
GRAND LAKE 
What do Grand County, Grand Lake, Grand JuncƟon and the Grand Canyon have in common? Yes, of course, “Grand” 
is in the name of each of them. But the common thread is the Colorado (aka Grand) River which threads its way from 
its headwaters in the Never Summer Range to the Sea of Cortez (theoreƟcally, at least), along the way carving canyons 
almost too numerous to menƟon…but I’ll menƟon a few: Byers, Gore, Glenwood, Ruby-Horsethief, Cataract, Glen, 
Marble, Grand and Boulder. In Colorado, if you’re west of the ConƟnental Divide, you’re in the Colorado River Basin. 

Grand Lake (the lake, not the town) is the largest natural body of water in Colorado, near the headwaters of the 
Colorado River. But it also serves as a reservoir for the northern Front Range of Colorado. It’s part of the Colorado-Big 
Thompson Project, which diverts water from the Colorado River Basin under the ConƟnental Divide via the Alvin 
Adams Tunnel to Lake Estes, the Big Thompson River, and ulƟmately South PlaƩe River. Shadow Mountain Reservoir 
and Lake Granby also play a role in this transmountain diversion project, one of many in Colorado. 

Grand Lake (the town, not the lake) grew into a tourist mecca serving the western slope of Rocky Mountain NaƟonal 
Park (RMNP). Though Estes Park sees more visitaƟon, due to its proximity to Denver, Boulder and Fort Collins, Grand 
Lake is more laid back and less congested. Nevertheless, RMNP enforces a Ɵmed-entry program for visitors on the 
western slope, as well. Fortunately for us, it’s enforced only between the hours of 9am and 2pm, and we will be 
entering before 9am. 

Obviously, driving from home, we will not be able to make the 9am cutoff on our first day. So, we will not be hiking in 
the Park on Monday. We will hike just outside the Park on Arapaho NaƟonal Forest, where there are no restricƟons. 
The peloton will launch from No Name at 7am Monday, September 14, and head east on I-70. We’ll make a rest stop 
in Eagle before conƟnuing east on I-70.  

Exit at WolcoƩ and head north toward State Bridge. At State Bridge, just across the Colorado River, turn right onto the 
Trough Road.  For the uniniƟated, the Trough Road is unpaved and sinuous, but suitable for all vehicles. Follow the 
Trough Road 24 miles to CO 9, turn leŌ and follow CO 9 into Kremmling. Turn right at the traffic light onto US 40. Take 
US 40 east 27 miles to US 34. Turn leŌ on US 34 and drive 5.4 miles to County Road (CR) 6. If you’re coming from 
Denver, take US 40 through Granby and turn right on US 34. All of our scheduled hikes on Monday are near the east 
end of CR 6.  If you’re not hiking with us on Monday, or are hiking on your own elsewhere, you may conƟnue on US 34 
a total of 41 miles from US 40 to the Town of Grand Lake. Bear right and follow West Portal Road to Grand Avenue a 
total of ½ mile to the Big Horn Lodge on the leŌ. If you’re staying elsewhere, you’ll need to navigate there yourself. 

If you are hiking with us Monday, turn right on CR 6 and drive 3.5 miles to the Doe Creek Trail, 7.5 miles to the 
Strawberry Lake Trail, or 9.5 miles to the Monarch Lake Trail. I designed the Doe Creek-Strawberry Lake hikes to be a 
7-mile crossover/key exchange hike, but you can take either one as an out-and-back hike, roughly 3.5 miles one-way. 
My plan is to hike out-and-back from the Strawberry Lake TH and offer shuƩle services to anyone crossing over from 
Doe Creek. There is limited parallel parking along CR 6 at each of these two trailheads. There is a large parking area at 
the Monarch Lake trailhead, which speaks to its popularity as a 4-mile loop hike or as a longer 15-mile RT hike to Crater 
Lake and Lone Eagle Peak (scheduled later in the week). On Monday, we’ll limit it to the friendlier 4-mile Monarch Lake 
loop. [Maps: Strawberry Lake/Doe Creek; Monarch Lake 1:40,000] 

On Tuesday, we’ll be hiking inside RMNP. We’ll convene at the Big Horn Lodge and caravan from there to our respecƟve 
trailheads, beginning at 8am. This will be our default departure Ɵme for the rest of the trip, though leaders may opt 
for earlier departure Ɵmes. That should give us sufficient Ɵme to clear the entrance staƟon before 9am, even if there’s 
a line of cars ahead of us. Drivers, be sure to have your NaƟonal Parks pass and photo ID handy, though.  



