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  To my parents, who showed me ancient paths: Mary Ellen and Dwight Dannen


  Ask for the ancient paths
where the good way is; and walk in it
and find rest for your souls.


  —Jeremiah 6:16
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The Bierstadt Lake Trail climbs amid quaking aspens in fall below silhouettes of Front Range peaks.


   

  Introduction


  Although my guidebooks to trails in Rocky Mountain National Park have been widely read, I never have been asked, “What is the park’s best trail?” I have been asked, however, “What’s your favorite trail?” I suppose this is the same question.


  I always answer, “My favorite trail is the one I hiked most recently.” This answer is not flippant or evasive. The best hike is defined differently not only by the values and goals of each individual who steps on a trail but also by the infinite variety of experiences each hike can provide.


  For instance, I once led the late, great authority on bird identification, Roger Tory Peterson, on a short walk from a parking lot on Trail Ridge Road up to the edge of Lava Cliffs and the perpetual snowbank there. He wanted to add the brown-capped rosy finch to the list of birds he had seen.


  This may seem a rather odd goal, but to the constantly expanding population of people who watch birds, this is a very big deal. It likely was a bigger deal to the famous RTP than to anyone else. The rosy finches were there in ideal rosy finch habitat of snow and cliffs, unafraid in rosy finch fashion and very easy to see. Doctor Peterson did not need the high-powered binoculars that hung around his neck.


  He was more than delighted and praised me to others in the world of natural history publishing, which boosted my career as an outdoor writer. To Roger Tory Peterson this short puff-and-pant above 12,000 feet to a somewhat hazardous cliff edge (other birders below did not focus their binoculars on rosy finches—they were concerned about their hero’s safety) was the best hike in Rocky Mountain National Park.


  I did not include Lava Cliffs in this collection of the best: too short, less opportunity for less-specific interests than rosy finches, not as varied as other tundra hikes originating from Trail Ridge Road. Yet, for perhaps one of history’s most prominent naturalists, Lava Cliffs was the best.


  Other factors influencing the best may include convenient access. It seems absurd that the size of a trailhead parking lot can affect the quality of the hike. But when hikers’ cars on an August weekend line the roadside from the Longs Peak Trailhead parking area halfway down to CO 7, the climb up Longs can begin with a frantic attitude that leads to a fatal fall on the normally safe “Homestretch” below the summit. The National Park Service would be negligent in its preservation duty if it built parking lots big enough for the largest crowds on the busiest day. So on that particular day, Longs Peak may not occupy its usual place among the best. At such times, hikers can restore Longs firmly to the best list simply by consciously choosing to leave the frustration behind and enjoy the climb that many climbers of all 14,000-foot peaks in Colorado leave until last because they believe Longs to be the best.

   

  Also among the best hikes may be those that advance hikers to other goals. Longs Peak is the goal of some 15,000 mountaineers each year. Many of these hikers are, to be generous, inadequately conditioned to climb a 14,259-foot peak. Lack of adequate conditioning affects the mind first. The body is quite capable of moving on without any dictates from a brain shut down by weariness until some part of the body collides with something overly hard at an overly fast speed. Hopefully, the body part affected is a stubbed toe rather than a cracked skull.


  Conditioning in a gym is not the best way to prevent such mishaps. The best way to get in shape for hiking is to hike. Therefore, this book describes some hikes that include off-trail sections in order to encourage those aspirants to the park’s highest peak to work their way to proper conditioning by ascending some lower mountains before heading up Longs. Start with short hikes such as Ouzel Falls or Emerald Lake. Move on to a couple of longer lake hikes, such as Crystal or Black Lake. Then ascend an 11,000-foot peak such as Twin Sisters, followed another day by a 12,000-foot peak like Hallett. Head next for the top of a thirteener like Taylor Peak or Ypsilon Mountain. Finally, purchase a commemorative alarm clock and hit the Longs Peak Trail at 3 a.m.


  Of course such pleasant preparation will take a couple of weeks. This may seem like a long time to get ready for Longs Peak. But, under the best circumstances, six weeks are required to heal a broken bone that might have been prevented by first doing fun hikes to achieve the best physical shape to ascend a challenging fourteener.


