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MAPS & ITINERARIES 
  

National Parks,  
Monuments &  

Peaks in Colorado

#MYUSAPARKS

Prepared by:  
Road Warrior Florian 
States: CO 
Start/End: Denver 
Total miles: 1,260  
Suggested days: 8-14 
Type: scenic high altitude road 
trip, including the Old West and 
national parks 
Recommended for: road 
trippers, motorcycles,  
honeymooners, families 
Suggested season:  
May - October

Overview 
This route is intended for outdoor enthusiasts and road trip lovers wishing to explore the heart 
of the Rockies. Colorado’s iconic national parks and monuments are true gems highlighting 
the state’s diverse landscape, and this itinerary covers each of them to provide you with a 
complete picture of this state’s unique grandeur.  You’ll travel to Colorado’s four national parks 
– Rocky Mountain, Black Canyon, Mesa Verde, and Great Sand Dunes – as well as the famous 
Colorado National Monument and the iconic 4,300m Pikes Peak. You will start in Denver and 
traverse a 3,500m high tundra over the Continental Divide, the highest paved mountain pass 
in North America.  The route continues through the southwest corner of the state with its vast 
high country desert landscapes, local arts, Native American roots, and an opportunity to climb 
on one of the world’s tallest sand dunes.  Prime your cameras to capture and your eyes to 
savor Colorado’s unforgettable wonders – elk, mountain peaks, alpine lakes, lush forests, 
desert flowers, natural hot springs, colorful canyons, and more – as you embark on the Rocky 
Mountain road trip of a lifetime!
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After Grand Lake, it’s time to head south to a warmer climate – to 
Mount Evans (it’s cold at the top). Make your way here via Idaho 
Springs, and push to the top of the pass. Though a detour, it’s 
well worth it, and you’ll see why. We suggest heading there at the 
beginning or end of the day, as with all locations, to get the best 
light, and potentially the best visuals. 

You’ll be coming off the mountain the same way you got up, and 
that’ll put you back in Idaho springs, which sets you on course  
for the next hidden gem we’re going to reveal to you – Guanella 
Pass. Guanella Pass is a place our lead photographer has visited 
religiously. In his words, “it’s one of the greatest pass drives in 
central US” – and we think his shots prove this.

After taking a trip over Guanella Pass, you’ll end up in Grants. 
From there, drive up to Kenosha Pass. Don’t forget to stop at the 
Kenosha Pass overlook – a best view in CO contender. After taking 
in the vast scenes at Kenosha Pass, you’ll want to head down  
into and through South Park Heritage Area. South Park is stunning, 
and you’ll thoroughly enjoy taking in it’s desolate, unending beauty 
– stop at Pony Espresso, in Jefferson, on your way (potentially the 
best espresso in Colorado). 

As you head west on US Highway 285, you’ll see a lot of great 
things, and it’s only going to get better. Once you reach the town of 
Poncha Springs, having meandered south from Buena Vista, make 
your way up and over the iconic mountain pass – Monarch Pass. 
Monarch Pass is stunning, to say at the least, but the real deal lies 
a couple more hours west – the Black Canyon of Gunnison. 

The Black Canyon is an incredibly special geographic feature,  
and you’ll see why. The strata of the canyon can be seen with 
incredible definition, and you’ll be utterly blown away by the depth 
of it. Accommodation-wise, you might like to stick in Montrose for 
a night – a nearby town with plenty of places to grab a quick bite, 
and stay a night. 
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Alas, the Black Canyon must now become another chapter in your 
epic road trip. It’s time to head south, to Mesa Verde National Park. 
Mesa Verde National Park is the only park in the US designated 
purely because of its historic value. It’s no surprise – the park 
offers visitors insight into Native American Puebloan Culture  
potentially unparalleled in depth and quality. Whilst there, you 
might also like to augment your stay with a visit to Hovenweep 
National Monument – another incredibly well-preserved Puebloan 
site – and Anastasi Heritage Center (a museum with an array of 
artifacts and information on Native American Culture). 

