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14 of Colorado’s  
best playgrounds 
Bonus: getting kids outside will make 
them healthier and happier.

Colorado boasts beautiful weather much of the year, and on 
nice days, kids young and old should get outside and play, says 
Dr. Mihir Patel, a family medicine doctor at UCHealth Primary 
Care Clinic – Castle Rock.

“Kids are naturally drawn to other kids. They want to run. They 
want to play. They want to jump,” said Patel.

Yet, screens distract many children and keep them indoors far more 
than children of previous generations. So families have to make a 
concerted effort to escape electronics and get children moving.

“Outdoor play away from the house and away from screens is 
really valuable because our pediatric obesity rate is on the rise. 
About one-third of children in the U.S. are now overweight or 
obese, which is staggering,” Patel said. “We really need to make 
an effort to get outside.”

Patel and his colleagues recommend at least 60 minutes of 
physical activity a day for children and no more than 60 minutes 
of screen time.

“Video games, iPads and computers all take up their time. It’s up 
to parents to limit screen time and get kids outside,” said Patel.

He loves heading with his young daughter to one of 
their favorite places, Bison Park in Castle Rock. Patel also 
enjoys mountain biking and playing basketball there with 
neighborhood buddies.

Patel advises everyone to wear plenty of sunscreen, dress 
appropriately for the weather and bring water.

Here’s a list of some of the top playgrounds in Colorado so you 
can find your favorites. Make it your family’s hobby to find new 
great parks and go play!

Northern Colorado
Inspiration Playground, Fort Collins
This very special playground lets all children of all abilities 
explore, play and connect. Inspiration, which is located in 
Spring Canyon Community Park, 2626 W. Horsetooth Road, is 
what’s known as a “universally accessible” playground. It’s for all 
people of all ages.

By: Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth The playground features smooth surfaces and wide ramps that 
are accessible for kids with wheelchairs, walkers and support 
braces. Signs are in Braille for children with vision impairment. 
During the summer months, the playground also has a popular 
water feature with a splash pad that sends water squirting into 
the air. “It’s very inclusive. The playground allows everyone 
and anyone to do what kids are supposed to do: play together, 
connect, be outdoors and enjoy the space,” said Brenda McDowell, 
Adaptive Recreation Coordinator for the City of Fort Collins.

Fossil Creek Park, Fort Collins
Do you have a child who loves dinosaurs and other pre-historic 
creatures? Then you’ll want to check out this park at 5821  
S. Lemay St. in Fort Collins. Children can climb up on a giant 
mammoth and swing from its tusks. They can sneak through 
the jaws of a shark and pretend to be archaeologists. The aptly 
named park ties in with Colorado’s rich geological history and 
also features a skate park and outdoor hockey courts for older 
children and teens. There are also great walking paths, tennis 
courts and a splash park in the summer. Great for all ages.

Woodbriar Park, Greeley
Forget the plastic. Greeley designers sculpted this one-of-a-
kind natural playground from good old-fashioned trees, rocks 
and dirt in the area. Check it out at 2910 18th St. in Greeley.

Little Toots Park, Steamboat Springs
As the name implies, this playground is best for little ones. This 
park at 55 12th St. is close to the river and has shade for playing 
in the summer. The library is just over a bridge and there’s easy 
access to Steamboat’s popular Core Trail.

Central Colorado
Arapahoe Ridge Park, Boulder
This small gem is nice for little explorers. It features a unique 
natural, red-rock structure with caves and tunnels. It’s like 
a mini Flatirons for the young set. Nice for kids ages 2 to 
5. Newly renovated with a bouncy play surface and fresh 
equipment. Adjacent to Eisenhower Elementary School,  
1220 Eisenhower Drive.
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Arvada Volunteer Fire Fighters Park, Arvada
Does your child love donning firefighter duds, grabbing the 
hose and sliding down poles? Then this red playground is for 
you. Let your little ones climb around and pretend they are 
responding to blazes. The park is located at 8351 Club Crest 
Drive and features a pavilion dedicated to the many volunteer 
fire fighters who protected Arvada for decades.

Rainbow Park in Silverthorne
Voted Summit County’s best park multiple times, Rainbow Park 
features a large playground plus a smaller one for kids under 
five with a castle theme. A popular walking path encircles the 
park, which has an array of other facilities including a skate 
park and courts for sand volleyball, basketball and tennis. Find 
the park adjacent to the Silverthorne Recreation Center at 430 
Rainbow Drive.

Central Park in Stapleton, Denver
Denver’s third largest park features big fun on its playgrounds. 
There are play structures for kids of multiple ages arranged in 
circles along with fountains, a climbing wall and sledding for 
winter. Address: 8801 Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd.

South metro area and southern Colorado
Westlands, Greenwood Village
What’s not to love about a giant playground where you can 
make your entrance by sliding down a huge, curvy slide? 
Westlands has won oodles of awards as the best destination 
playground in the Denver area. And the kudos are well 
deserved. The playgrounds lie within a basin. There are 
structures for children (and teens) of all ages. Then, when kids 
tire of swinging and sliding, they can climb up fun structures 
or climbing walls and catch a view of the fields nearby. A 
picnic area is perfectly placed for both mountain views and 
supervision of the play areas below. You can find Westlands at 
5701 S. Quebec St.

Belleview Park, Englewood
This park is known for its fun ditch for wading along with a 
miniature train and a petting zoo. There are fees for the petting 
zoo and the train, but the playground and water play are free 
and plenty of fun. You can find Belleview Park at 5001 S. Inca Dr.

Centennial Center Park, Centennial 
A large splash pad area provides cool water fun for hot 
summer days. Centennial Center Park features multiple large 
playgrounds and slides that accommodate lots of kids along 
with plenty of green space and an outdoor amphitheater. It’s a 
perfect park for picnics, birthday parties and listening to music 
during concerts. The park is located at 13050 E. Peakview Ave.

John Venezia Community Park, Colorado Springs
This park sports another great splash pad along with newer play 
structures that are “universally accessible” for all children. The 
turf is soft and bouncy. There’s a great sand area for building 
castles and the playground features swings of all sorts. Find this 
park at 3555 Briargate Pkwy.

Nancy Lewis Park, Colorado Springs
This lovely little park is named for the first woman Parks director 
in Colorado Springs and has benefited from a recent re-do. The 
playground is accessible for children of all abilities and the park 
features a fun croquet area and putting green in addition to a 
pond with a waterfall and fountain. There’s also a meditation 
area where parents can breathe deeply for a moment or two 
while admiring the peaceful mountain views. Find Nancy Lewis 
Park at 2615 Logan Ave.

Memorial Park, Woodland Park
This charming park features a nice playground and a beautiful 
view of Pikes Peak. The nearby pavilion has a stone fireplace and 
is a great place for picnics. The park was recently renovated. 
There’s also a fishing pond and the stream that feeds into the 
pond is a great place for smaller children to get their feet wet. 
Memorial Park is at 117 Center Ave.

Photo: Getty Images
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Rocky Mountain National Park is one of the crown jewel national 
parks. The scenery is spectacular. The crowds have grown, as they 
have at many national parks. “Rocky” as locals call it, is among the 
top 20 most popular national parks, right up there with legendary 
Yellowstone and Yosemite. Nearly 4.5 million people a year visit 
Rocky Mountain National Park.

So, if you join them, you will not be alone. But, you still can have a 
wonderful time in this beautiful place. What’s the key? Go for a hike!

As soon as you get a quarter mile or more away from a trailhead, 
the crowds will begin to thin out. Even toddlers and older folks can 
enjoy hikes on the beautifully maintained trails. So get out there!

Here are some great hikes to get you started.

Bear Lake: Easy. More of a stroll than a hike, Bear Lake is great 
for young children and people with compromised mobility. 
There’s a nature trail for young hikers and the young at heart. 
This hike is level, partially paved and it’s only half a mile around 
the lake. Start at the Bear Lake Trailhead. Do not consider 
driving to Bear Lake. You won’t find a parking place. Take the 
free shuttle bus. 

Nymph, Dream and Emerald Lakes: Easy. This hike to a trio of 
alpine lakes is one of the most popular in Rocky, so don’t count 
on any solitude. But, the ability to see three glacially carved 
lakes with spectacular views in such a short distance is worth the 
crowds. Bonus. You can see rare lily pads in bloom on Nymph 
Lake in mid-summer. Great hike for the whole family. Start at the 
Bear Lake Trailhead. Nymph is .5 miles up the trial. Dream is 1.1 
miles up and Emerald is a 1.8-mile one-way hike. Elevation gain 
to Emerald Lake: 605 feet.

By: Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth 

Get out there: 10 great hikes in 
Rocky Mountain National Park

Alberta Falls: Easy. A great hike in the spring or early summer, 
when the greatest volume of snowmelt is running through 
Glacier Gorge, this hike is a perfect, easy one for young children 
and older folks. Glacier Gorge Trailhead in the Bear Lake area. 
Take the Bear Lake shuttle. Get off the bus one stop before Bear 
Lake at Glacier Gorge. Elevation gain: 160 feet.