  Season also helps define best. Woodlilies blooming along the Cub Lake Trail in early July put it among the best. The same is true of calypso orchids blooming at Calypso Cascades in Wild Basin a bit later in July. The tundra hikes from Trail Ridge Road are best when tiny floral jewels bloom in mid-July. But if you have an ornithological goal to see white-tailed ptarmigan in their mostly white feathers, tramp above tree line on Trail Ridge Road in December, the best time to hike there for ptarmigan despite 100-mile-per-hour winds.


  Wildlife encounters define best for many hikers. Seeing a water ouzel is a common, entertaining experience that puts Ouzel Falls on many hikers’ best lists.


  But most wildlife encounters are much harder to predict. While revising the guidebook Best Easy Day Hikes Rocky Mountain National Park, I literally ran up the trail to The Pool to see for myself what damage some unknown fool had inflicted by forest fire. I had hiked this trail countless times and would not need my comparatively heavy camera. Not carrying a camera broke my decades-long policy, but I was frantic about fire damage. Walking back after learning that the trail to The Pool still ranked among the best, I met a bear at trailside, sitting in a large creeping juniper patch happily gorging on berrylike blue juniper cones. Acting against experience by hiking without a camera, I missed a photo opportunity that would have made a best hike permanently “bester” for me.


  You never know for certain what the best hike today will be. This book is my best guess.




   
  How to Use This Guide


  This guide describes 55 hikes ranging in distance from very short to my-feet-are-killing-me. The hikes are scattered across one of America’s most popular national parks, averaging approximately 5 million visitors each year. (Do not despair; they do not all hike.)


  The descriptions are organized by proximity of one trail to another. These 55 hikes usually follow trails, although there are many hiking destinations in Rocky Mountain National Park not reached all the way by trails. I have included a few of these to mountain summits primarily because Longs Peak is the inspiring goal for very many hikers, and they need to ascend some less high peaks to prepare for Longs (yes, really). The 12,000- and 13,000-foot peaks have trails only partway to the summits. Longs Peak, by contrast, has a very well-marked, if sometimes ignored, route to the top. (Hiking goals without trails all the way are included in my comprehensive guide, Hiking Rocky Mountain National Park.)


  Each hike description begins with decision-making data to help you determine whether this hike is for you. Following a short overview, you’ll find where the hike starts, distance, average hiking time, difficulty, trail surface, elevation, the best season to make the hike, other trail users, whether you can bring your pet, whether a fee or permit is required, trail contacts for additional information, useful topo maps (in addition to the maps provided in this book), trail highlights, and wildlife you may encounter along the way.


  None of the hikes are necessarily better than the others on any particular day, but they do differ in difficulty and accessibility. Unsurprisingly, long hikes are harder than short hikes. If distances are similar, hikes that go to mountaintops are harder than those that do not. The Lulu City site and Cub Lake are similarly easy. But if you happen to be in Grand Lake on the west side of the park, easy access to the Colorado River Trailhead will make walking to the site of Lulu City infinitely easier than driving up and over to Cub Lake Trailhead on the east side, especially if Trail Ridge Road is closed by snow, which can happen any day of the year.


  Following the at-a-glance information, you’ll find directions to the trailhead. The Hike describes why you would want to spend precious time on an even more precious experience. Following each hike description, the Miles and Directions section provides a mile-by-mile summary of junctions and major landmarks along the trail. These were determined by a national park volunteer pulling a wheeled measuring device. The distances are accurate, even if at times your feet may doubt them.


  Sidebars throughout this guide highlight some of the people, places, and things that help (or helped) make Rocky Mountain National Park the wonder it is. Two of these sidebars deal with two different types of light: alpenglow and lightning. Alpen-glow is gradual and benign; lightning is not.


 

  Transportation


  There is no public transportation to Rocky Mountain National Park from airports, bus, or train stations in the outside world removed from the mountains. There is public transportation to Estes Park. The town of Estes Park provides free bus transport to link with free shuttle buses that operate along Bear Lake Road. The bus ride is free, but hikers must pay a park entrance fee. Bear Lake Road runs past trailheads that begin many of the finest hikes in the national park, so all is not hopeless for hikers who do not use private vehicles.


