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The C
ity of Loveland does not discrim

inate on the basis of 
race, color, national origin, sex, religion, age or disability 
in the provision of services. For disabled persons 
needing reasonable accom

m
odation to apply for, attend, 

or participate in a M
ountain Park service, program

 or 
activity, please call Adam

 C
lark at (970) 667-5181 or 

TD
D

 (970) 962-2620 (for the hearing im
paired) as far in 

advance as possible.

LL: H
andouts\FoothillsG

uide2006.indd (A
pril 2006)

A
 R

oad For 
D

iscovery
This narrow

 dirt road is not too different 
from

 m
ost of C

olorado’s other w
inding 

m
ountain roads. C

onstructed by the C
ity 

of Loveland, its m
ain use before 1971 

w
as to provide access to the w

ater line, 
w

hich runs from
 the dam

 above to the 
hydroelectric plant below. N

ow, how
ever, 

it is a com
bination of tw

o nature trails for 
your enjoym

ent.
A

s you stroll up the road to the overlook, 
you w

ill discover P
o

n
d

e
r

o
sa L

a
n

e. The 
Ponderosa Pine is the m

ost com
m

on 
tree in this area. In the plains below, few

 
plants grow

 higher than the grasses and 
sagebrush and Spruces and Firs take 
over in the M

ontane Life Zone at higher 
elevations.
B

ut here, the Ponderosa is K
ing. H

is 
dom

ain is the Foothills Life Zone and 
his subjects are num

erous - from
 tiny 

lichen plants to the sleek m
ountain lion. 

H
is forests provide hom

es, food and 
protection for them

. H
e helps hold the soil 

in place and contributes to its enrichm
ent. 

H
e even scratches the back of the black 

bear.

B
ut K

ings have enem
ies too. Fire, insects 

and disease rank am
ong them

. Even the 
plodding porcupine eats the bark and 
dam

ages the tree. A
ll of this is but a portion 

of a dynam
ic w

eb of life - The Ponderosa 
C

om
m

unity - that you w
ill discover as you 

stroll along the Ponderosa Lane on your 
w

ay to the overlook.

The return trip w
ill be along the sam

e route, 
but w

ith a different perspective - observing 
the P

a
th

s o
f M

e
n. The rem

inders of m
an’s 

intrusion into the natural w
orld are evident 

all around us and along the rem
aining 

stations of the trail, you w
ill see m

any 
different “paths” w

here m
an has altered the 

natural landscape.

Som
e intrusions are very noticeable, and 

the scars w
ill require m

any decades to 
heal. O

thers have been m
ade w

ith care 
and sensitivity so that the natural setting 
rem

ains undisturbed and the results of this 
w

ork are barely noticeable. A
s you return 

along the Paths of M
en, you w

ill discover 
that w

ith careful planning and proper use of 
the land, w

e can w
ork w

ith nature to assure 
that the beauty of our natural areas w

ill 
never be destroyed. 
The entire trip is 2.1 m

iles and takes about 
tw

o hours of leisurely w
alking to fully 

enjoy the trail. The C
ity of Loveland hopes 

you w
ill enjoy your visit, but please leave 

the park untouched by your stay so that 
others m

ay enjoy it too.

H
ave you w

ondered w
hy som

e plants 
are often found in one area but not in 
another? A

ll plants require a certain 
com

bination of soil, m
oisture, and 

clim
atic conditions for healthy grow

th, 
and plants w

ith sim
ilar needs w

ill be 
found in the sam

e vicinity. Som
e plants 

are so sensitive to these conditions that 
they m

ay be restricted to the life zone 
that best fills their needs. O

thers, such 
as the fringed sage, are tolerant of m

any 
conditions and survive in several life 
zones. 
A

 group of different plants, w
hich live 

together in the sam
e life zone, m

ake 
up the plant com

m
unity of that area. 

