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    Rocky Mountain National Park: the Basics

                        

    History and Facts


    Established: January 26,1915 


    Visitors: About 3,000,000 annually


    Designations: International Biosphere Reserve, 1976; National Scenic Byway, Trail Ridge Road, 1996; Globally Important Bird Area, 2000


    Time zone: Mountain


    Physical Features


    Acreage: 265,800 acres, including 252,805 acres designated wilderness; tundra acres: 89,009; square miles: 415


    Elevation: Highest national park in the United States; lowest point: 7,640 feet at Big Thompson River; highest point: 14,259 feet at Longs Peak; 60+ peaks over 12,000 feet; more than one-third of the park above tree line


    Water resources: Lakes: 147; major rivers: 4—Colorado, Big Thompson, Cache la Poudre, and Fall; 450 miles of streams


    Average annual precipitation: Estes Park, 14.79 inches; Grand Lake, 20.36 inches


    Temperature range (F): -39° to 96°; lowest average, 18° in January; highest average, 79° in July


    Plant species: 1,000+ species of vascular plants: 900+ species of wildflowers, 9 conebearing trees and shrubs, 58 other trees and shrubs, 101 grasses, 66 sedges, 47 ferns, 14 fern allies


    Animal species: About 280 birds; 60 mammals; 11 fish (1 federally threatened); 1 reptile; 6 amphibians, including one federally endangered toad; 139 butterflies; 2,000+ invertebrates


    Wildlife population estimates: Elk: 3,000 summer, 600–800 winter; bighorn sheep: 350+; black bears: 24; moose: 30–50; mountain lions: 20–30; coyotes: common; mule deer 500+


    Facilities


    Entrance stations: 4—Beaver Meadows, west of Estes Park, US 36; Fall River, west of Estes Park, US 34; Grand Lake, north of Grand Lake, US 34; Wild Basin, north of Allenspark, CO 7


    Visitor centers: 5—Beaver Meadows, at Park Headquarters, US 36, west of Estes Park; Fall River, US 34, west of Estes Park; Moraine Park, on Bear Lake Road; Alpine, at Fall River Pass; Kawuneeche, on US 34, east of Grand Lake


    Roads: Paved roads, 92 miles; unpaved roads, 28 miles, scenic roads: Trail Ridge Road ("All-America Road" and National Scenic Byway), Old Fall River Road, Bear Lake Road


    Trails: 355 miles of trails including about 30 miles of Continental Divide National Scenic Trail and 260 miles of designated horse and pack trails


    Campgrounds: 6,586 sites, including 4 types of backcountry sites: including individual, 197 sites; group, 21 sites; accessible, 1 site; and crosscountry areas, 16 sites; total 267 sites; Aspenglen, 54 sites; Glacier Basin, 150 sites; Longs Peak, 26 sites; Moraine Park, 245 sites; Timber Creek, 98 sites


    Picnic areas: Over twenty-five areas with approximately 200 tables, including Endovalley with 32 tables and Sprague Lake with 27 tables
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   Rocky Mountain National Park established in 1915

  

  
    Introduction

                            

When Enos Mills first stepped atop Longs Peak, he knew that the sweeping vistas stretching before him were incomparable to any he had ever seen. Nearly one hundred years later, we can enjoy this singular, magnificent area too, thanks to the conservation efforts of men like Enos Mills, James Grafton Rogers, and others who lobbied to protect this extraordinary land. As a result of their vision and commitment, President Woodrow Wilson signed a bill in 1915 establishing Rocky Mountain National Park as our nation’s tenth national park.
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    Enos Mills, early champion of park conservation.
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Nature Guide to Rocky Mountain National Park was written as an easy-to-use guide for those who’ve come to visit this natural wonder, or who may be contemplating a trip. Sized to fit in a pocket, it identifies some of the most common plants, animals, and natural features of the park. Technical terms have been kept to a minimum, and a color picture accompanies each description. Entries often include natural history notes and ethnobotanical and/or historical remarks.

We care for the things that we know and so hope this introduction to the nature of the park will spark an interest in the natural world and generate further interest in care for, and support of, the environment.