There are 4 hikes on our Tuesday schedule: 1) East Inlet, Adams Falls to Lone Pine Lake; 2) Mount Ida; 3) Ute Trail; and 
4) Grand Ditch Trail.  

Robin & Kelly will lead East Inlet, which theoreƟcally has a Ɵmed entry, though no one was checking at the trailhead. 
It travels through a beauƟful mountain meadow to an alpine lake, gaining 1500’ in 5.5 miles. For addiƟonal mileage, 
you could add Lake Verna (7 miles, 1800’). The trailhead is readily accessible about 2 miles east of the Big Horn Lodge. 
[Map: North Inlet/East Inlet 1:40,000] 

I will lead both Mount Ida and Ute Trail, though I’ll lead the laƩer only part way. Both share the same trailhead on the 
right side of Milner Pass (the ConƟnental Divide). From the Big Horn Lodge, return to US 34, turn right and drive 18 
miles to Milner Pass. The Ute Trail travels parallel to US 34 (aka Trail Ridge Road) 4 miles to Fall River Pass with 1100’ 
gain. You could hike it as a 4-mile through hike in either direcƟon, but you would need to arrange your own shuƩle. 
[Map: Ute Trail/Mount Ida 1:40,000] 

My Mount Ida group would depart from the Ute Trail about ½ mile above the trailhead and ascend a total of 2000’ to 
the summit. From the summit, you’ll have a bird’s-eye view of the Gorge Lakes, a chain of 5 lakes also visible from Trail 
Ridge Road, but virtually inaccessible from any approach. I’d seen them from Trail Ridge years ago, and wanted to 
backpack to them, but found there was no route to them through the densely forested valley of the Big Thompson. 
Bushwhacking was not an opƟon. 

The Grand Ditch trailhead is also off US 34 on the leŌ side 9.5 miles from Grand Lake, before the ascent to Milner Pass. 
The Grand Ditch intercepts water from the Never Summer Range that otherwise would flow to the Colorado River. 
Instead, it diverts the flow into the Cache La Poudre (aka Poudre River), a tributary to the South PlaƩe. The trail first 
climbs 1300’ in 3 miles to the Ditch, then follows the Ditch as it descends toward La Poudre Pass. Currently, no one has 
volunteered to lead this hike, though a similar, more strenuous, opƟon, Lake of the Clouds, is scheduled Wednesday. 
[Map: Never Summer Range 1:40,000] 

Which brings me to our Wednesday schedule: 1) Timber Lake; 2) Colorado River Trail to Lulu City; 3) the 
aforemenƟoned Lake of the Clouds. 

Timber Lake rests at the foot of Mount Ida on the west side of the Divide. The trailhead is 11.5 miles up US 34 from 
Grand Lake on the right side. The trail climbs 2000’ in about 5 miles. Currently, no one has volunteered to lead it, but 
I haven’t declared my intenƟons for that day just yet. So, I may decide to lead it. [Map: Timber Lake 1:24,000] 

The Colorado River Trail begins just north of the Timber Lake TH on the leŌ side of US 34. It climbs almost 600’ in 3 
miles before giving up 250’ in ½ mile as it descends to Lulu City, an old silver mining camp. If I don’t lead Timber Lake, 
I may lead this one, although this would also make an excellent DIY hike. [Map: Never Summer Range 1:40,000] 

Lake of the Clouds is the most ambiƟous hike of the day, climbing 2400’ in about 6.5 miles. It begins by following the 
Colorado River Trail for ½ mile. Then, it climbs 1200’ in 3 miles on the Red Mountain Trail to the Grand Ditch Trail, 
which it follows for about 1.8 miles before the final ascent of 1200’ in 1.6 miles to a spectacular cirque below Mount 
Cirrus (hence the name). Leonard will be your leader. [Map: Never Summer Range 1:40,000] 

Thursday’s selecƟons are: 1) Bowen Gulch; 2) Shadow Mountain; 3) East Shore to Knight Ridge crossover (key 
exchange or shuƩle); 4) Cascade Creek (Monarch Lake to Crater Lake). 