So, now you’ve gained an insight into Native American culture in 
the American mid-west, it’s time to head northeast to experience 
one of Colorado’s pride and joy locations – The Great Sand Dunes 
National Park and Preserve. The phenomenon of the Dunes is 
potentially bizarre to many; who would think a desert could exist in 
the heart of the Rocky Mountains? Well, you’ll see how they came 
to be when you visit, and you’ll be intrigued by the story – as well 
as the visuals. Accommodation-wise, head to Alamosa – a town 
with an abundance of places to crash. 

For the final chapter of your trip, you’ll be heading northwest,  
to Grand Junction, where you’ll see THE pride and joy of  
Colorado – Colorado National Monument. Colorado National 
Monument is an incredible location, and you’ll find some of the 
most beautiful sunrise and sunset scenery in the mid-west, here. 
In terms of places to stay, check out Grand Junction, where an 
abundance of digs can be found, as well as places to eat. 

All good trips, supposedly, must end, and so it’s time to head 
back to Denver. This doesn’t mean a dull drive, though. You’ll be 
making your way back on I70, which is one of the nicer interstate 
roads of the US, and it’s very direct. We recommend a final night in 
downtown Denver, so you can look at and talk about all your great 
photos, experiences, and maybe do a bit of shopping. 



Trip Details
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We recommend around 8-14 days to really  
explore what Colorado has to offer during 
the warm season between May and October.  
There are plenty of opportunities along 
this route to stop and take photographs or 
embark on a short hike, should you choose 
to do so. Be aware of thunderstorms and 
changing weather patterns as the Rocky 
Mountains have been known to contain 
snow, rain, heat, and frost all within the 
same day! Bring plenty of water as the 
majority of this trip will take place in the 
high desert, where you should drink at least 
one gallon per day to stay hydrated.

DAY 1: Arrival in Denver 
Arrive at Denver International Airport and 
take the shuttle to pick up your rental car. 
You can drive downtown and enjoy the 
famous “Mile High City” where the capital 
building is exactly 1 mile above sea level 
(1,609m). Check out the 16th Street Mall in 
Denver for shopping and dining destinations. 

Best place to shoot the skyscrapers: 
Colorado Rockies Stadium at sunset

Best dining experience: the famous  
LoDo (lower Downtown) 

Recommended stay: The Oxford Hotel

Things we  
recommend to 
buy in Colorado:

• Colorado Rockies or  
 Denver Broncos Jersey

• Rocky Mountain Chocolate

• 6 pack of Colorado’s craft  
 beers: Oskar Blues

• Locally made beef jerky
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DAY 2: Northern Colorado’s 
Front Range  
(driving time: 2 hours) 

When you wake up the next day, you should 
make a quick visit to the Capitol, then drive 
along the Front Range Mountains toward 
Loveland. Explore local arts there in the 
sculpture park and try one of the local craft 
beers at the Grimm Brothers Brewery.  If 
you are into shopping, you might want to 
check out the Centerra Outlets, as they 
offer some of Colorado’s best bargains.  
Alternatively, the Devil’s Backbone is a 
unique one-hour hike along an impressive 
red canyon ridge. Later in the afternoon, 
drive through the Thompson River Canyon 
and arrive in Estes Park. Stay overnight 
downtown and explore the local restaurants. 

Best Place to photo shoot art in  
Loveland: Sculpture Park and  
Devil’s Backbone

Best bargain shopping in Colorado: 
Centerra Outlets

Best one-hour hike in the foothills: 
Devil’s Backbone

Recommended stay: Loveland or  
Estes Park

DAY 3: Rocky Mountain  
National Park & Trail Ridge 
Road to Grand Lake  
(driving time: 4 hours) 