    About Rocky Mountain National Park


Soaring snowcapped peaks, plunging waterfalls, and high mountain lakes amplify the rugged beauty and grandeur of the southern Rockies set aside as Rocky Mountain National Park. About ninety minutes north of Denver, “Rocky” is one of the top-ten visited national parks. A top wildlife-watching destination, the park attracts more than three million visitors each year, who come to see bighorn sheep, mule deer, moose, black bears, and especially the great herds of elk. Plants are an attraction too. Elevations that range from 7,640 to 14,259 feet at Longs Peak create a wide diversity of habitats for over 1,000 plant species. The park’s unique habitats and features have been set aside as an International Biosphere Reserve. With over 280 species of birds, the park has also been designated a Globally Important Bird Area.
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    Longs Peak glows in the sunrise.
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    Longs Peak overlooks the changing autumn leaves of Aspen.

 
 One of the best ways to explore the park is Trail Ridge Road. Climbing from elevations of about 8,000 feet to over 12,000 feet into the alpine tundra, this is the highest continuous paved highway in the United States. Designated a National Scenic Byway, it offers breathtaking vistas that course over layers of snowcapped mountaintops and provides easy access to the unique environment and ecosystem of one of the most endangered habitats in the world, the fragile alpine tundra.

Dividing the park is the mountainous spine called the Continental Divide. Water flowing from the east side eventually flows into the Atlantic Ocean, while streams on the west flow to the Pacific. Estes Park is Rocky’s eastern gateway, where visitors can find lodging, food, and other supplies. On the west side, the small community of Grand Lake offers visitor services. Trail Ridge Road connects the west side to the east, but weather conditions close the road in winter, and an alternate route around the park must be taken.

Arriving from the Denver area or other easterly locations, most visitors enter at the Beaver Meadows Entrance Station, which is 3.5 miles west of Estes Park on US 36 or the Fall River Entrance Station on US 34, four miles west of Estes Park. About 19 miles south of Estes Park on CO 7, visitors can enter the park at the Wild Basin Entrance station.

Visitors entering from the west pass through the Grand Lake Entrance Station about 2 miles north of Grand Lake. Popular shuttle buses are available in summer months from Beaver Meadows Visitor Center to Bear Lake and Moraine Park.

Although the park is open every day of the year, visitor services vary seasonally. Visitor centers on the east side include Beaver Meadows, Fall River, Moraine Park, and Alpine. The Sheep Lakes Information Station is open usually beginning in May. The west side is served by the Kawuneeche Visitor Center.

It is highly recommended that you begin your visit with a stop at one of these visitor centers, where you can learn about park activities such as the Junior Ranger programs or activities sponsored by the Rocky Mountain Nature Association. These programs can make a nice addition to other popular park activities, such as picnicking, hiking, rock climbing, fishing, horseback riding, bird watching, and butterfly and dragonfly watching. Popular winter activities include sledding, snowshoeing, and crosscountry skiing. Or you may want to just see how many animals you can find. Year-round, wildlife viewing is the number-one activity of visitors to the park. Many people enjoy simply driving through the park to enjoy the spectacular scenery. You can check road conditions by calling the park’s information office at (970) 586–1206 or visiting www.nps.gov/romo.

If you plan to camp, your choices include Aspenglen, Glacier Basin, Longs Peak, Moraine Park, and Timber Creek.
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    Park conservation is encouraged in the Junior Ranger Program.


    Safety Notes

    Always let someone know when you go for a hike. Dress in layers and carry raingear and plenty of water, as weather conditions can change rapidly. Hypothermia can occur at any time of year, so carry warm clothing. Lightning is a severe threat in the park, especially above tree line in the afternoons. Try to begin hikes early in the day, but if you’re caught by a fast-moving storm, stay away from summits and isolated trees and rocks. Crouch down on your heels. Be aware of avalanche threats, thin ice, and rapid streams. Be aware of falling trees and branches, especially when hiking in beetle-infested areas in the park. The dead trees present hazardous conditions, including falling limbs and fire hazards. Park officials are addressing this enormous task by removing hazardous trees in high-impact areas and by prescribed burns. Thin air at high elevations increases the chance of mountain sickness; symptoms include headaches, nausea, and dizziness. If you experience mountain sickness, move to a lower elevation (see Elevations of Common Park Destinations on page xx). Dehydration and severe sunburn can be prevented by drinking plenty of water and applying sunscreen.