Bowen Gulch is north of Grand Lake on the west side of US 34. It climbs 1600’ in 5.5 miles to its juncƟon with the 
Wolverine Trail. Turn around at this point or conƟnue on the Bowen Gulch Trail to Bowen Pass (2700’ in 7 miles). I’d 
originally planned to lead a through hike from the Wolverine trailhead to Bowen Gulch trailhead (about 15 miles with 



1300’ gain). But I decided that 15 miles was 5 miles more than I was prepared to go. However, if anyone else is willing 
to lead it, I’d be a happy to consult. No one has volunteered to lead Bowen Gulch either. [Maps: Bowen/Baker Gulch 
1:40,000; Wolverine 1:40,000] 

Shadow Mountain is the hike I’ve decided to lead instead. It begins at the East Shore trailhead south of Grand Lake. 
AŌer about 1.5 miles, the Shadow Mountain Trail diverges from the East Shore Trail and starts climbing 1900’ in 3.5 
miles to a fire lookout tower on top of the mountain. For safety, the lookout tower is closed to the public. But the 
summit sƟll affords a panoramic view of Grand Lake and Shadow Mountain Lake. [Map: East Shore/Shadow 
Mountain/Knight Ridge 1:40,000] 

Using the same trailhead as Shadow Mountain, the East Shore Trail follows the east shore of Shadow Mountain Lake. 
It begins outside RMNP, but enters it about ½ mile from the trailhead. It leaves the Park roughly 6.5 miles from the 
trailhead, where the name changes from East Shore to Knight Ridge as it parallels the northern shoreline of Lake 
Granby to its terminus at Arapaho Bay in the southeastern corner of the lake. It’s about 12 miles end-to-end with 1000’ 
of gain overall. Kathy has volunteered to lead from the north (East Shore) trailhead. But we need a leader from the 
Arapaho Bay (Knight Ridge) trailhead. Otherwise, Kathy may simply lead an out-and-back hike from the East Shore TH. 
[Map: East Shore/Shadow Mountain/Knight Ridge 1:40,000] 

Cascade Creek uses the same trailhead as Monarch Lake. But rather than an easy 4-mile loop, this is a 15-mile round 
trip hike to Crater Lake, a spectacular cirque that sits at the foot of Lone Eagle Peak.  If you have the horsepower              
(I don’t), I highly recommend this one. I backpacked it with three friends many moons ago, when I was sƟll able to do 
such things. I was devoured by mosquitos, although they may not be as plenƟful this late in the season. Nevertheless, 
I contracted a case of West Nile fever as a result. So, I’d carry bug spray, just in case. [Map: Monarch Lake 1:40,000] 

Our final day sees a couple of repeats, Monarch Lake and East Inlet, as well as one new one, North Inlet. Leonard has 
offered to lead North Inlet to Cascade Falls. But Robin & Kelly scouted it and reported that the area has been heavily 
impacted by fire, and Cascade Falls is more cascade than it is falls. I plan to lead the East Inlet hike on Friday, since I’m 
unable to hike it on Tuesday. And Monarch Lake will be another DIY affair. I eliminated another orphan, Onahu-
Tonahuto-Green Mountain from the schedule, due to extensive fire damage.  

There are no hikes scheduled on the east (Estes Park) side of RMNP. But if you’re keen to do so, you may visit that side 
on your own via Trail Ridge Road (US 34). Remember to enter the Park before 9:00am, and don’t exit the east gate to 
Estes Park unless you plan to delay your return to Grand Lake unƟl aŌer 2pm when Ɵmed-entry restricƟons are liŌed. 
Otherwise, it’s a long detour via I-70 and Berthoud Pass. 

We are likely to see “charismaƟc megafauna” both within and outside RMNP.  That includes deer, elk and moose, as 
well as black bear, that are in their hyperphagia phase to bulk up as winter approaches. You may not be on the menu, 
but that sandwich in your pack might be. And this is the Ɵme of year when bull elk are vying for mates. You may hear 
them bugling to aƩract a harem of eligible cows for themselves. Needless to say, DO NOT approach any large animals 
in an aƩempt to get that one great wildlife pic, or you may find yourself on YouTube in someone else’s video labeled 
as a “touron” (portmanteau of tourist and moron). Remember that hapless tourist tossed like a rag doll by a bison in 
Yellowstone?  You don’t want to be him.



Above: View from East Inlet Trail      Below: Gorge Lakes from Mount Ida 



Photos clockwise from upper leŌ: Marmots on Mount Ida; Cascade Falls in North Inlet; North Inlet Trail 



Above: View from North Inlet Trail      Below: Curious cows (elk) 



 

Above: Mount Ida Trail  Below: Lone Pine Lake (East Inlet)       BoƩom: Poudre Lake on Milner Pass 



Above: Picnic tables at Gene Stover Lakefront Park (likely tailgate spot)      Below: Promenade at Lakefront Park 