  For hikers with private vehicles, there are roads that easily reach trailheads over most of the park. There are, however, no gas stations within the park. Enter with a full tank and you will not be paying more attention to the gas gauge than the very scenic road.


  History


  People lose stuff. Subsequent people find that stuff and call it history.


  Around 10,000 years ago, hunters on the plains 35 miles east of today’s Rocky Mountain National Park killed a dozen mammoths, in the process losing some of their projectile points. (This was prior to the invention of the bow and arrow in the Americas. Hunters threw the points tied on short spears.) Archaeologists later found the mammoth bones and projectile points but not a clear reason why anyone would kill twelve mammoths when one or two would have filled their needs.


  When mammoth hunters crossed the mountains over Trail Ridge, they lost some projectile points, which eventually turned up in present-day Rocky Mountain National Park. Perhaps the Clovis/Folsom Culture people, who chipped their points from rock not found in the area, were crossing to Middle Park to find mammoths, which had been wiped out east of the mountains. Did they realize before they found whatever prey was there that they had lost their killing tools?


  Another hunter found his way into the future national park in 1843. Rufus Sage was the first to arrive toting a rifle. Other hunters followed, including in 1858 Joel Estes and his family, for whom the area soon would be named. Miners drawn to Colorado by an 1859 mineral boom were too busy to feed themselves, and commercial hunters soon wiped out Estes Park’s previously abundant elk to feed the miners. Cattle grazing was more profitable down on the plains than in mountain meadows. There was not much mineral wealth this far north in the Colorado Rockies, so the Estes clan and their few neighbors turned to boarding the first tourists who showed up to wonder over this spectacular scene. As was the fate of many subsequent efforts in the tourist industry, serving visitors three months a year was inadequate to sustain the Estes family, and they left.


  But the tourists still came. Explorer John Wesley Powell led the first documented ascent of Longs Peak in 1868. In 1871 Addie Alexander was the first woman to climb Longs, followed in 1873 by other ladies, who lectured and wrote about their experiences. One of these, Anna Dickinson, left her tape measure, which she evidently thought might be useful for climbing a 14,259-foot peak—perhaps for determining that height, which was not yet known.


  In 1874 Abner Sprague climbed Longs after homesteading in Moraine Park and saw the tape measure on top. He left it, and it was lost to history, perhaps found and removed by some unknown climber. Or perhaps a yellow-bellied marmot found it and hid it under some rock on the summit, where it remains today. Sprague made other climbs up Longs and most of the other peaks in the area. He also found success as an innkeeper, success lost by many others before and after. His name remains at Sprague Lake, his wife’s at Alberta Falls; in this book’s table of contents are many other names Sprague added to the map of Rocky Mountain National Park.


  While Sprague was climbing Longs Peak and pioneering, miners attempted to find silver among volcanic peaks that would be added to the west side of the national park in 1929. By 1886 the mining town of Lulu City was a bust. But in 1895, in the Never Summer Range above Lulu City, other wealth-seekers found water and spent the next forty years digging the Grand Ditch to divert the vital liquid from the damp and thinly populated west side of the Continental Divide to the arid population centers on the east side.


  In 1884 another future innkeeper showed up as a teenager below the East Face of Longs Peak. Enos Mills, who eventually became famous as the “Father of Rocky Mountain National Park,” built a cabin in the Tahosa Valley. Mills spent his early years as a miner, but not below Longs Peak, the folly of which was proven between 1896 and 1902 by some of his neighbors at Eugenia Mine. Neither did Mills try to find silver in the mines dug in vain around Lulu City. In 1889 fire closed the copper mine where Mills worked in Butte, Montana, giving him time to vacation in California, where he happened to meet John Muir. This foremost of American naturalists mentored Mills, who thereafter devoted his life to the preservation of wilderness values. The center of his efforts was Longs Peak Inn, which he bought in 1902.