Copeland Falls, Calypso Cascades and Ouzel Falls: Moderate. 
Much like the Emerald Lake hike, this is a fun one because 
you see so much scenery over a relatively short distance. And 
you can check out a different area of the park known as Wild 
Basin. Parking can be difficult here because there’s no shuttle 
bus. Wild Basin Trailhead. Distance to Copeland Falls: .3 miles. 
Calypso Cascades is a 1.8 mile one-way hike and if you go to 
Ouzel Falls, it’s a 2.7-mile hike. Elevation gain to Ouzel Falls: 
950 feet.

Lake Haiyaha: Moderate. This lake with the fun Native 
American name — meaning “big rocks” — can be part of a great 
loop hike. Start at Bear Lake. Hike to Dream Lake, then go left 
and hike 1.1 miles further to Lake Haiyaha. Enjoy relaxing on the 
giant boulders left here by a glacier. You can return the way you 
came for a total of 4.4 miles. Or, see new scenery and head back 
out to the Glacier Gorge Trailhead. You’ll pass Alberta Falls on 
the way out. Loop distance: 5.6 miles. Elevation gain from Bear 
Lake: 745 feet. 

The Loch: Moderate. With its fancy name and beautiful scenery, 
The Loch is one of the most photographed lakes in Rocky 
Mountain National Park. As you hike up, you’ll see rugged cliffs 
and the remnants of a fast-disappearing year-round snowfield 
known as Taylor Glacier. One-way distance: 3.1 miles. Elevation 
gain: 990 feet.

Photo: Getty Images
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Flattop Mountain: Difficult. Are you itching to do a 14-er, but 
you want some practice on a peak climb first? Then Flattop is 
a great choice for you. You’ll start at Bear Lake and will quickly 
leave the crowds behind as you climb higher and higher, 
eventually reaching an elevation of 12,324 feet. Start at Bear 
Lake. One-way to Flattop summit: 4.4 miles. Elevation gain: 
2,849 feet. 

Chasm Lake: Difficult. Longs Peak is the tallest in Rocky 
Mountain National Park. It’s also an extremely difficult and 
dangerous for non-experts to climb. If you want to enjoy a 
beautiful hike in the Longs Peak area, give Chasm Lake a try. It 
features stunning views of the sheer face of Longs Peak, known 
as “the diamond.” One-way distance from Longs Peak Trailhead: 
4.3 miles. Elevation gain: 2,456 feet.

Lake Verna: Difficult. If you really want to escape crowds, locals 
call the west side of Rocky Mountain National Park the “wetter, 
better” side. Many of the trails on the west side begin near the 
old-west town, Grand Lake. For a very easy hike, try Adams Falls. 
For a beautiful, remote hike, continue on to Lake Verna. You’ll 
start at the East Inlet Trailhead. One way: 6.9 miles. Elevation 
gain: 1,809. Ambitious backpackers can get a permit to camp 
along the way. If you’re quite fit and are looking for a beautiful 
multi-day trip, you can hike above Lake Verna to Boulder-Grand 
Pass, then descend to Thunder Lake and hike out to the Wild 
Basin Trailhead. You would need permits, a bear container for 
your food and a ride back to Grand Lake.

Longs Peak: Extremely difficult. Not a walk-up. Like many of 
the 14-ers, Longs Peak has beckoned climbers for generations. 
But, you’ll need to be prepared. Those who attempt Longs 
Peak as a day climb need to have proper gear, plenty of food 
and water and need to start very early in the morning: by about 
4 a.m. at the latest. It’s critical to be up and off the summit 
well before noon when summer thunderstorms roll in with 
dangerous lightning. Well above treeline, peak climbers don’t 

have anywhere to seek shelter from storms. One-way distance: 
8 miles. Elevation gain: 4,855 feet. If you want to climb Longs 
Peak, study this information and consult with a climbing ranger 
at the Longs Peak Ranger Station.

Be prepared. To hike or climb safely in Rocky Mountain 
National Park, you’ll need to keep an eye on the weather and 
bring proper gear. Some guidelines include:

• Start early. Thunderstorms roar through the mountains nearly 
every day during the summer. Do not hike above treeline 
during a thunderstorm. Lightning can kill you. If you’re 
climbing high, get up and off your high point before noon.

• Keep a close eye on children. Fast-moving streams and steep 
drop-offs can be dangerous. Rocky is a fun, but wild place. 
Don’t let children wander away.

• Dress in layers. Wear sunscreen and a hat. Bring plenty of 
warm clothes and rain gear. Carry a map and a compass and 
wear sturdy footwear.

• Bring plenty of food and water. Hikers in Colorado get very 
thirsty. And newcomers can deal with altitude sickness. Don’t 
let yourself get caught without enough hydration. Carry extra 
food and water in case of an emergency.

• Never approach or feed wildlife: Obey wildlife closures and 
stay far away from any animals.

For more information, pick up maps, hiking guides and spend 
some time speaking with the hiking experts at Rocky Mountain 
National Park’s Visitor Centers. Enjoy!
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Top outdoor 
skating spots  
in Colorado 
Grab your grandmother or your 
sweetheart. Hold hands and glide on 
some ice. From lakes to the airport, 
Colorado offers great skating options.

What better way to enjoy Colorado during the winter than 
finding a beautiful spot outdoors where you can glide and 
twirl, or if you're just learning, shuffle and giggle a bit?

On cold days, put on a hat and lace up some ice skates.

Even if you’re not a pro, plenty of fun awaits you. Chances are 
you can find a pick-up broom hockey game or a young figure 
skater practicing jumps to inspire you. Grab your grandmother 
or your sweetheart. Hold hands or the side of the rink for 
support. Then enjoy taking a few spins as pine-scented breezes 
turn your cheeks red.

Afterwards, get Zen as you sip a cup of hot cocoa and watch 
the mesmerizing Zamboni transform rutted ice into a perfectly 
smooth surface for the next session. Both skating and the peace 
of watching others on the ice are great for the mind and body.

Here are some of our recommendations for the top outdoor ice-
skating spots in Colorado.

Lakes
Evergreen Lake
You’ll love the world’s largest Zamboni-groomed outdoor ice 
rink. It’s spacious: 8.5 acres with several sections for hockey 
games and calmer areas for kids and other recreational 
skaters. Evergreen is busy and fun with skate rentals and other 
equipment available at the beautiful Evergreen Lake House. 
Depending on the temperatures, Evergreen Lake usually opens 
around mid-December. You can always call the skating hotline 
at 720-880-1391 for up-to-the-minute conditions.

And if you’re looking for a fun family celebration for New 
Year’s Eve, check out the Skate the Lake party and fireworks at 
Evergreen Lake. 

By: Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth Dorsey Lake, Estes Park, YMCA of the Rockies

This pond is in a lovely location bordering Rocky Mountain 
National Park. The ice typically freezes in mid-December 
and stays safe through mid-February. For guests staying 
at the YMCA, there’s no charge for skating or skate rentals. 
Others can purchase day memberships to skate on the pond 
and participate in other activities at the Y.  Call to check on 
conditions: 970.586.3341, ext. 1104.

Keystone Lake
Keystone is another lake that gets the Zamboni treatment. So 
you can expect a nice, smooth surface on this 5-acre pond. 
Plus, you get beautiful views of the mountains and ski slopes 
around you and there are plenty of restaurants encircling the 
lake for après-skate fare. Keystone Lake boasts separate hockey 
and recreational areas and you can even rent hockey sticks and 
pucks to go with your skates. For updated skating information, 
call 970.496.4386.

Try a unique ice trail.
Parker Ice Trail at Discovery Park
What, you might ask, is an ice trail? Imagine skating on a frozen 
canal in Amsterdam. No, Colorado doesn’t have canals that 
freeze. But the town of Parker drew inspiration from frozen 
rivers and canals and instead of creating an ice rink, Parker’s 
recreation gurus thought outside of the box, or outside of the 
rink in this case. They have created one of the only ice trails in 
the U.S. The relatively new Parker Ice Trail is a 20-to-25-foot wide 
ice path that meanders for 450 feet through Discovery Park, 
reminiscent of a frozen river or canal. The Ice Trail is open every 
day in the winter. Staffers are always on the trail to help teach 
little ones to glide and to tighten up laces when necessary. And 
there are fire pits along the trail where skaters can warm up by 
the fire with a cup of hot chocolate.

Photo: Getty Images.
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Parks
Skate in the Park – Colorado Springs 
Skating in downtown Colorado Springs’ Acacia Park is a lovely 
way to enjoy time on the ice throughout the holidays. 

The Ice Pavilion, Roosevelt Park, Longmont
If you’re looking for an old-fashioned experience on the ice and 
plenty of pick-up hockey games, Longmont’s Ice Pavilion is a 
great choice.