A
nim

als, too, are som
etim

es restricted 
to a certain life zone depending upon 
their need for food, w

ater and shelter. 
Life zones differ greatly as one travels 
north or south of the equator, but changes 
in altitude also produce great changes 
in soil, m

oisture, sun and clim
ate. A

 
m

ountain 18,000 feet high at the equator 
w

ould contain all the life zones found 
from

 the equator to the A
rctic C

ircle, as 
w

ell as the com
m

unities associated w
ith 

each zone. B
ecause of the m

any different 
elevations, C

olorado is fortunate to have 
a variety of life zones - and a variety of 
plants and anim

als. You are standing in 
the Foothills Life Zone and can now

 open 
this trail guide to begin your w

alk along 
the Foothills N

ature Trail.
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This self-guiding nature trail is adm
inistered by 

the C
ity of Loveland through cooperation w

ith 
the Arapaho-Roosevelt N

ational Forest.
M

arker 1: A
daptability

In their constant search for nutrients and 
w

ater, this Ponderosa pine’s tiny roots push 
into cracks in the rocks. A

s they grow
 larger, 

the rocks split m
ore. The process continues, the tree 

grow
s, and the first stage of soil production begins. 

O
f course it is not necessary for all trees to find a pile 

of rocks to grow
 w

ell. The construction of the road 
has given us a “w

orm
’s view

” of this root system
. 

The exposed roots, now
 open to harsh elem

ents, have 
adapted and survived by developing a layer of bark on 
their outer surface for protection. This is but a sm

all 
portion of the tree’s ability to adapt to changes in its 
environm

ent.

M
arker 2: U

seful Plants
Yucca – 
This sharp-leaved plant, com

m
on in arid soils, 

w
as used in m

any different w
ays. The flow

ers, 
fruit and stalks w

ere eaten and the root w
as often used 

for a soap substitute. The spine-tipped leaves produce 
a fiber used in w

eaving baskets and m
ats.

W
ild O

nion – 
This m

em
ber of the lily fam

ily is a com
m

on edible 
plant found throughout the ponderosa pine zone. 
B

ulbs w
ere eaten then, as they are now, and the w

hole 
plant w

as som
etim

es rubbed on the body to repel 
insects.
Squaw

 C
urrant – 

H
opi Indian squaw

s pinched off dried flow
er parts at 

the top of the fruit and gave a few
 to their m

en and 
children to rem

edy stom
achaches. B

ut eating too 
m

any w
ould result in w

orse stom
achaches, as they are 

slightly poisonous in large quantities.
Prickly Pear – 
Indians and early pioneers treated w

ounds and bruises 
w

ith the pulp of this spiny succulent. The fruits m
ay 

be eaten in a variety of w
ays after peeling and the 

seeds m
ay be eaten in soups or dried and ground into 

flour.

M
arker 3: T

he M
ountain Pine B

eetle
O

n the m
ountainside to the w

est, you m
ay 

have noticed patches of Ponderosa pines w
ith 

reddish-brow
n needles and a dead appearance. 

In C
olorado, especially along the Front R

ange, the 
m

ountain pine beetle usually causes this condition. 
The beetles lay eggs in late sum

m
er, w

hich soon 
hatch into burrow

ing larvae. These larvae feed on 
the inner bark of the tree for an entire year until they 
develop into adults. If enough of them

 infest a tree, 
it w

ill becom
e severely dam

aged and die a slow
 

death. W
oodpeckers and abnorm

ally cold w
eather are 

natural enem
ies of the beetle, but the only certain control 

m
ethod is the rem

oval of infested trees to prevent the 
spread of beetles.