  Inventor Freelan Stanley brought to Estes Park the income from his invention of a photographic process, purchased by Eastman Kodak, and from his less-influential but extremely colorful Stanley Steamer automobile. Stanley was searching for health, which mountain grandeur and purity supplied abundantly. He built the Stanley Hotel in 1905 and became, like Sprague and Mills, a leader in the tourist economy. Under Stanley’s leadership, elk were transported from Montana to Estes Park to rebuild herds lost a half century earlier. Stanley, Mills, and other Colorado mountain enthusiasts eventually experienced success in providing a core of wildlife habitat when Rocky Mountain National Park was dedicated September 4, 1915, in a ceremony near Lawn Lake Trailhead.


  Between 1913 and 1920, Fall River Road was built past the trail to Lawn and Ypsilon Lakes to link the towns of Estes Park and Grand Lake during the summer months. The transmountain route lost by the mammoth hunters and later by the Utes was found by motorists with the building of Trail Ridge Road between 1933 and 1942. Water moved across the park by a hidden route after tunnelers bored Adams Tunnel beneath the Continental Divide from near East Inlet Trailhead between 1937 and 1947.


  Water disaster burst from Lawn Lake in 1982 with a dam break that killed three people and flooded Estes Park. In 1992 the National Park Service forestalled similar future disasters by purchasing and administering another potential flood source at Lily Lake and removing several dangerous dams from within the park. But no one could prevent flooding from massive rain in September 2013, which damaged many park trails east of the Continental Divide.


  Over the century since Rocky Mountain National Park came to be, the park service, local residents, Colorado admirers of mountains, and visitors from around the world have expressed their love for the park in various, sometimes conflicting, ways. Annual park visitation now usually totals approximately 5 million. Sometimes these lovers of the park encounter lost and then found artifacts that preserve the park’s history, such as Holzwarth Historic Site on the western edge or MacGregor Ranch on the eastern boundary near Gem Lake.


  Motorists traveling over Trail Ridge, lost to time by the Utes who followed this trail, traverse three distinct natural environments, as though driving to the Arctic Circle in an hour. Hikers through Windy Gulch enjoy the same experience. They also find the historical inspiration of wilderness, mostly lost around their homes and found in Rocky Mountain National Park.


  Geology


  For geologists, 65 million years—when formation of the current Rockies began—is merely a long time ago. Four and a half billion years, the theoretical span of time, is a very much longer time ago.


  In time, Rocky Mountain geology began 2.3 billion years ago, when the oldest Rocky Mountain rocks came to be. In space, the Rockies began a long distance away as the North American tectonic plate began to drift on convection currents within the earth’s molten mantle layer, below the relatively thin crust. The North American plate crashed into the Pacific plate, which crashed back. At very roughly the same time, the dinosaurs became extinct (except for bird descendants). The two events likely were unconnected, but 65 million years ago was not a good time to be present.


  “Tectonic” comes from the Greek word tekton, which means “carpenter” or “builder.” Tekton is the word used in the Greek in which the New Testament originally was written to describe the profession of Joseph and then Jesus. All the tectonic crashing, crinkling, crushing, crumbling, crunching, and colliding built the mountains.


  By 10 million years ago, the Rockies had risen remarkably high. Today, after considerable erosion, more than fifty peaks above 14,000 feet remain in Colorado. Longs Peak, the tallest in Rocky Mountain National Park (14,259 feet), is the farthest north of the “fourteeners.”


  

  The broad, flat summit of Longs is a remnant of previous mountain building and erosion to plains. At less high altitude, broad expanses of alpine tundra above glacier-steepened valleys also are remnants of plains, defining features that cover one-third of Rocky Mountain National Park. Hiking trails cross tundra along Trail Ridge Road and above Bear Lake, as well as the flanks of Longs, Ypsilon Mountain, and Mount Ida.


  Tearing down mountains is easier to understand than building them up. Gravity, of course, is the chief destroyer, using water as a tool. Water penetrates cracks in the rocks, freezes and expands, then melts and freezes again. All this freezing and thawing wedges rocks apart, eventually turning mountain-size rocks into grain-size rocks. Big and small, water carries away the broken bits of mountains, as liquid water washing the rock away and as a flexible solid conveying rock away on belts of ice.