The IceBox – Fraser
The Fraser Valley in Grand County has long been dubbed the 
“icebox of the nation.” So, where better to have an NHL-sized, 
partially enclosed naturally frozen rink? The skating rink is 
located in a 40-acre park just outside of the town of Fraser in the 
Fraser Valley Sports Complex. The rink is known as The IceBox 
and it offers plenty of open skating along with hockey games 
throughout the winter.

Meadow Creek Pond – Frisco
Frisco’s Meadow Creek Pond is a low-key, free affair located 
behind Walmart. The pond is open from dawn until 10 p.m. 
Skaters must bring their own equipment.

Downtown Denver Rink in Skyline Park
The skyscrapers will surround you as you take laps on this 
small rink in the middle of downtown Denver. Each day brings 
different activities. Skating is free. Rentals are available for a 
fee and if you’re lucky, carolers will serenade you as you enjoy a 
loop or two.

Town Centers
Beaver Creek Village
Talk about idyllic. You can enjoy a day on the ski slopes. Then 
you can stroll to this lovely outdoor skating venue in the middle 
of Beaver Creek’s European-style village. It’s especially fun to 
skate when big, fat snowflakes are falling all around you.

Old Town Square – Fort Collins
The skating rink in Fort Collins’ Old Town is not only charming. 
It’s a bargain too. The lovely outdoor venue is open Fridays 
through Sundays in the winter with extended holiday hours.

WinterSkate, Historic Downtown Louisville
Imagine a Courier and Ives winter print showing the most 
beautiful aspects of winter. You’ll see that image spring to life. 
The Louisville’s WinterSkate features traditional holiday music, 
free horse-drawn carriage rides, free parking, a warming hut 
and a 6,500 square foot rink.

Airports
An airport? For ice skating? Yes. Remarkably, Denver 
International Airport boasts a skating venue for travelers who 
need to move a bit between flights or those who want to arrive 
early or stay after their flight has landed to take a few spins 
around the DIA rink. The ice is located in an outdoor plaza next 
to the Westin Hotel. The price here is fabulous: both skating 
and rentals are free. There’s even free hot chocolate on Fridays 
starting at 11:30 a.m. until it runs out. And, if you’re up for an 
adventure, anyone is free to enjoy the rink.  For those making 
the trip just to skate, short-term parking is available or you can 
take the A-Line from Union Station. Bonus: visitors to the rink do 
not need to pass through security to skate. Enjoy!
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Racing on skis down a cruiser run or bouncing through moguls 
can be a blast. But, let’s face it. Downhill skiing involves a lot 
of logistics. Scoring a parking spot and waiting in lift lines can 
take patience.

If you’re looking for some snowy serenity and a great workout 
instead, try cross-country skiing.

It costs far less than downhill skiing. Learning the basics is simple. 
And, along with great exercise, you can find some solitude.

Once you get out on a trail, peace will envelope you. You’ll 
notice birds hopping around on snow-tufted pine branches. 
You’ll feel your heart pounding. And the sensation of skis gliding 
in smooth snow is utterly mesmerizing.

Here’s how to get started. Your best bet the first time is to 
try basic touring skis. The boots are lighter weight and more 
comfortable than clunky ski boots. You’ll simply lace them 
up, fasten the toes of the boots into the ski bindings, then 
essentially start walking through the snow. This is known as 
classic skiing. In the old days, cross-country skiers slicked their 
skis with wax so they’d glide better in varying conditions. But 
these days, you can get waxless skis, so you don’t need to worry 
about wax and weather.

People who love running can try skate skiing. Instead of 
just walking or gliding, skate skiers push off with each step, 
glissading on snowy tracks and getting a great workout in as 
little as 30 minutes to an hour.

By: Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth 

Seven great spots to  
try cross-country skiing

And adventurous souls, who love to cover a lot of miles and 
ascend steep terrain, can invest in more expensive backcountry 
skis with skins that attach to the skis to make it easier to climb 
hills. But, don’t venture out into the backcountry without 
learning how to stay safe. Colorado nearly always has the grim 
distinction of posting the highest number of avalanche deaths 
in the U.S. each year. You should only head into the backcountry 
with proper avalanche training and safety gear. Learn more from 
the Colorado Avalanche Information Center.

If you’re a beginner, just try cross-country skiing on a flat spot. 
Avoid hills until you get the hang of the basics because skiing 
downhill on skinny cross-country skis can feel very wobbly and 
turning is tough without edges.

On the flats, once you get the hang of walking, you can try to 
kick the ski with each step and glide a bit. But, you don’t even 
have to bother doing that. You can just go for a walk on skis and 
since you’re busy moving both your arms and legs, you’ll get a 
great workout and will stay warm even on freezing-cold days.

Many kids think cross-country skiing is boring because it’s so 
quiet and you have to work harder than you do on downhill 
skis. But, for adults coping with busy lives, cross-country 
skiing provides a dose of meditative calm. And parents with 
babies can rent sleds and tow little ones wrapped in blankets 
behind them. The infants snooze and the parents enjoy a little 
adventure. Everyone is happy.

Photo by Todd Powell, courtesy of the Frisco Nordic Center.

Searching for serenity in the snow?  
Try cross-country skiing.
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Skate skis are 
great for getting 
a great workout 
on snowy tracks. 
Skiers push off 
with each step. If 
you love running, 
give skate skiing 
a try. Photo: Getty 
Images.

Give cross-country skiing a try at these excellent starter spots.

Aspen Snowmass Nordic Trail System: When you think of 
Aspen, you no doubt picture Hollywood stars dining in chichi 
restaurants and shopping at designer boutiques. The concept 
of “free” opportunities in Aspen hardly come to mind. But, 
Aspen and surrounding communities in the Roaring Fork River 
Valley proudly boast one of the largest free trail systems for 
cross-country and skate skiing in the U.S., thanks to funding 
from the Pitkin County Open Space and Trails Program. The 
network of nearly 55 miles of trails runs from Aspen and 
Snowmass Village to nearby Basalt. Dogs are allowed on some 
trails and rentals are available at two locations, the Aspen Cross 
Country Center and the Snowmass Cross Country Center. Enjoy!

Eldora Nordic Center: Located 21 miles west of Boulder in 
Nederland, the Eldora Nordic Center is a great place for both 
beginners and more advanced skiers. Both cross-country 
skiers and skate skiers will love the spectacular views of the 
Indian Peaks to the west. Eldora offers nearly 25 miles of trails 
along with rentals, lessons and clinics. The center is open from 
9 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily during ski season. For information, call 
303.440.8700. Located at 2861 Eldora Ski Road in Nederland.

Frisco Nordic Center: The town of Frisco in Summit County 
offers a great center for cross-country skiing where you’ll see 
young and old alike enjoying snowy trails. Rentals and lessons 
are available. Start with the easy Chickadee Loop (about 1.6 
miles). You can graduate to tougher terrain if you feel more 
comfortable. Open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. every day in the  
winter. Call 970.668.2570 for more information. Located at  
616 Recreation Way. Dogs and fat bikes not allowed.

Gold Run Nordic Center in Breckenridge: The town of 
Breckenridge is one of Colorado’s highest elevation ski towns 
at about 9,600 feet above sea level. So, you can get your heart 
pounding quickly at the town’s Nordic center, which boasts 
more than 18 miles of groomed classic and skating skiing trails. 
The center also offers trails for fat bikes and snow shoes along 
with sleigh rides, lessons and rentals. Bonus: for just $6, you can 
also get soup for lunch. Open daily throughout the winter from  
9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Call 970-547-7889 for more information. 
Location: 200 Clubhouse Drive in Breckenridge.

Grand Lake Nordic Center: This center is special because 
you get to see the peaks on the west side of Rocky Mountain 
National Park and you just might see a moose too. Grand Lake 
offers nearly 22 miles of trails for both skate skiing and classic 
skiing. There’s a loop you can do with your dog along with a free 
tubing hill for kids. The center has rentals, lessons and soups. 
Kids ski free on Fridays (except for holidays). Open 9 a.m. to  
4 p.m. at 1415 County Road 48 in Grand Lake.

Haymaker Nordic Center in Steamboat Springs: Perfect for 
beginners, the Haymaker Nordic Center is a great place to try 
classic and skating skiing. It’s a small spot with just 6 miles of 
trails, but they’re groomed and ready to go. Lessons and rental 
gear are available along with fat bikes and food at the Haymaker 
Bar and Grill. Dogs are allowed on the trails on Sundays, Mondays, 
Wednesday and Thursdays.  
Address: 34855 E. U.S. Highway 40 south of Steamboat Springs.