Never feed wildlife. Not only is it illegal, but it endangers the welfare of the animal. Food and trash must be stored properly to avoid attracting wildlife. The park provides bear boxes near popular trailheads. Backcountry campers must provide their own bear-proof food canisters or containers for this purpose. When hiking, stay a safe distance from wildlife. While you don’t need to be aware of grizzly bears or poisonous snakes as they are not found in the park, there are mountain lions and black bears. Make noise while you’re hiking so they can avoid you, don’t hike alone, and if attacked, fight back. Never let small children run ahead of you on trails. Keep them beside you and pick them up if a bear or lion is encountered. Stop, do not run, speak in a firm, calm voice, and try to appear larger.

Ticks are common throughout the park, so take precautions to prevent bites that may result in Colorado tick fever or Rocky Mountain spotted fever. To avoid tick bites, tuck your pants into your socks and wear long-sleeved shirts. Walk on the center of trails rather than taking shortcuts through the brush. Use insect repellant and do “tick checks” especially on the hairline, waistline, and groin areas. Avoid removing ticks with your bare hands; instead, use tweezers and protect your fingers with a tissue. Grasp the tick as close to the skin as possible and pull upward with a steady even pressure. Jerking or twisting can cause the mouth- parts to break off in the skin. If this happens, either remove the mouthparts with tweezers or leave it alone and allow the skin to heal. Wash the area and your hands thoroughly. Avoid folklore treatments such as burning the tick or trying to smother it with nail polish or petroleum jelly. If within a week you develop flulike symptoms or a rash, see your health care provider. While these diseases are easily treated with antibiotics, they can become very severe or even fatal without treatment.
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    Proper food storage is important to protect you and wildlife.


    Conservation Note

    Please leave wildflowers where they grow. When hiking, stay on established trails and watch where you put your feet to avoid damaging plants. In Rocky Mountain National Park it is illegal to pick, dig, or dam age any plant including mushrooms. Please report any suspicious activity to a park ranger.

 
  

  
    How to Use This Guide

                        

    Common and Scientific Name


    Common names of plants and animals are prominently given in each entry. Since these sometimes vary by locality, each organism’s unique Latin name, composed of genus and species, is also presented. Additionally, common names of families are included in each entry. Genetic research is rapidly discovering new inherent relationships and associations; therefore, the taxonomic status of many organisms listed has changed from previous publications.


    Photo Tips


    Sharp focus is the key to taking great nature photos. Overcast days offer nice soft lighting for wildflowers and animals. In deep shade, increase the ISO or use a flash. Bright sunny days create harsh shadows and a flash is needed to add detail to the shaded areas of a flower or to add a speck of light to the eye. If your camera or lens has image stabilization capability, you can use it to help stop motion. Shooting close-ups at fl6 with a flash will give more depth of field and stop motion. When taking wildflower photos, be careful not to trample other plants. Use a telephoto lens to zoom in on wildlife, and keep the eye in focus. Never approach too closely just to get a picture. If your behavior changes the behavior of the animal, you are too close. A tripod is necessary for low lighting conditions in the early morning or evening.


    Suggested Nature Hikes and Wildlife Viewing Areas


    The following areas or trails are suggested for the general public and families who want to see wildlife, wildflowers, and other natural features of Rocky Mountain National Park. Some


 

  

    

    

  

    ELEVATIONS OF COMMON PARK DESTINATIONS

    

   
    	Destination
     	Elevation (ft)


   
    	Estes Park (Downtown) 
     	7,522


   
    	Beaver Meadows Visitor Center 
     	7,840


   
    	Moraine Park Visitor Center 
     	8,140


   
    	Moraine Park Campground 
     	8,160


   
    	Aspenglen Campground 
     	8,200


   
    	Fall River Visitor Center 
     	8,250


   
    	Grand Lake (Town) 
     	8,367


   
    	Wild Basin Entrance 
     	8,390


   
    	Glacier Basin Campground 
     	8,500


   
    	Kawuneeche Visitor Center 
     	8,720


   
    	Timber Creek Campground 
     	8,900


   
    	Hidden Valley 
     	9,240


   
    	Bear Lake 
     	9,475


   
    	Longs Peak Campground 
     	9,500


   
    	Many Parks Curve 
     	9,640


   
    	Milner Pass / Poudre Lake 
     	10,758


   
    	Rainbow Curve 
     	10,829


   
    	Medicine Bow Overlook 
     	11,660


   
    	Forest Canyon Overlook 
     	11,716


   
    	Alpine Visitor Center 
     	11,796


   
    	Lava Cliffs Parking Area 
     	12,000


   
    	Rock Cut
     	12,050
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