M
arker 4: N

ature’s C
ulvert

This little ravine and others like it function in 
m

uch the sam
e w

ay as do the storm
 drains and 

culverts in your tow
n. B

oth carry off excess 
surface w

ater from
 rain and snow. U

nlike the river 
below, this ravine doesn’t stay w

et long enough to 
support stream

side vegetation, and there is little 
vegetation change from

 the surrounding slopes. Think 
w

hat w
ould happen if the tim

ber and brush w
ere cut 

from
 this hillside. There w

ould be no trees to break the 
fall of raindrops, no leaves to replace the protective layer 
of dead leaves on the ground and no tiny roots to help 
hold the soil. D

ragging logs off the slopes could further 
disturb and expose the soil. H

ow
ever, im

proper logging 
is not the only thing that can create unsightly erosion 
gullies and barren hillsides. M

an m
ust be careful any 

tim
e he enters the forest and consider all possible results 

of his actions there.

M
arker 5: A

 R
iver &

 A
 C

anyon
The pow

er of w
ater as an erosive force is 

w
ell illustrated in the canyon below. O

ver the 
centuries w

ater has tum
bled through this canyon, 

eating at its w
alls and bottom

, depositing m
ost of the 

eroded rocks, sand and gravel onto the plains. The B
ig 

Thom
pson flood in 1976 w

as only one of the m
any 

terrible floods endured by this canyon throughout the 
centuries. W

ith each flood, tons of rock and gravel 
are sw

ept along w
ith the rushing w

ater, scouring the 
riverbank and reshaping the river channel. This erosion 
process has continued for over 60 m

illion years, since the 
birth of these R

ocky M
ountains. The scale of this land-

leveling force is staggering; today, the R
ockies are only 

half their original height.

M
arker 6: T

he Soil is Form
ed

The natural processes, w
hich form

 soil from
 stone, 

are hard at w
ork on this large rock. O

n the front 
surface, tiny m

ulti-colored lichens are clinging 
to the rock and slow

ly crum
bling it w

ith their m
inute 

root system
s. The sun, w

ind and rain all join together to 
gradually w

ear aw
ay its outer surface. W

ater seeps into 
cracks in the w

inter and helps split the rock by constant 
freezing, thaw

ing, and expansion of the ice. The roots 
from

 this large Ponderosa are pushing the rock aw
ay 

from
 the bank so m

ore surface is exposed. R
oots also 

w
ork their w

ay into cracks to further split the rock into 
stone, then sand, and finally into soil.

M
arker 7: B

itterbrush
This little bush is “dinner on the table” for 
the m

ule deer that roam
 throughout the park. 

A
lthough B

itterbrush can be found alm
ost 

anyw
here in the foothills life zone, it is abundant on 

the sunnier, open slopes. This characteristic m
akes it 

one of the m
ost im

portant w
inter foods for the deer. 

The am
ount of nipping these little bushes receive from

 
deer is studied by w

ildlife researchers to determ
ine 

the health of the herd, and w
hether or not the herd is 

overpopulated.

M
arker 8: C

om
m

on Juniper
B

eneath this clum
p of pines you w

ill see a low, 
spreading shrub w

ith evergreen leaves. Various 
form

s of the com
m

on juniper are found over 
northern N

orth A
m

erica, Europe, and A
sia, m

aking it 
the m

ost w
idespread of all conifers (cone-bearing trees). 

In the R
ockies, it can even be found in all life zones, 

even above tim
berline. N

otice the tw
o distinctive w

hite 
lines on the underside of the aw

l-shaped leaves. The 
bluish berry-like cones take three years to ripen, and are 
com

m
only used to lend flavor to gin. The nam

e of the 
liquor itself is derived from

 “juniper”.

M
arker 9: R

ocky M
ountain Juniper

The w
ood of the R

ocky M
ountain juniper 

(som
etim

es called R
ocky M

ountain red cedar) 
closely resem

bles that of the eastern red cedar. 
A

ctually, neither are true cedars, but their w
ood is used 

for cedar chests, cigar boxes, pencils and fence-posts. 
H

ow
ever, R

ocky M
ountain junipers are so scattered in 

occurrence that their only m
ajor use is for fence-posts. 

Indians som
etim

es used the shredded bark of the juniper 
for bedding. The R

ocky M
ountain juniper is a relative of 

the m
ountain com

m
on juniper.