Snow Mountain Ranch Nordic Center at the YMCA of the 
Rockies, Granby: Snow Mountain Ranch boasts nearly 75 miles 
of trails including a couple where you are allowed to bring a 
leashed dog. The center also caters to people on fat bikes and 
snowshoes. The trails range from beginner to advanced loops. 
Rentals and food are available. Open daily during ski season 
from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. Call 970.887.2152, ext. 4173.
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It’s one of those perfect days in the Colorado Rockies. The sky is 
turquoise and a gentle breeze carries the scent of pine trees.

You’re hiking along a dirt trail with a view of a lake, a creek or a 
high-altitude peak and your four-legged friend sticks his snout 
in the air. He catches a whiff of that same breeze, smells a more 
complex aroma that might include some squirrels, marmots or 
another dog ahead. He looks up at you with what you’re sure is a 
grin. Yes, you both agree. All is right with the world.

For dog lovers who also love getting out into nature, nothing is 
finer than a hike with Rover, Rosie, Hank or Hazel.

Here are some suggestions for great hikes with your dog. After 
the do’s, we’ll give you some don’ts. Yes, it’s a downer to think 
about what we shouldn’t do. But let’s face it. Hiking with dogs is 
a privilege. If we’re considerate and responsible, we can keep 
exploring Colorado with our poochie pals.

Carter Lake, southwest of Loveland 
Dogs that love getting wet will love Carter Lake, a reservoir 
nestled at 5,760 feet in the foothills of Larimer County near 
Loveland and Berthoud. This is not a loop hike, so you can go as 
far as you wish, then turn around. Keep your dog on a leash and 
try hiking along the west side of this lake, which is three miles 
long and about one mile wide. Along with hiking, Carter Lake 
offers fishing, sailing, water skiing, camping, picnicking, scuba 
diving and rock climbing.

Chautauqua Park, Boulder 
Chautauqua is beautiful any time of year. In the summer, the 
meadows turn green and are full of wildflowers. In the winter, 
you can see fresh snow on the red rocks above you. And, if 
you’re a morning person, go very early to catch the sun bathing 
the Flatirons in red light above you.

Stop at the ranger cottage and pick up a hiking map along with 
advice. A fun loop takes you up the Bluebell Road to Woods 
Quarry, then you can return via the Enchanted Mesa. The hiking 
options at Chautauqua are endless. So, too, are the crowds. 
Boulder now has a free shuttle system. Parking here can be 
a big challenge, so you would be wise to consider using the 
shuttle. Dogs must be on leash for lower trails. If you have a 
special voice and sight tag, your dog may be off leash for some 
trails in Boulder County.

By Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth

Eight great spots to 
hike with your dog
For happy trails and happy tails, check out 
these dog-friendly hikes.

Fish Creek Falls, Upper Fish Creek Falls  
and Long Lake, Steamboat Springs 
In the spring and early summer, Fish Creek Falls is roaring. 
To get to the first falls, you’ll contend with crowds and a busy 
parking lot. The first falls are just one-third of a mile from the 
trailhead. Many people stop here and the 280-falls are stunning. 
But you and your leashed dog will certainly want more exercise. 
Continue just over 2 additional miles to get to the Upper Fish 
Creek Falls. And if you have plenty of food and water (for you 
and your dog), challenge yourself to make it 6.5 miles one way 
to Long Lake.

Lake Isabelle, Indian Peaks Wilderness Area, 
near Ward and Nederland 
The trail for Lake Isabelle starts above 10,000 feet from the Long 
Lake Trailhead in the Brainard Lake Recreation Area. Keep an 
eye on the U.S. Forest Service’s website or call for information to 
find out when the trail opens since the snow has been so heavy 
this year. This is another crowded hike, but the views of the 
stunning Indian Peaks make it well worthwhile. If possible, do 
this hike on a weekday to make it easier to find a parking spot. 
You’ll first pass Brainard Lake, then you’ll hike along Long Lake 
before weaving up some switchbacks to beautiful Lake Isabelle. 
The roundtrip hike is about 4.5 miles. This is also a stunning hike 
in the fall and if you want to go further, you can go up to Pawnee 
Pass. Keep your dog on a leash at all times since Indian Peaks 
is a wilderness area. There is an entrance fee. Pro tip: support 
national forests and national parks by purchasing an annual pass 
that you can use for a full year throughout the U.S.

Mount Falcon Park, Jefferson County  
Open Space near Morrison 
Do you love castles and canines? Then, Mount Falcon Park is a 
great place for a hike with your dog. Once upon a time, an iron, 
automobile and publishing magnate named John Brisben Walker 
built a castle at the top of Mount Falcon. He also hoped to build a 
summer White House for U.S. presidents. Alas, Walker’s wife died 
in 1916, then just two years later, lightning struck and burned 
down the castle. (Or, perhaps there was a more sinister cause of 
the fire.) All that remains of the castle are the cornerstone and 
ruins of some fireplaces. There’s also a wooden tower to climb. 
Dogs allowed on leash.

Garbanzo, a goldendoodle, loves to sniff and explore at Chautauqua Park 
in Boulder, where plenty of lupine bloom in the spring.  
Photo by Cyrus McCrimmon for UCHealth. Follow Garbanzo @
garbanzothedog.
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Seven Bridges, North Cheyenne Canyon, 
Colorado Springs
This is a beautiful hike with your dog along a creek that offers 
plenty of shade. Along with your dog (on a leash) you can also 
take children on this one. It’s fun for kids and adults to try to 
count all seven bridges. You can go as far as you wish. If you do 
the full hike, you’ll go about six miles roundtrip and gain nearly 
1,600 vertical feet. So, bring plenty of food and water. Along 
with great views, the hike provides some fun for railroad buffs. 
According to Manitou Springs experts, “The first part of the hike 
follows a former narrow gauge railroad bed used to haul ore 
from Cripple Creek to Colorado Springs.”

South Catamount Reservoir, from Green 
Mountain Falls, west of Colorado Springs
Who can resist a trail that leads you to an area known as the 
Garden of Eden at the base of majestic Pikes Peak? The total 
round trip for this hike from the town of Green Mountain Falls 
is 6 miles and you’ll gain 1,700 vertical feet. But once you make 
it to the top of the switchbacks, you will be rewarded with 
beautiful views. Dogs on leashes welcome.

Zimmerman Lake, west of Fort Collins off of 
Cameron Pass
The hike to this lake is another high-altitude one, so if you want 
to avoid mud and snow, check about accessibility with the 
U.S. Forest Service before you go. The hike begins at 10,015 
and leads you about 1.7 miles and 677 vertical feet up an old 
logging road to Zimmerman Lake. The Lake is within the Neota 
Wilderness Area, so dogs need to be on leashes.

Do hike with your dog.  
Now for the 'don’ts:'
Don’t take your dog to a national park and expect to 
go on any trails. Wildlife protection reigns supreme in 
national parks and that means dogs are not allowed on 
trails. National forests generally allow dogs on trails, so 
you and your furry friend will be happier there. But, be 
sure to check local regulations before you head out. And 
in national forests, be mindful about wilderness areas, 
where stricter rules apply.

Don’t hike with your dog on private property (unless, of 
course, you own it).

Don’t ignore leash laws. This one should be obvious, 
but some of us are convinced that our dogs don’t need a 
leash. It may be true that your dog will stick close to you, 
but you never know what other dogs, bears, moose or 
forest rangers you’ll encounter. So, keep it simple. Obey 
the law. And save yourself from getting an expensive 
citation.

Don’t take your dog on an inappropriate hike. Some 
dogs have endless energy and can handle climbing a 
14er with you. But other pups have sensitive paws or 
short legs. Keep the hike right for your pooch and bring a 
portable water bowl (or a simple Ziploc bag) to make sure 
both you and your dog stay hydrated.

Finally, always, always, always pick up after your pet. 
Keep Colorado pristine. As the campers and backpackers 
say, leave no trace. Never leave waste or trash behind.

Magnolia, part Jack Russell terrier and part beagle, poses during an 
evening stroll with owner, Elliott Kennerson at Chautauqua Park in Boulder. 
Photo by Cyrus McCrimmon for UCHealth.
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People come from all over the world to visit 
Colorado Springs. So if you live here, you have no 
excuse! Get out and enjoy the many attractions 
in the Pikes Peak region. Best of all, some of them 
are free. Here are five terrific outings to consider.

Garden of the Gods 
This city park is worthy of national recognition, with its stunning red 
sandstone formations – eruptions, spires and hogbacks – that make 
a scenic setting for a leisurely (or not) stroll. Stand at a certain point 
and you’ll see Pikes Peak framed between the Kissing Camels. 
Stunning, especially when there’s snow on the mountain.

Check out the informative and entertaining visitors’ center for 
advice on hikes, rock climbing, wildlife encounters and free 
programs. Ranger-guided talks and wellness walks are among 
the many offerings. Don’t be surprised to encounter a group 
of Olympic cyclists spinning by for a daily workout.  Plan to do 
some walking.

And be aware that wildlife believe the park is theirs. Don’t hike 
alone, always carry water and please don’t pick the wildflowers.

