LOOP


  Nestled inside Denver’s largest mountain park, the Braille Trail is one of my favorite hiking destinations for families. At 1.65 miles, the prescribed route is perfect for young hikers, with plenty of shady places to rest along the way. For older adolescents and teens, Genesee Mountain Park’s extensive trail network presents opportunities to extend the hike—and even dip into the backcountry via the historic Beaver Brook Trail. The 2,413-acre site is home to the first buffalo and elk herds reestablished in Colorado, in 1914. Be sure to check out the bison viewing station preceding the parking lot and trailhead.


  
    Start: Beaver Brook Trailhead


    Distance: 1.65-mile lollipop connecting the Beaver Brook and Braille Trails


    Hiking time: 1–2 hours


    Difficulty: Easy


    Elevation gain: 306 feet


    Trail surface: Dirt and rock


    Hours: 1 hour before sunrise to 1 hour after sunset


    Best seasons: Spring through fall


    Water: None


    Toilets: Drop toilets at the trailhead


    Nursing benches: Several creek-side benches along the Braille Trail



    Stroller-friendly: No


    Potential child hazards: None


    Other trail users: None


    Dogs: Must be leashed and under physical control



    Land status: Denver Parks and Recreation


    Nearest towns: Golden and Evergreen



    Fees and permits: None


    Maps: Denver Mountain Parks Genesee Park



    Trail contact: Denver Parks and Recreation, 201 West Colfax Ave., Dept. 601, Denver 80202; (720) 913-1311; www.denvergov.org/content/denvergov/en/denver-parks-and-recreation/parks/mountain-parks/genesee-mountain-park.html


    Gear suggestions: Micro-spikes (for early spring), sturdy waterproof shoes, layers if the temperature is below 45°F, windbreakers, extra water

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: image] I-70 bisects Genesee Mountain Park. The Beaver Brook Trailhead is north of the highway. To reach it from I-70, take exit 253—bypassing the Genesee Park exit (254) if you’re coming from Denver—and drive north to Stapleton and Moss Rock Roads. Turn right onto Stapleton Road. Follow it for about 0.5 mile to a parking lot, on the left. If this lot is full, overflow parking is permitted along Stapleton Road.


  THE HIKE


  There’s a lot to love about Genesee Mountain Park. South of I-70, from the Patrick House Trailhead (exit 253) and Bison Meadows Trailhead (exit 254), families can view an 1860 toll station and climb Genesee Mountain’s 8,284-foot summit, where the Daughters of the American Revolution have celebrated an annual commemorative flag raising on Flag Day since 1911. Those are hikes for another book.


  The mellow haul to the Braille Trail Loop begins on the north side of I-70. Kick things off at the Bison Overlook. In 1914, when bison and elk neared extinction, Denver acquired herds at Yellowstone Park to introduce into the city’s very first mountain park.


  Read about the bison herd—and learn the distinction between buffalo and bison—while perusing interpretive panels at the overlook. If you’re lucky, you’ll see Denver’s herd roaming along I-70. It’s currently managed at about twenty-four adult animals. Looking north, you can see Bald Mountain, the 7,988-foot peak covered in hike 40.


  Across the parking lot, the hike begins at the Beaver Brook Trailhead. We’ll reach the Braille Trail via the historic 8.65-mile Beaver Brook Trail, which straddles the Clear Creek Land Conservancy, ending at the Windy Saddle Park Trailhead (see hike 37).


  Bordered by wild lupine, columbine, and Queen Anne’s lace, the first section of the Beaver Brook Trail is well marked and heavily trafficked. In 0.25 mile the dirt path breaks from Stapleton Drive and dips into strands of ponderosa pine.


  Before the land was set aside for public use, private companies planned to log areas inside Genesee Mountain Park. Luckily, activists acquired the land, and Genesee became the first park in Denver’s impressive 14,000-acre Mountain Park System.


  Make a sharp right turn at the intersection at 0.4 mile, and descend to a service road. Soon after crossing the road, you’ll come to a Braille Trail sign and guideline. The Braille Trail is an accessible route designed for hikers with vision impairments. In addition to the waist-high guideline, the trail’s interpretive signs are written in Braille.


  While the guideline comes in handy for balance on rocky terrain, it also presents a fantastic opportunity to help your children develop compassion. Ask children to grab the line and close their eyes. Hiking without vision can be a groundbreaking experience for those who typically rely on their sense of sight.


  When you reach the wooden bench at 0.56 mile, break for a snack and conversation. Ask your kids if they heard, smelled, or felt anything they hadn’t noticed before closing their eyes.


  [image: image]
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  FUN FACTOR


  DO YOU TRUST YOUR FAMILY? FIND OUT AT THE GENESEE CHALLENGE COURSE!


  What family couldn’t benefit from a little extra bonding? Set in a ponderosa pine forest 0.5 mile down a service road, the Genesee Experiential Center is a ropes and challenge course where family members can step out of their comfort zones together.