M
arker 10: N

ature’s R
ecycling

Just as the farm
er fertilizes his fields, N

ature does 
likew

ise to her vast gardens. Trees and plants 
drop their leaves and tw

igs to the ground, w
here 

they help conserve soil m
oisture by slow

ing evaporation 
and runoff. B

acteria and fungi that thrive in w
arm

, m
oist 

conditions decom
pose this dead plant m

aterial. M
any 

insects, rodents, and other sm
all creatures m

ake their 
hom

es in the surface soil, w
here they help m

ix the litter 
and hum

us into the soil and provide additional openings 
for w

ater and air to penetrate into the ground. A
ll this 

produces a soil w
ith enough essential nutrients to sustain 

life in the Ponderosa com
m

unity.

M
arker 11: T

he L
eaners

These young, slender Ponderosas are leaning 
because of their requirem

ent for light. D
ifferent 

kinds of trees need varying am
ounts of light 

to grow
 large and strong. Som

e grow
 best in shade, 

w
hile others (such as the Ponderosa) require m

ore 
light. A

 young ponderosa com
pletely surrounded by 

shade w
ill grow

 tall, slender and straight in order to 
reach the light above. If adequate light w

ere suddenly 
available, the tree w

ould reduce this rapid grow
th and 

begin to grow
 “fatter” w

hile producing strong, w
ell-

developed branches. These young Ponderosas have 
been grow

ing rapidly aw
ay from

 the shade and tow
ard 

the greatest am
ount of light. The leaning effect has 

been com
pounded by their w

eight.

M
arker 12: Sun &

 Soil
N

otice the difference in the num
ber of 

Ponderosa pines on this and the opposite side 
of the canyon. For Ponderosas to establish 

them
selves and grow, there m

ust be sufficient m
oisture 

in the soil. O
n its east to w

est journey, the sun stays in 
the southern half of C

olorado’s sky. H
ence, the south-

facing slopes absorb m
ore of the sun=s energy. The 

extra heat produced evaporates m
ore soil m

oisture, 
m

aking the drier, south facing slopes unable to support 
as m

any Ponderosas.

M
arker 13: O

verlook
U

te and A
rapaho Indians could very w

ell have 
been on this knoll in days past. Perhaps one 
crouched behind these rocks and bushes, his 

eyes searching the slopes for deer or other gam
e. 

H
e could have w

atched early settlers cautiously 
w

inding their w
ay up to Estes Park C

 Possibly Joel 
Estes him

self. O
r, he m

ight have stood w
ith arm

s 
outstretched, seeking council from

 his G
reat Spirit. In 

the 1930’s, the C
ivilian C

onservation C
orps (C

C
C

) 
saw

 this knoll as a place for nature contem
plation. 

These m
en w

orked for the federal governm
ent during 

the depression years, building this overlook as w
ell as 

m
any other outdoor projects throughout the country. 

The rock placem
ent and m

assive appearance of 
this building are characteristic of their construction 
technique.

M
arker 14: T

he Trail
This stretch of trail w

as constructed to replace 
the steeper, eroding one to the left. The tram

pling 
of m

any feet over such a steep trail dislodges 
rocks and loosens the soil so that it m

ay be m
ore 

easily w
ashed aw

ay, and plants cannot grow
 quickly 

enough to hold the rem
aining soil in place. The new

 
trail utilizes sw

itchbacks and a m
ore gradual incline to 

reduce the danger of erosion.

M
arker 15: Yesteryear’s W

ood Path 
These old, w

ooden pipe sections w
ere part of the 

tw
o-m

ile w
ooden w

ater line built in the 1920’s. 
The line produced pressurized w

ater to run the 
turbines in the pow

er plant below. Som
e of the w

ooden 
line is still in use, including the segm

ent, w
hich tunnels 

160 feet beneath this hill. Im
agine the difficulties 

encountered by the m
en w

ho built this line.