U.S. Air Force Academy
This national landmark military institution is open to casual 
visitors. Drive through the grounds. Visit the architecturally 
remarkable interdenominational chapel. (Although, right now, it 
is closed for renovations.)

Stop at the 31,000-sqare-foot visitor’s center and museum to see 
the exhibits, and maybe even take a short nature hike. Occasionally, 
the planetarium is open to the public for some stargazing.

Please check visitor restrictions.

By Linda DuVal, for UCHealth

Five free things to do 
in Colorado Springs

Colorado Springs Pioneers Museum 
Housed in the beautifully preserved 1903 El Paso County 
Courthouse, the museum has both a permanent local history 
collection and fascinating rotating exhibits, which range from 
art to local cultural icons. The museum also hosts family fun 
events and sponsors many downtown events, such as the 
Festival of Lights parade each holiday season. History lectures 
and other events are posted monthly on its website.

The building is a museum piece in itself. Take time to enjoy the 
extravagant architecture of another era, including pillars and a 
vast marble staircase.  

Penrose Heritage Museum 
Formerly the El Pomar Carriage House Museum, it is located 
in The Broadmoor Hotel complex, next to the underground 
parking garage. This under-visited attraction was started in 1941 
by the hotel’s founder, Spencer Penrose, and includes carriages, 
coaches, wagons and cars that carried local dignitaries and a 
few U.S. presidents, all dating from the early 20th century.

A permanent Pikes Peak Hill Climb exhibit has been added and 
features unique cars from the internationally famous race, plus an 
easy-to-follow set of plaques detailing its sometimes scary history.

Reservations are required.

Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center  
at Colorado College 
This 100-year-old institution features everything from high-end 
Western art to ultra-contemporary exhibits. The lovely art deco 
building includes a seamless addition with extensive galleries. 
OK, it’s not free most of the time. But it does have free days and 
you should take advantage of them. 

Get out and explore!

Garden of the Gods is spectacular and one of the must-see 
free attractions in Colorado Springs. Photo by Rick DuVal.
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Tails are wagging. Humans are smiling. Strangers are bonding. 
And heart rates are climbing. Welcome to the wonderful world 
of off-leash dog parks.

A stunning 420 acres of open space awaits both dogs and 
humans eager to get out for a walk, hike or run at Westminster 
Hills Off-Leash Dog Park northwest of Denver. Climb the hills 
and you’ll find a small swimming hole for your pooch as you 
gaze at the snow-studded Rockies to the west.

Jaylyn Begay and Aaron Armstrong bring 7-month-old Copper, 
a terrier mix, as often as possible.

“This gives him so much freedom,” said Begay, 22, as Copper’s 
fur dripped from one of the puppy’s first swims. “It’s absolutely 
the best.”

The young couple loves getting a workout 
too. Recently, they filled their large 
backpacks with gear and headed to the 
park to boost their workout.

“We can get exercise too and do some 
weight training,” said Armstrong, 24. “It 
has such an immense amount of open 
space and a variety of trails.”

At Westminster Hills, you can pick your own 
path and find some solitude if you wish.

If you’re more in the mood for dog and 
human interaction, head to a place like 
Chatfield State Park’s Dog Off-Leash Area in Littleton, southwest 
of Denver.

Here you’ll find 69 acres of space with two large ponds and 
both paved and gravel paths. Dogs that love water can swim 
and fetch tennis balls, while humans can walk the paths and log 
some steps.

Jordan Parker, 28, credits his dog, Bucky, with helping him lose 
110 pounds. Yes, 110! Parker used to live in Florida and said 
he reached a peak of 296 pounds about 5 years ago. Then, 
he got Bucky, a black mouth cur pit. He started walking Bucky 
and moving much more himself. He got hooked on exercise, 
began dropping pounds and came to Colorado to get certified 
as a personal trainer. Parker fell in love with the state’s healthy, 
outdoor lifestyle and started a personal training company.

By Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth He’s also been climbing Colorado’s famous 14,000-foot peaks, 
known as 14-ers. So far, Parker has summited 15 of them.

Parker works with clients at a downtown Denver gym.  
He typically helps clients get fit early in the morning or in the 
evenings. In the middle of day, three to five times a week, 
Parker brings Bucky and little bro, Leo, a Catahoula leopard, 
to Chatfield where both the dogs and Parker get their hearts 
pounding.

“I love being able to let them swim,” Parker said.

And if he needs a boost in energy, a walk does the trick.

“If I’m tired, I come here. These guys swim. I walk a mile and a 
half and get some extra activity.”

Everybody’s happy.

At Chatfield, regulars — both human and canine — recognize 
each other. Just like the fictional TV bar 
from Cheers, it’s the kind of place where 
“everybody knows your name.”

“I love this park. We come three or four 
times a week. The water is nice and clean 
and people pick up after themselves,” 
said Jeff Walker, who brings his big, 
beautiful, white Great Pyrenees. Maxwell 
is a 120-pound, 10 month-old, gentle 
giant. Hiver, named for winter in French, 
weighs about 100 pounds and is a social 
butterfly. Both dogs love to swim and 
greet humans and dogs alike.

“They love it here. It’s their place,” said Walker.

There’s some romance among the pooches too.

Richard Steinhour has a black lab named Boris. He started 
coming to Chatfield and running into Paul Boyd, whose dog, 
Kate, is a chocolate lab and nearly the same age.

Best off-leash dog parks in Colorado

Simple dog park rules to remember:

• Protect your property. Leave 
valuables at home. Don’t leave 
them in the car.

• Always pick up after your pooch.

• Leave aggressive dogs at home. 
People go to dog parks for peace 
and enjoyment, not to referee dog 
fights.

Chatfield State Park’s off-leash dog area in Littleton is a perfect 
place for dogs of all sizes, and their humans too.  
Photo by Cyrus McCrimmon for UCHealth.
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The men never make plans, yet always seem to arrive at the dog 
park at the same time. Boris refused to swim until Kate lured  
him into the water. Now he happily frolics with her in and out of 
the water. Both the puppies and the people have a grand time.

Boyd thinks plenty of people visiting dog parks are looking for 
a human connection along with exercise for the dogs. Both men 
feel lucky that Kate and Boris found one another and helped 
forge a bond for their humans.

“We share the same breed and the same history,” Steinhour 
said. “Dog people are friendlier.”

Try these off-leash dog parks. 
Bear Creek Dog Park, Colorado Springs
The aptly named Bear Creek Dog Park is located along a one-
third mile stretch of Bear Creek. If your dog loves prancing in 
water, check out this 25-acre off-leash park. It’s located within 
Bear Creek Regional Park. Along with the creek, the park 
features open prairie, hills and woods. There are several walking 
and running trails, including a primary 3/4-mile loop. The park 
also features a separate area for small dogs and senior dogs 
that want a little less action. Bonus: the park has a dog washing 
area in case your pooch gets muddy in the stream. You’ll find 
the main parking lot at South 21st Street and West Rio Grande 
Street. No fee.

Chatfield State Park, Littleton
Chatfield’s 69-acre dog area features two ponds and plenty of 
trails. The regulars rave about the clean water and nice visitors 
who clean up after their dogs. The state parks offer day passes 
or an annual pass. Dog owners must pay an additional fee. 

Cherry Creek State Park, Aurora
Cherry Creek boasts a 107-acre fenced area. Dogs that love 
water will enjoy a swimming hole and access to Cherry Creek. 
The park is located at 4201 S. Parker Road in Aurora. Enter 

the dog park at the south entrance at South Parker and East 
Orchard Roads. Fees. The state parks offer day passes or an 
annual pass. Dog owners must pay an additional fee. 

Estes Valley Dog Park
If you’re visiting Rocky Mountain National Park near Estes Park, 
you should know that you can’t bring your dog on the hiking 
trails. But, you can still enjoy views of the peaks in Rocky while 
letting your dog run and swim. The Estes Valley Dog Park, 
located well outside of the national park, features an area where 
dogs can swim in Lake Estes, along with an obstacle course for 
the pooches. The park is located at the corner of Community 
Drive and U.S. Highway 36 in Stanley Park. No fee.

Rita Valentine Dog Park, Steamboat Springs
Want a view of the ski slopes while your dog runs free? Then 
check out Rita Valentine in Steamboat. It’s a 20-acre area near 
the slopes and the city is working with a foundation to add 
increased fencing and bathrooms. Parking is limited. No fee.

Spring Canyon Dog Park
At the base of the foothills and Horsetooth Reservoir, this is a 
smaller park, but it’s full of big fun with special play features like 
tunnels. Along with enjoying the obstacle course, dogs can run 
and swim. There is a separate area for small or shy dogs and a 
gate between the water feature and the larger play area in case 
you don’t want a wet dog in your backseat. And if you need 
more exercise after a visit to the dog park, you can easily access 
miles of open space with on-leash walking trails. No fee.