  The removal by liquid water continues as you read this; the removal by ice is more complex. Moving masses of ice and snow are glaciers, in our case alpine glaciers. Slight irregularities in the Earth’s orbit cause varying amounts of solar energy to reach the surface, resulting in changes in the average annual temperature. We call the colder times ice ages. Prevailing winds blow from the west due to the direction of the Earth’s rotation. During ice ages, this causes much of the snow carried from the west to drop on the eastern flanks of high mountains, mostly out of reach of the wind. Very cold temperatures plus perhaps increased amounts of precipitation result in more snow accumulating on shaded eastern slopes than melts. When the accumulation reaches at least 250 feet thick, it is so heavy that it begins to flow down mountain valleys already carved by flowing water. The mass of ice freezes to the rock, plucking chunks as it moves, usually breaking the rock along preexisting cracks.


  On a valley floor, the glacier plucks out basins that accumulate water after the glacier finally melts during alternating warm spells. Rock debris from all that ice wedging and glacial plucking freezes into the moving belt of ice like rasps on a file. The weight of the glacier applies pressure on the file, generating yet more excavation, mostly grinding along the base of a V-shaped river-cut valley, converting it to a U-shaped valley.


  A glacier melts either because it slides down to warmer elevation or because the ice age ends as orbit changes cause the Earth’s surface to receive increased solar heat. When this melting occurs at the lowest point of glacial descent, the rock debris carried on and within the conveyor belt of ice collects in a ridge along the downhill edge of the glacier. This ridge at the glacier’s end is called a terminal moraine. Rock debris also accumulates along the sides of a glacier, creating lateral moraines. When a glacier melts back during a warm spell, it often pauses for some centuries; more ridges of rock pile up at the pause points, recessional moraines. After a glacier melts, the moraines become dams, creating lakes.


  Moraine-dammed lakes together with basins plucked from valley floors combine to form a string of lakes along a connecting stream. Because these formations, when seen from peaks and passes above, resemble beads along a cord, they are called paternoster lakes. The name refers to the centuries-old use of beads as a memory aid for reciting the Roman Catholic Rosary prayers. The first words of the Lord’s Prayer are “Our Father,” or “ Pater noster ” in Latin, once the preferred language for reciting these prayers. Paternoster lakes in Rocky Mountain National Park include the Lake Verna string, Mill and Black Lakes with others above in Glacier Gorge, and Bear, Nymph, Dream, and Emerald Lakes.


  Where a glacier originates, it plucks and grinds rock away from surrounding walls, forming a bowl-shaped cirque. Successive glaciers forming in the same place in successive ice ages deepen the cirque. Particularly when vertical cracks exist in the rock, precipitous cliffs form above the cirque. Cirque bowls often accumulate water, such as Chasm and Crystal Lakes and Lake of the Clouds.


  Glaciers that cut more deeply into their valleys than glaciers in adjacent valleys can cut off the ends of valleys that have weaker (smaller) glaciers, leaving them suspended as hanging valleys above the floor of the valleys cut by larger glaciers. Glacier Gorge is a hanging valley above Loch Vale. Even more obvious is Windy Gulch, which never contained a glacier and was left hanging above the Big Thompson River by the passing of a glacier along today’s
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   About the Author


  Guidebooks by Kent Dannen are the standard reference for the trails of Rocky Mountain National Park. He has hiked every trail in the park and those in this guide many times. Nonetheless, these trails never get old or fail to offer something new each time he travels them. He began his professional guiding activities as hike master and naturalist for the YMCA of the Rockies and has led hundreds of hikes covering thousands of miles.


  A former contributing editor of Backpacker Magazine, Kent freelances as a writer and photographer. He has taught classes in nature photography, bird identification, and the history of wildlife in America for the National Wildlife Federation and Canadian Wildlife Federation from coast to coast. He also is a recipient of the US Department of Agriculture Certificate of Appreciation for his outstanding volunteer services in developing educational materials that help manage and protect the Indian Peaks Wilderness.


  Kent has written six other guidebooks: Short Hikes in Rocky Mountain National Park, Best Easy Day Hikes Rocky Mountain National Park, Hiking Rocky Mountain National Park (10th edition), Best Hikes Colorado’s Indian Peaks Wilderness, Hiking Waterfalls Rocky Mountain National Park, and Rocky Mountain Wildflowers. He lives near Allenspark, Colorado.
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