In the morning, check out one of Estes 
Park’s local coffee stores and bakeries. You 
might also want to make a quick stop at the 
famous Stanley Hotel, where Stephen King 
wrote his book The Shining. Then, head 

towards the entrance of Rocky Mountain 
National Park.  After paying the $20 per 
vehicle entrance fee and entering the park, 
get your cameras ready to capture some 
photos of elk or bighorn sheep – this is 
one of the best places to take photographs 
of wildlife on your entire trip, so make the 
most of it!  Rocky Mountain National Park is 
also known for hosting some of Colorado’s 
best day hikes, such as the 5km hike to 
Emerald Lake, so try one of those if you’re 
feeling active!  Alternatively, you can opt 
for a ghost tour at the Stanley Hotel. In 
the afternoon, travel the Trail Ridge Road, 
the highest pass in North America, to take 
lots of scenic photos above the tree-line, 

and continue over the Continental Divide 
to Grand Lake. You might see a moose in 
that area, so watch out!  From this point, 
you can also glimpse the Colorado River, 
the water lifeline for the Southwestern U.S. 
Continue on Hwy 40 toward Steamboat 
Springs, and stop to enjoy Hot Sulphur 
Springs during the evening. You can stay 
here overnight or keep going toward 
Steamboat Springs.

Best place to shoot photos: Rocky  
Mountain National Park - Trail Ridge  
Road & Elk Meadows

Best morning coffee:  
Moon Kats Tea Shoppe in Estes Park

Best day hike in Rocky Mountain  
National Park: Emerald Lake

Best kept secret: Hot Sulphur  
Springs Resort

DAY 4: Following The  
Colorado River   
(driving time: 2.5 hours) 
The morning offers the best time to take 
scenic photos from the Colorado River 
Headwaters outside of Kremmling. When 
in Steamboat, enjoy a good mountain 
breakfast at one of the local restaurants 
along the Yampa River. If you like adventure, 
this is your chance to do some of the finest 
downhill mountain biking in Colorado, right 
at the Steamboat ski resort base.  During 
the afternoon, continue following the 
Colorado River until you enter Glenwood 
Canyon. If mountain biking wasn’t for you, 
here you can hike the 5km Hanging Lake 
trail inside the canyon, one of Colorado’s 
top 3 scenic waterfall trails, instead. Stay 
overnight in Glenwood Springs and soak in 
the Hot Springs next to the Hotel Colorado. 

Best photo spots: Rabbit Ears Pass,  
Colorado River Headwaters, Hanging Lake

Best burger of the day: Back Door Grill, 
Steamboat Springs

Best day hike: Hanging Lake

Recommended hotel: Historic Hotel  
Colorado, Glenwood Springs

DAY 5: Aspen, Snowmass  
& Maroon Bells    
(driving time: 3.5 hours)

GTry to get up early today and experience 
the sunrise at one of Colorado’s most 
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breathtaking sights: Maroon Bells in Aspen 
(if you visit during tourist season in the 
summer, be aware that you might need to 
take a shuttle from Aspen into the narrow 
valley).  After that, enjoy a quick walk 
through Aspen and pop inside some of its 
local boutiques. If time permits, drive to the 
top of Independence Pass where you can 
take some of the best photos of Colorado’s 
14ers (mountains reaching an elevation  
of at least 14,000 feet). Later in the  
afternoon, drive back to Glenwood Springs, 
then head to Colorado’s Wine Country in 
Grand Junction.  

Best photo spots: Maroon Bells,  
Independence Pass 

Recommended day hike: Maroon  
Lake Trail 

Best local beer: Aspen Brewing Company

Recommended hotel: Wine Country Inn 
near Grand Junction

DAY 6: Colorado National  
Monument & Black Canyon   
(driving time: 2.5 hours) 
Grab a cup of morning coffee in downtown  
Grand Junction before heading toward 
the Colorado National Monument. When 
entering the monument, stop by the 
viewpoints at the edge for a fantastic view 
of the vibrant red colors that gave Colorado 
its name. These amazing colors are part 
of the famous Colorado Plateau, which 
provides an entrance to an area of the 
American Southwest that reaches as far 
south as the Grand Canyon!  You can do a 

quick hike along the Window Rock to get 
the best views here, before heading back 
to Grand Junction for a wine tasting at one 
of the local wineries. When you’ve finished, 
head toward Montrose, a true mountain 
town in Western Colorado, then enter Black 
Canyon National Park on the north rim. Take 
the best photos from the suggested view 
points, and if you have extra time, you  
can take Hwy 50 toward the best view  
point to get both rims of the canyon in the 
same photo!  When you return from your 
excursion, stay overnight in Montrose. 