Westminster Hills
This 420-acre site is bliss for dogs and humans alike. It’s located 
at West Simms Street and North 105 Drive in Westminster. The 
park is partially fenced, so don’t let your dog off leash unless 
you’re certain he or she will come back to you. The park offers 
a small swimming hole, multiple trails, mountain views, some 
shade and a doggie drinking fountain. No fee.

Tails are wagging 
as humans 
enjoy hiking at 
Westminster Hills 
Off-Leash Dog 
Park. Photo by 
Cyrus McCrimmon 
for UCHealth.
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Hike, cycle, ride a horse or take a scenic drive. 
Don't miss your chance to see Colorado's 
stunning aspen trees.

By: Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth

When snow begins dusting the peaks and Rocky Mountain 
mornings and evenings get crisp and cool, it's time to enjoy fall 
colors as aspens across Colorado turn yellow and orange.

Some people call the trees “quaking aspens” because the leaves 
rustle and shimmer in the wind.

September is prime time for aspens, so don’t miss your chance 
to see slopes painted in gold.

Hiking and cycling are great ways to see fall colors in Colorado. 
You can also ride a horse through a forest full of white bark and 
yellow leaves. Or you can see aspens from your car window.

Northern Colorado
Drive, hike and cycle: The Cache la Poudre River Canyon 
The canyon, about 20 minutes northwest of Fort Collins, is a great 
place to enjoy the fall colors in Colorado whether by car or foot.

Heading up the Poudre Canyon (pronounced pooh-der) you can 
take Colorado Highway 14 west from U.S. Route 287. Within the 
first quarter mile, you’ll begin to see the Poudre River, Colorado’s 
only nationally designated Wild & Scenic river. The highway also 
is designated as a Colorado Scenic and Historic Byway.

Along with many aspens, the road is also lined with beautiful 
ponderosa and lodgepole pine trees, sagebrush and mountain 
mahogany.

You can take the two-hour drive, climbing above 10,000 feet, to 
Cameron Pass and enjoy the colors along the river from your car 
the entire way. Take it about 40 minutes farther for even more 
colors and arrive in Walden, Colorado.

Best 18 places to see 
aspens in Colorado

Or stop at one of the many trailheads on this route to see the 
fall colors by foot or by bike. Along the way, you will notice the 
remnants of the devastating High Park Fire, which burned more 
than 87,000 acres in 2012, mostly on the south side of the highway.

Easy hike: Gateway Natural Area
A short, mile-long hike with the kids, the stroller, or even your 
kayak or fishing pole takes you to this beautiful area. It follows a 
creek lined with changing colors and finishes at Seaman Reservoir. 
Gateway has picnic area and natural playground, making it a great 
spot to spend the day. There is a City of Fort Collins use fee.

Day hike: Little Beaver Creek
This is an easy 5-mile hike (one way) through meadows lined 
with aspen. It’s located off Pingree Park Road (County Road 63E) 
about an hour up the canyon on the left (Just past Jacks Gulch 
Campground). Pingree Park Road is dirt and can get slick when wet.

Off the beaten path hike: The Big South Trail
This is a 6.5 miles (one way) moderate hike near Glen Haven. The 
trail enters the Comanche Peak Wilderness about a half mile 
from the trailhead and there is camping along the next seven 
miles. It has heavy use, but is lined with amazing fall colors.

Loop drive
Head up Highway 14 just past The Mishawaka, a legendary music 
venue, restaurant and bar, and take a left onto Stove Prairie Road. 
At the intersection of Stove Prairie Elementary School, take a left 
onto Rist Canyon Road. This loop will take you back east to the 
small towns of Bellvue and Laporte, just outside Fort Collins.

Central Colorado
Hike: Bierstadt Lake in Rocky Mountain National Park
Enjoy a beautiful, relatively easy loop hike by starting at Bear 
Lake, hiking 1.3 miles to Bierstadt Lake, then hiking 1.5 miles 
down the side of a moraine, a steep hill carved long ago by 
glaciers. As you hike down switchbacks, you’ll see sweeping 
views of yellow aspens. Take the Bear Lake Shuttle Bus. You’ll 
start at Bear Lake and end at the Bierstadt Lake Trailhead. 

Crystal Reservoir in the fall with Pikes Peak in the background. Photo by 
Steve W. Krull/Getty Images.
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Ride a horse:
Rocky Mountain National Park offers trail rides. Click here 
for more information. The YMCA of the Rockies also offers 
horseback riding at both the Estes Park Center on the east side 
of Rocky Mountain National Park and near Granby at Snow 
Mountain Ranch.

Drive: Peak to Peak Highway
This stunning 55-mile drive is Colorado’s oldest Scenic and 
Historic Byway and showcases beautiful aspen trees. The byway 
includes Colorado Highway 7 on the north and connects with 
Colorado Highways 72 and 119. 

Drive: Guanella Pass
The 22-mile drive leads from Victorian towns, Georgetown and 
Silver Plume, up to timberline on the flanks of famous 14-ers, 
Mount Bierstadt and Mt. Evans. This drive is also another one of 
the Colorado Scenic and Historic Byways. 

Southern Colorado
Hike, cycle or ride a horse: Rampart Reservoir,  
Rainbow Gulch Trail
Easy. Great views of aspens with Pikes Peak in the background. 
This trail is a 2.6-mile roundtrip hike with just 284 feet of 
elevation gain. Dogs are allowed on leash. To get there, take 
U.S. Highway 24 west from Colorado Springs 17 miles to 
Woodland Park. Turn right onto Baldwin Street. Go three miles 
to Loy Creek Road. Turn right and go 1.5 miles to Rampart Road. 
Turn right. Go 2.3 miles and you’ll see the parking lot on  
your left. 

Hike: The Crags
Moderate. Great for families. The trail leads to pinnacle rock 
formations known as the Crags. From Colorado Springs, take 
U.S. Highway 24 west through Woodland Park to Divide. Turn 
south on Colorado Highway 67. Drive 4 miles. Turn left on Forest 
Service Road #383. The trailhead is nearly 3 miles up the road 
approximately 1/8 mile before the Crags Campground. Foot, 
horse, and cross-country ski trail. One-way distance: 2.1 miles. 
Elevation gain: 800 feet. 

Hike: Mueller State Park – Cheesman Ranch Loop
Moderate. This 5.4-mile loop weaves in and out of aspen groves 
and meadows on the north side of the park. Click here for a trail 
map. Mueller State Park also features cabins and campsites and 
there are evening walks in the fall to hear elk bugling. To get there 
from Colorado Springs, take U.S. Highway 24 west to Divide. Turn 
left on Colorado Highway 67 and go south 3.5 miles.

Drive: Gold Belt Tour
On this drive, you’ll get a double dose of gold: beautiful aspens 
and a glimpse of historic mining towns that sprang up during 
Colorado gold rush days back in the 1890s. This 131-mile, 
5-hour drive is another one of Colorado’s Historic and Scenic 
Byways. Start in Florissant and head south into the Florissant 
Fossil Beds National Monument. From there, you’ll head to the 
old mining towns of Cripple Creek and Victor. Look for beautiful 
views of aspens on the flanks of Pikes Peak near Victor. South of 
Victor, the roads get rougher and won’t accommodate trailers 
or RVs. But, with four-wheel drive, a section known as the Shelf 
Road is an exciting stretch, cut into a canyon, 200 feet above the 
stream bed below.

Drive: Cripple Creek
For a shorter drive, head west on U.S. Highway 24 from 
Colorado Springs, then take Colorado Highway 67 through 
Divide to Cripple Creek. You’ll find spectacular views at the 
Pikes Peak Heritage Center in Cripple Creek.

Northwestern Colorado  
(Steamboat Springs and Craig)
Stroll: Yampa River Core Trail
The 7.5-mile Core Trail runs along the Yampa River through 
the heart of Steamboat Springs. It’s a great place to walk your 
dog, run, bike and even rollerblade if you’re in a retro mood. 
Henderson said the foliage along the river is beginning to show 
fall colors. 

Mountain bike: Emerald Mountain
Henderson loves the Lupine Trail. You can pick the distance 
you want to ride and can log up to 20 miles in this Steamboat 
Springs park. 

Hike: The Devil’s Causeway in the Flat Tops Wilderness Area
(Please note: not for beginners). You can do a 10.5-mile 
roundtrip hike starting at 10,280 and climbing to 11,820 vertical 
feet. The hike leads to great views and includes a section that’s 
only three-feet-wide with steep drop-offs on both sides. This 
section is the actual “causeway” or a land bridge. If you’re 
nervous about heights, you can skip this section and head back 
the way you came. 

Bike, hike and picnic: Elkhead Reservoir State Park near Craig
Along with boating, the park offers more than 10 miles of trails. 

Drive: Rabbit Ears Pass
You’ll see spectacular aspens along Rabbit Ears, especially near 
Dumont Lake, 22 miles southeast of Steamboat Springs along 
U.S. Highway 40. 