M
arker 16: R

ocks of Prevention
The w

orkers in the C
C

C
 took great pains to 

prevent this road from
 becom

ing an agent for 
destructive erosion, w

hich w
ould destroy the soil 

below
 w

hile w
ashing out the road itself. W

hen w
ater 

drains from
 the side ditches and the ravine, it passes 

over this rock terrace and tum
bles dow

n to the rocks 
below. The rocks reduce the potential erosive energy 
w

ater has for undercutting the road and allow
ing 

an erosion gully to gain a foothold. This attractive 
rockw

ork is not com
m

only practiced w
ith today’s high 

labor costs.

M
arker 17: A

 Path of M
any M

iles
This path does distract from

 the natural landscape, 
but m

an needs the services, w
hich these lines 

provide. M
any utilities are now

 trying to design their 
lines and routes to better blend in w

ith the surroundings. 
Perhaps som

eday, technology and econom
ic conditions 

w
ill allow

 all these lines to be hidden underground.

M
arker 18: T

he R
oad

This road w
as constructed as a m

eans of access 
for m

aintaining the w
ooden w

ater line. C
onsider 

the difference in this little one-lane road and a 
large four-lane highw

ay. This one tw
ists and turns as it 

flow
s w

ith the natural curves of the landscape. B
ecause 

of this, it doesn’t necessitate large cuts in the upper 
banks or large fills on the dow

nhill slope. The trees and 
positioning of the road causes m

uch of the road-cuts to 
go unnoticed from

 the highw
ay below.

M
arker 19: T

he B
ridge

The tw
o large boulders beside the road did not 

sim
ply fall into place, but w

ere carefully laid in by 
the builders of the road. Their purpose is to prevent 

crum
bling and w

ashing aw
ay of the roadbed beside this 

tiny bridge, and tim
e has show

n that they are extrem
ely 

effective. This is a good exam
ple of w

orking w
ith 

nature to better serve m
an=s purposes w

ithout causing 
unsightly dam

age to the natural surroundings.

M
arker 20: A

 Path of Steel
This portion of the steel w

ater line w
as installed 

near the end of W
orld W

ar II to replace the older, 
w

ooden sections. The w
ater is diverted from

 a 
dam

 on the B
ig Thom

pson tw
o m

iles upstream
 from

 

the pow
er plant, and travels sw

iftly through the steel, 
w

ood, and concrete pipeline. A
bove the plant, the w

ater 
plum

m
ets dow

n, building up pressure, w
hich w

ill be 
converted to electrical energy by the turbines. The 
pow

er plant provides about 5%
 of Loveland’s electrical 

pow
er. W

ith your ear on the pipe you can listen to the 
w

ater rushing by on its journey back to the river.

M
arker 21: A

 R
iver &

 A
 R

oad
The com

pletion of the B
ig Thom

pson C
anyon 

R
oad in 1905 provided free and quicker passage 

to Estes Park, but in the process the river lost 
som

e of its natural character. The road pinched the 
river along in som

e stretches and covered part or all of 
the flat bottom

land in others. The road also m
ade the 

land accessible for developm
ent C

 hom
e sites, business 

enterprises, and recreational facilities. Som
e of these 

blend in nicely w
ith the natural setting of the canyon, 

w
hile others seem

 very m
uch out of place.

M
arker 22: From

 H
om

estead to Park
From

 this point the m
ain park area along the river 

can be seen. Louis Papa w
as the first hom

esteader 
on the park. H

e w
as the French-Indian stepson of 

M
ariano M

edina, the first perm
anent settler on the B

ig 
Thom

pson R
iver. W

ith his horse, tw
o six-shooters, a 

sm
all cabin, and a few

 rustic furnishings, Louis Papa 
m

anaged to raise a few
 cattle in the canyon. H

e sold his 
property to the C

ity of Loveland on D
ecem

ber 11, 1926 
for ten dollars and “other valuable considerations” and 
signed the deed w

ith an X
. H

is little cabin stood until 
1954.

W
e hope that you

 enjoyed your hike.
Please com

e to visit us again.