Best sunrise photo spot:
• Window Rock, Colorado National  
 Monument
• South Rim, Black Canyon

Recommended morning hike:
Window Rock, Colorado National Monument 

Best dining in Montrose:  
Ted Nelson’s Steakhouse

Recommended morning hike:
Red Arrow Inn & Suites

DAY 7: Ouray & The Million 
Dollar Highway   
(driving time: 2.5 hours)

After breakfast, head toward Ridgeway, 
then keep going toward Ouray. As you walk 
around this small town, you might feel like 
you’re in Switzerland, with such a beautiful 
backdrop of mountain peaks nearby. Ouray 
also has amazing hot springs. There is one 
brewery that is famous for its “Ouray Beer”, 
which is a good place for lunch.  When 
you’re ready to continue your trip, keep 

going south and take the famous Million 
Dollar Highway, a narrow and steep  
mountain road that connects Ouray with 
Silverton. It is one of the most scenic 
mountain roads in North America, with 
great views into the majestic San Juan 
Mountain range, home to the southernmost 
14ers in the United States. Take a quick 
walk through the Old West mining town 
before arriving in Durango, where you can 
enjoy the downtown area and experience 
the Old West by staying overnight at the 
Strater Hotel. 

Best place to buy local arts: San Juan 
Pottery, Ouray

Best photo spot: Million Dollar Highway, 
Red Mountain Pass

Recommended afternoon hike: Spud Lake 
trail near Silverton

Best downtown walking experience: 
Ouray & Silverton

Recommended Hotel: Strater Hotel, Durango

DAY 8: Mesa Verde  
National Park   
(driving time: 1.5 hours)

While in downtown Durango, be sure 
to check out the Jean-Pierre Bakery, a 
true French bakery serving great coffee, 
breakfast, and the finest pastries. One of 
Southwest Colorado’s true gems is Mesa 
Verde National Park, a preserved Native 
American village in the rocks where you 
can explore how Native Americans lived in 
the high desert country.  We recommend 
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taking a guided tour throughout the villages 
to learn everything about the southern Ute 
tribe. The region called Mesa Verde Country 
is famous for the Native Americans and 
their local arts and crafts, so when driving 
along the highway, take the time to stop at 
their stores and shop for local crafts. If you 
have an extra day, we also recommend a 
journey on the Durango-Silverton Narrow 
Gauge Railroad, a true Old West Colorado 
experience that offers an opportunity to 
admire the 14ers of the San Juan Moun-
tains as you travel this historic trail. As an 
evening experience, check Durango’s local 
food restaurants along Main Street, where 
live music and events are very popular 
year-round.  Alternatively, if you’re ready to 
continue your adventure, we recommend 
heading east toward Pagosa Springs and 
staying overnight at the Springs Resort, 
which offers one of the best hot springs 
experiences in Colorado.

Best place to buy Native American  
jewelry: Notah Dineh Trading Company. 

Best photo spot: First Village, Mesa Verde 
National Park 

Recommended hike: Petroglyph Point Hike

Best cultural dining: Gazpacho Mexican, 
Durango

Recommended hotel: Springs Resort, 
Pagosa Springs

DAY 9: Alamosa’s Great Sand 
Dunes & Colorado rafting  
(driving time: 2.5 hours)

Try the River Pointe Café in Pagosa Springs 
for coffee and a quick breakfast, then  
head further east over to Wolf Creek Pass. 
Stop on the mountain pass and take a  
photo of you standing on the Continental 
Divide – this geographic marvel is  
something you’ll want to share with friends 
and family!  For more unique photos, head 
toward South Fork and Alamosa, toward 

the entrance of Great Sand Dunes National 
Park.  You’ll want to take a hike here to 
immerse yourself in the best views of the 
park’s dunes and 14ers.  If you have a 
snowboard, you can even ride the sand 
dunes as well!  Later, head toward Buena 
Vista. You can plan to stay here an extra 
day if you are interested in Colorado’s best 
rafting on the Arkansas River, which you can  
either do from Salida or in the Royal Gorge  
Canyon. The Royal Gorge Canyon in particular  
is famous for rapid waters that will provide  
you with a thrilling experience!  Stay overnight  
in Buena Vista and enjoy a barbecue and 
local beer next to the Arkansas River.