Photo: Getty Images.
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Colorado summers are ideal for venturing into the great 
outdoors.

But wait a minute. You’ve got babies, young children or 
grandkids and don’t think you can possibly pull off camping 
with little ones. Think again.

The key to your success is a “kid camping kit,” and some great 
friends to join you on your wilderness adventures, or more 
realistically, a park close to home.

That’s how Heather Rose and Sarah Kerrigan got out camping 
while their daughters were toddlers.

They met at swim classes for the toddlers, instantly bonded, 
looked around at the beautiful mountains surrounding them 
in Steamboat Springs and wondered if they’d ever get out 
camping again.

“We were all coming out of babydom and missing the outdoors,” 
said Rose, a manager for UCHealth’s community hospitals.

So, she and Kerrigan, a nurse manager in the operating room at 
UCHealth Yampa Valley Medical Center, made a pact.

Come rain, sick kids or babies who couldn’t walk yet, they were 
going to make regular camping trips part of their summer routine.

Rose and Kerrigan invited friends with other young children to 
join them, booked reservations at Pearl Lake State Park, a short 
distance from Steamboat and off they went.

“We had four families the first time with seven kids under the 
age of four. There was power in numbers. We had that love of 
the outdoors and wanted to share it with our kids,” Rose said.

By: Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth 

‘Kid camping kit’ key to getting outdoors 
with young children

Rain nearly drowned the campers during their first weekend 
adventure. But, they stuck it out, had a blast and were hooked.

“It was almost more fun with the kids,” said Rose.

“The social component was great,” added Kerrigan. “The kids 
benefited from having all these young kids to play with. And 
camping allowed this safe independence for them. They could 
explore, but really they were at the empty campsite across the road.”

Kerrigan’s husband, Andy Kerrigan, has a canoe. He brought 
tiny life vests so he could paddle around with the children. 
The Kerrigans had the first aid covered too since Kerrigan is a 
nurse and her husband, also a nurse, is trained as a wilderness 
Emergency Medical Technician.

All of the parents adopted a strict no-technology rule for adults 
and kids alike. Parents stashed their phones, except for photos. 
And good old-fashioned books were ideal for bedtime stories 
and guides for daytime adventures.

“It gives you such great quality time together,” Kerrigan said of 
the technology-free camping trips. “You forget how distracting 
our world is now.”

When life gets especially busy, she knows camping will be the 
perfect antidote.

“You shut off the technology and get grounded,” Kerrigan said.

How to create kid camping kits.
To make it easier to get out the door on Friday nights, the 
parents came up with the ideas of keeping big plastic storage 
bins packed and ready to go. These totes evolved into “kid 
camping kits.”
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The parents divided the totes into basic needs: a kitchen bin, 
food bins, games, clothes and of course basic camping gear.

For clothes, the parents packed older shirts, pants and shorts 
that could get dirty and were perfect for plenty of wear and tear. 
They brought layers to make sure campers would stay warm 
and dry. Hats and mittens are part of the kit along with rain 
pants, raincoats and plenty of extra underwear and socks. Little 
children love to stomp in puddles, which is a blast. But wet feet 
can make kids grumpy or cold fast. A simple change of socks 
can make all the difference.

To get out of the door fast, the parents always keep the camping 
kit clothes separate, wash them after every trip and put them 
right back in the duffle bag so they’re ready to get out the door 
easily for the next camping adventure.

The same is true for the kitchen kit. You keep all of the basics 
ready to go from a camping stove to matches, fuel, spices and 
simple dishes, silverware, mugs and other gear.

Kerrigan suggests shopping at second hand shops for camping 
kitchen gear and utensils and she always brings a tablecloth 
to add a homey touch, along with tarps to cover everything 

since thunderstorms frequently bring rainstorms on Colorado 
summer afternoons. Clothespins also come in handy to dry out 
wet gear.

Along with the kitchen gear, you need to pack a cooler and 
a food box with dry items like pancake mix, coffee, tea, hot 
chocolate, spaghetti, etc. You can keep your basic food box 
ready to go and full of the basics. Just replenish as needed 
before the next trip.

A game or entertainment plastic tote is also key. The parents 
packed plenty of card games, balls and simple arts and crafts. Little 
nature journals and glue kept the children busy for hours. Parents 
brought guidebooks with pictures of birds, flowers and other plants 
and sent the kids off to find items to use for arts and crafts.

“You want to allow them time to explore and have free time, but 
you also want some planned activities,” Rose said.

“We’ve had some crazy family kickball matches too,” Kerrigan said.

To keep games mellow, adults have to kick with their  
non-dominant foot.

These days, the children are older, but still love to camp.

Along with hiking, mountain biking and paddle boarding have 
become popular activities during camping trips as the children 
have gotten older.

Depending on who is going along, the families sometimes 
divide the meals. They always do individual lunches to keep 
food planning simpler.

And don’t forget treats. Children will enjoy hikes, but they 
get hungry. Have snacks or your family's favorite healthy treat 
ready so you can reward children when they reach a particular 
destination. Speaking of destinations, keep the goals modest. 
Don’t expect young children to make it to the top of a peak or 
on a miles-long hike when they’re little. Celebrate small goals. 
Keep it fun and before you know it, the children will be leading 
you up the trail.

Advice from the kid camping kit pros:
• Make reservations. Especially if you’re camping with a large group,  

you need to know that you’ll have campsites reserved.

• Get dirty.

• Use headlamps instead of flashlights. Each child and adult gets his or her own. 
Headlamps are fun to wear and easier to keep track of than flashlights.

• No technology. Leave iPads at home. No movies in the tents. And phones 
are only for photos, not for games or checking emails. Parents need to 
serve as role models. Tune out from technology and tune in to the beautiful 
environment and people around you.

• Bring treats to making hiking more fun.

• Celebrate accomplishments.

• And last, but not least, enjoy snuggle time in the tent. “That’s priceless.  No 
matter the kids’ ages, we still all wake up together and laugh,” Kerrigan said.
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Want to get above it all in the Colorado Rockies? Try a free 
gondola ride in the summer or fall.

Two of the best places in Colorado to get even more amazing 
views of the mountains than you can get from the ground are on 
the free gondolas in Telluride and Breckenridge.

Gondolas are popular with folks of all ages. Some are even dog 
friendly and accessible for disabled people.

Southwestern Colorado is famous for its stunning San Juan 
Mountains and the historic mining town, Telluride, is tucked into 
a box canyon. That means that the highway ends in Telluride. To 
get to the peaks that soar above town, you need to hike, take 
one of the rugged jeep roads, or hop onto the free gondola.

Telluride’s gondola connects the historic town with the much 
newer Mountain Village. In town, you’ll start at 8,750 feet above 
sea level. As you ride up to the San Sophia station, you’ll reach 
10,540 feet. On the way up, you can look north across town and 
see one of Telluride’s waterfalls, Cornet Creek Falls, as it spills 
over the valley’s trademark red rocks in the distance. At the 
San Sophia Station, you can hop out and hike or bike (there are 
fees for the bike trails) or you can ride down to the Mountain 
Village. Both from San Sophia and Mountain Village stops, you’ll 
get spectacular vistas to the southwest of surrounding peaks 
including giant Mount Wilson, one of Colorado’s 14ers.

If your dog has joined you on your vacation, no worries. Every 
third car in Telluride is dog friendly. Just look for the paw prints 
on the car and be sure to have your pet leashed. Attendants are 
always there to help you board and exit.

By Katie Kerwin McCrimmon, UCHealth 

Free gondola rides in the 
Colorado Rockies

Details on free gondolas.
Telluride/ Mountain Village gondola
Summer season operates through mid-October.

Open daily from 7 a.m. to midnight and until 2 a.m. on Fridays 
and Saturdays through mid-September.

Hours change during the winter. Visit Telluride.com for updates.

Where to park: If you are not staying overnight in Telluride or 
the Mountain Village, you can park for free in the Mountain 
Village parking garage and take the gondola into the town. 
Handicap-accessible cabins are available along with those for 
pets. Attendants can help load strollers, wheelchairs and bikes.

BreckConnect Gondola in Breckenridge

Runs daily in the summer and reopens for the ski season.

The gondola leads to the base of Peak 8, where the summer 
Epic Discovery park is located. (Please note: the gondola 
and hiking are free. There are fees for the activities at Epic 
Discovery.)

Where to park: Parking is available at the base of the 
BreckConnect. Summer cost: $10 before 3 p.m. Free after 3 p.m.

Keystone’s Friday Afternoon Club
On Friday afternoons only, from 1 to 7 p.m. through the summer 
you may get tickets to ride the River Run Gondola for free. 
Tickets available at the River Run office. Enjoy great views, live 
music, games, activities and food and drink for purchase.