  With roughly sixty low and high elements overlooking the Continental Divide, the center was designed to deliver a highly customizable experience to a range of ages and ability levels. In addition to school groups and Scouts, guides at the Genesee Experiential Center work with a variety of private parties, including families. Children must be at least 6 years old to tackle the challenge course.


  To book a private group, you’ll need at least eight participants. Grab another family for an unforgettable half- or full-day adventure that’ll challenge your stamina and mental fortitude. The challenge course is open seasonally, April through October, by reservation only. For more information call (720) 865-0680 or e-mail outdoor.recreation@denvergov.org.
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  The Braille Trail continues sloping downhill alongside a babbling creek. Be mindful of rocks and roots during the descent. After passing several barricades and following stairs to the creek bed, you’ll reach a cute wooden bridge and a fork. Families with older children can bear right onto Chavez Trail, which continues another 1.3 miles before reconnecting with the Beaver Brook Trail.


  For this hike we’ll go left at the fork to complete the Braille Trail Loop. On a beautiful spring day, take things slowly and savor the ascent. Back at the beginning of the Braille Trail Loop, turn right, cross the service road, and retrace your steps to the Beaver Brook Trailhead, remembering to bear left at the trail intersection at 1.28 miles.


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start from the Beaver Brook Trailhead, and begin hiking along the well-marked dirt trail. Elevation: 7,648 feet.


  0.4 Arrive at a sign for the Chavez and Beaver Brook Trails. Make a sharp right, and follow the stairs down to the Chavez Trail.


  0.5 After crossing a service road, you’ll reach another trail sign. Continue hiking a few more yards to arrive at the Braille Trail, which is clearly marked. Bear right to begin the loop.


  0.56 Pass a wooden bench.


  0.75 Follow the staircase downhill.


  0.83 Cross a wooden bridge. Turn left to complete the Braille Trail loop.


  0.9 Pass a secluded bench.


  1.01 The trail tracks right as you pass a wooden bench on a platform.


  1.15 Back at the start of the Braille Trail Loop, make a sharp right. Hike uphill, cross the service road, and continue on the Beaver Brook Trail.


  1.28 Turn left at the sign for the Beaver Brook Trail.


  1.65 Arrive back at the trailhead.


  



6 COYOTE RIDGE TRAIL


  Don’t let its proximity to I-25 fool you. On a clear spring day, Coyote Ridge Natural Area is just plain pretty! If you’re used to hiking in Boulder or Summit County, it might feel like you’re in another state while gazing over the Eastern Plains. Coyote Ridge Trail is the only route into the 839-acre site, and it’s filled with kid-friendly features: unusual topography, a beautiful cabin, and a special Hidden Clues Trail for youth.


  
    Start: Coyote Ridge Trailhead


    Distance: 2.4-mile lollipop


    Hiking time: 1–2 hours


    Difficulty: Easy


    Elevation gain:
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  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



7 EAST INLET TRAIL
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  MILES AND DIRECTIONS
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9 HORSETOOTH FALLS TRAIL
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10 MOUNT FALCON PARK UPPER LOOP
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11 EAGLE WIND TRAIL
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12 MAY’S POINT LOLLIPOP
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13 WHIPPLE LOOP
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[image: THE TEN ESSENTIALS OF HIKING American Hiking Society recommends you pack the “Ten Essentials” every time you head out for a hike. Whether you plan to be gone for a couple of hours or several months, make sure to pack these items. Become familiar with these items and know how to use them. 3. Water (and a way to purify it) As a guideline, plan for half a liter of water per hour in moderate temperatures/terrain. Carry enough water for your trip and know where and how to treat water while you’re out on the trail. 1. Appropriate Footwear Happy feet make for pleasant hiking. Think about traction, support, and protection when selecting well-fitting shoes or boots. 2. Navigation While phones and GPS units are handy, they aren’t always reliable in the backcountry; consider carrying a paper map and compass as a backup and know how to use them. 4. Food Pack calorie-dense foods to help fuel your hike, and carry an extra portion in case you are out longer than expected. 5. Rain Gear & Dry-Fast Layers The weatherman is not always right. Dress in layers to adjust to changing weather and activity levels. Wear moisture-wicking cloths and carry a warm hat. 6. Safety Items (light, fire, and a whistle) Have means to start an emergency fire, signal for help, and see the trail and your map in the dark.]


[image: 7. First Aid Kit Supplies to treat illness or injury are only as helpful as your knowledge of how to use them. Take a class to gain the skills needed to administer first aid and CPR. 8. Knife or Multi-Tool With countless uses, a multi-tool can help with gear repair and first aid. 9. Sun Protection Sunscreen, sunglasses, and sun-protective clothing should be used in every season regardless of temperature or cloud cover. 10. Shelter Protection from the elements in the event you are injured or stranded is necessary. A lightweight, inexpensive space blanket is a great option. Find other helpful resources at AmericanHiking.org/hiking-resources Become a member today and take $5 off an annual membership using the code Falcon5. AmericanHiking.org/join American Hiking Society is the only national nonprofit organization dedicated to empowering all to enjoy, share, and preserve the hiking experience. PROTECT THE PLACES YOU LOVE TO HIKE.]
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