Best day hike: Great Sand Dunes

Best photo spots: Great Sand Dunes and 
the San Luis Valley off Hwy 285

Best kept secret: Colorado Gator Farm

Best water activity: Raft the Royal  
Gorge Canyon

Recommended Hotel: Hampton Inn & Suites

DAY 10: Pikes Peak Country   
(driving time: 2 hours)

Grab your morning cup of coffee and head 
out on Hwy 24 toward Colorado Springs, 
while enjoying the high country, Pike 
National Forest, and the scenery of Pikes 
Peak, the iconic Colorado 14,114-foot 
mountain. You should stop in Cripple Creek 
to see a true 10,000-foot mining town 
community where some casinos resemble 
those from Colorado’s Old West. Then head 
toward Manitou Springs and take the Cog 
Railway to experience a train ride to the top 
of Pikes Peak.  If you have some time left 
toward the end of the day, check out the 
Garden of the Gods state park outside of 
Colorado Springs, an absolute must-see in 
Colorado. If possible, you can take the Loop 
Trail during the evening or early morning 

the next day to get the best views of the 
beautiful red plateaus. Stop by the Garden  
of the Gods Trading Post on your way 
out to shop some of the area’s local arts 
and crafts. Enjoy the downtown dining in 
Colorado Springs for dinner, and if you have 
a special partner, we recommend staying 
one extra night at the Broadmoor Hotel, one 
of America’s finest hospitality experiences, 
offering great views of Cheyenne Mountain.

Best day hike: Garden of the Gods 

Best place to shoot photos: Cripple 
Creek, Pikes Peak

Best sightseeing activity: Cog Railway 

Recommended hotel: The Mining  
Exchange, downtown Colorado



 GET IN TOUCH: +1 303 506 8754  > florian@hms-global.com  > visitusaparks.com

National Parks, Monuments & Peaks in Colorado MAPS & ITINERARIES  7

DAY 11: Colorado Springs
If you have an extra day, you can explore 
local attractions in Colorado Springs: Pikes 
Peak, the US Olympic Training Center 
(which offers free admittance and tours), 
the Air Force Academy, Garden of the Gods, 
or the Royal Gorge Bridge near Cañon 
City. We recommend visiting all of these 
attractions to provide an ideal picture of 
the Colorado experience, and to see the 
connection between the history of Old 
Colorado and New Colorado. If you’re up 
for a hike, try Cheyenne Mountain State 
Park or the Red Rock Canyon Open Space.  
And when you’ve built up an appetite from 
all that adventure, you’ll find that there are 
some good German restaurants in Colorado 
Springs to try for lunch or dinner, such as 
Edelweiss German Restaurant or Uwe’s 
German Restaurant.

Best kept secret hike: Cheyenne  
Mountain State Park

Best photo spot: Airforce Academy,  
Royal Gorge Bridge

Best ice cream place: Glacier Homemade 
Ice Cream, Colorado Springs 

Recommended hotel: The Antler,  
downtown Colorado Springs

DAY 12: Shopping in  
Denver - Final Day  
(driving time: 1.5 hours)

After all the sightseeing in Colorado 
Springs, we recommend heading toward 
Denver. If you have an extra day in  
Denver, attend one of the Colorado  
Rockies baseball games or make a final 
shopping trip to the upscale Cherry Creek 
Shopping mall, just south of downtown 
Denver, where you’ll find many luxury 
brands and some great deals!  Also, you 
might want to check out Elitch Gardens 
theme park or the Denver Museum of 
Nature & Science, both attractions that  
are worth a full day of exploration. 