Free gondolas in Colorado give riders access to beautiful views, like this one 
of the rugged San Juan Mountains that surround Telluride. Photo by Cyrus 
McCrimmon for UCHealth.
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Free, very short gondola ride.
Cabriolet Gondola, Winter Park Resort
This is a very short gondola ride that leads from a parking area 
and the Vintage Hotel near Winter Park to the base area. But, if 
you have young children, they still might enjoy the ride.

The Cabriolet typically is open every day, with extended 
hours for weekends and special events. Please check 
WinterParkResort.com for updates.

Where to park: Turn in to the Vintage Lot from U.S. Highway 40, 
where you can park and hop on the Cabriolet.

Other gondolas that are not free.
Aspen Silver Queen Gondola
Open daily 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. (last ride down at 4:30 p.m.) 
through Labor Day. Open weekends in September and early 
October.

Beaver Creek’s Centennial Express
Open daily through Labor Day from 9:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. 
(weather permitting).

Open weekends only through the rest of September.

Elk Camp Gondola, Snowmass Village
Open daily 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. (last ride down at 4:15 p.m.) through 
Labor Day. Open weekends in September and early October.

River Run Gondola at Keystone resort
Open in the summer and early fall on weekends only. Riding 
the gondola requires the purchase of a ticket for a scenic ride, 
except for Friday Afternoon Club. 

Steamboat Resort 
Typically open in the summer and during ski season. Please 
check Steamboat.com for updates. 

Summer Scenic Gondola at Winter Park Resort  
(Free to winter ski pass holders. Fees for others.)

Vail’s Eagle Bahn Gondola and Gondola One
Winter ski pass holders can ride for free as can kids 12 and 
under with the purchase of an adult Scenic Ride Ticket. Dogs not 
allowed to ride up. Hikers may ride down with their dogs as long 
as the dogs are on leash.

Photo by Jack Affleck, courtesy of 
Breckenridge Resorts.
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Great Colorado summer tubing floats
When runoff is over and the hot summer sun is out, cool off in one of Colorado’s waterways. And do it 
safely by following these tips.

There’s nothing better on a hot summer day than plopping 
yourself in a tube and floating down one of Colorado’s many 
waterways. Whether you’re looking to relax in a lazy river or 
adventure through a few rapids, there are Colorado summer 
tubing floats for you.

Remember, though, it’s your responsibility to be safe by 
knowing your skill level and being prepared.

Check out some of our favorite floats and tips for safely  
enjoying them.

New to the mountains? 
First things first. Mountain rivers and creeks look majestic, but 
they can also be deadly, especially as the winter snow melts and 
heads down through the waterways — called runoff.

Runoff usually begins in May or early June but can vary 
dramatically by region and river. Combined with cooler 
temperatures, the mountain snow pack was slow to come off the 
mountains and in many places, runoff had just started to calm 
down by late July.

The amount of upriver snowpack, how fast it melts and 
geographic characteristics of the terrain all play a factor 
in a river’s behavior. Upstream rainfall, tributaries, dams 
and vegetation also affect how and when a river becomes 
“floatable.” River flows and levels can change within hours.

Remember that if the water is high and the river is moving quickly, 
getting out of the river will be much more difficult and banks may 
be unstable. It is also more difficult to avoid river hazards such 
as tree branches or rocks because the water is moving swiftly. In 
addition, the water is much colder during runoff.

Tubing should be avoided in the runoff season.

By: Kati Blocker, UCHealth You can check with local park rangers, local fire districts or visit 
the U.S. Geological Survey station report for current water levels 
and flows. Sometimes local outdoor shops that sell tubes also 
provide local river floating advice.

A few other tips when planning: 

• Tubers move much slower than other watercraft, such as rafts 
or kayaks. Consider picking a shorter section of the river 
rather than going for a long, epic journey. Hours on a tube can 
leave you tired, and either cold or sunburned.

• Check the weather forecast before you head out. You never 
want to be on the river during lightning.

• Apply sunscreen SPF 30 or higher at least 30 minutes before 
you head out into the sun. And don’t forget to reapply at least 
every two hours.

• Alcohol and drugs impair your judgment and slow your 
reflexes, which you’ll need on the river. (And a new study even 
shows alcohol may actually decrease your skins ability to 
protect itself from harmful UV). Floating sober is always safest.

• Never take glass on the river. It’s easy to break and dangerous 
for everyone trying to enjoy the waterways. And for 
everything else, if you pack it in, pack it out.

Let’s get ready.
The weather is great, so what do you need before you head out 
the door? Don’t forget:

• A life jacket — no matter your swimming ability or the flow of 
the river, your tube is not a lifesaving device.

A scene from the 2018 Fun on the 
Uncompahgre “FUNC Festival” River 
at the Montrose, Colorado, water 
park. Photo by William Woody,  
City of Montrose.
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• Water shoes — something with straps, not flip-flops — also are 
essential. Although a person should never stand up in a river 
for risk of falling and injury, water shoes that stay on your feet 
allow you to get to shore safely. Your feet can also get caught 
in the river bottom if you stand up, and the river’s current can 
trap your head underwater.

• Drinking water — don’t forget to stay hydrated.

If you ever find yourself off your flotation device, float feet first 
in a half-sit position. Your life jacket will help keep you afloat, 
and your feet will protect your body and head from river hazards 
downstream. Use your arms to steer and paddle, working your 
way diagonally to the shore.

It’s float time: Colorado summer tubing floats.
Northern Colorado

The Cache la Poudre (Poudre River) has many dams and 
spillways from the Rocky Mountains to the eastern Plains, but 
there are a few sections safe for tubing.

• Filter Plant Run, about four miles from Ted’s Place on Highway 
14, offers several access areas, with the furthest about halfway 
between mile marker 118 and 117, to the takeout at Picnic 
Rock Natural Area. There are bathroom facilities at Picnic 
Rock. Float time: one to three hours.

• In Fort Collins, a shorter float is from Shield Street Bridge to 
Legacy Park. There is a parking lot north of the bridge on 
Shields Street with facilities and a path to (and the entire stretch 
along) the river. You can get out of the river on the left at 
Legacy Park. It is marked by a walking bridge over the river that 
connects Legacy with Lee Martinez Park. Float time: one hour.

Safety Alert: There are many dams and spillways on the Poudre 
River from Picnic Rock to Prospect Bridge and then below 
Legacy Park. These sections are not recommended for tubers.

However, the City of Fort Collins has slated the completion of its 
whitewater park in late summer 2019, which will be on the river 
at College Avenue (Highway 287), just north of Old Town.

LaVern M. Johnson Park in Lyons is a great place to get a few 
tubing laps in without the hassle of trekking long distances or 
shuttling. This park has a dozen drop features that start at one 
end of the park and wrap around to the other end. Just make 
sure there’s not a festival taking place because this may limit 
access. Float time: less than one hour.

Safety Alert: There are river hazards between this park and 
the downstream Lyons Whitewater Park that make tubing 
dangerous in that section.

Steamboat Springs doesn’t just boast ski resorts. The Yampa 
River runs through town and you can float from Fetcher Pond or 
Dr. Rich Weiss Park to the Stockbridge Transit Center, but you 
can make it shorter, too. Float time: one to three hours.

Safety Alert: Check the river flow. Anything greater than 700 
cubic feet per second (cfs) on this stretch is not safe for tubers. 
Below 700 cfs also may be challenging for those who are not 
strong swimmers or experienced river-goers.

Shuttle tip: You can shuttle in Steamboat using the free city 
transit, but bus drivers will not let people who are soaking wet 
or inflated tubes on the bus.

Denver area

The South Platte River runs right through Denver, and 
depending on flow, can be a great tubing river.

The river runs north from Littleton to Denver’s downtown 
Confluence Park, a whitewater park that will test your tubing skills.

If you’re looking for more of a float, you can start in at Blackrock 
Lake Park in Littleton and float about a four-hour stretch to Brent 
Mayne Baseball Field. For a shorter route, you can get out at 
Reynolds Landing, right near the Breckenridge Brewery in Littleton.

Clear Creek Water Park in Golden is a dedicated park for tubers 
that makes it easy to float down to Coors Brewery and then walk 
back up on the bike path to do it again. For a longer float, take 
out at Vanover Park.

In Boulder, get on Boulder Creek at Eben G. Fine Park and 
float to Boulder High School, or for a longer ride, Scott 
Carpenter Park. If you time it right — summer Saturdays and late 
Wednesdays — you can stop in at the farmer’s market and grab 
some fresh fruit.

Boulder even has a Tube to Work Day using this route. There is 
no fee, but you must sign a waiver. A helmet and closed-toed 
shoes are required for the event. 

Other Colorado favorites

You can’t beat the San Juan River through Pagosa Springs. It’s 
easily accessible and right next to the hot springs. The best time 
to go is late summer, when river levels are usually below 400 cfs.

Montrose has one of the longest water sports parks in the state. 
Its park, on the Uncompahgre River, is easily accessible from 
Riverbottom Park. Ride it to the Main Street takeout and walk 
back along the park’s paths to do it again.
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