typeatrip

Rocky Mountain National Park: An Honest
Hiking Weekend for Two, August 21—23,
2026

0) Your Trip at a Glance

Detail Your specifics
Dates Friday, August 21 to Sunday, August 23, 2026 (2 nights)
Group 2 adults, decent but not superhuman fitness, coming from lower elevation

Budget Up to $900 total

Must- One gentle hike, one challenging-but-doable hike, one scenic drive, trail lunches, hearty Estes

haves Park dinners, rental car from Denver, simple/clean lodging in Estes Park

Special HONEST trail data (elevation gain in feet, realistic times, altitude honesty for flatlanders), plus

requests the current August 2026 timed-entry permit rules from recreation.gov, step by step

A quick honesty note up front, since you asked for it: the trailheads here sit at 9,200 to 9,500 feet, and
both of your hikes climb from there. If you live near sea level, gravity will feel like it filed a personal
complaint against you. That is normal, and this plan builds in the altitude reality rather than

pretending it away.

1) At a Glance
Item The plan Honest detail
Base town Estes Park, CO (park's east gateway) = About 6 miles from the Beaver Meadows

Entrance

Getting there Rental car from Denver International = Roughly 75—80 miles, about 1.5 hours to the
Airport (DEN) eastern edge of the park

Gentle hike Emerald Lake (Bear Lake Trailhead) = 3.6 mi round trip, 771 ft gain, ends at 10,111 ft

Challenging Sky Pond (Glacier Gorge Trailhead) ~9.8 mi round trip, 1,710 ft gain, includes a

hike hands-on scramble

Scenic drive Trail Ridge Road 48 miles one-way, crests at 12,183 ft, 1.5—2 hrs
one-way

Entrance fee 7-Day Vehicle Pass $35 (covers both of you and the car; cashless

park)



Item The plan Honest detail

Timed-entry Timed Entry + Bear Lake Road $2 processing fee per reservation, recreation.gov

permit only

Lodging Murphy's River Lodge Guide value ~$180—$260/night, see 1b
(recommended)

Est. total ~$780—-$870 for two Realistic against your $900 cap, see Section 3

The permit reality (the single most important thing to know)

Beginning on Friday, May 22 to mid-October, a timed entry reservation will be required to enter and
visit all areas of Rocky Mountain National Park during certain hours of the day. Because both of your
hikes and the recommended morning starts are inside the Bear Lake Road Corridor, you need the
Timed Entry + Bear Lake Road permit, not the cheaper "rest of park" one. More on the step-by-
step booking below.

1b) Recommendation and Why (plus the best alternative)

Recommended lodging: Murphy's River Lodge, 481 W Elkhorn Ave, Estes Park. It fits
your "simple and clean" brief exactly: it sits right on the Fall River, a short walk from downtown Estes
Park dinners, so you can park the rental car and walk to food after a long hike. Reviews consistently
praise clean, comfortable rooms and helpful staff, and its riverside downtown location saves you a
drive every evening. As a guide value, expect roughly $180—-$260 per night for a standard river-
view room in peak August (guide value, as of June 2026; the exact price for your dates appears

only at the booking step). Map: Open in maps

Best alternative: Silver Saddle Motor Lodge / a Discovery Lodge-style downtown motel.
If Murphy's is booked or over budget for your exact dates, look at the simple, clean downtown motels
along Elkhorn and Moraine Avenues in the same guide-value band of roughly $150—-$240/night in
August (as of June 2026). The selling point is the same: walkable to dinner, quick to the park
entrance.

Second alternative: a budget chain on the US-34 corridor (e.g., a Rodeway/Econo-style
property toward the highway). Typically $120—$190/night as a guide value (as of June 2026).
You trade the riverside walk for a few dollars saved and a 3—5 minute drive into town. Good if you
want to protect the budget for dinners.

Why two nights works: you arrive Friday, hike gentle on Saturday morning (acclimatization day), do
the scenic drive Saturday afternoon, then tackle Sky Pond early Sunday before driving back to Denver.
That sequencing gives your lungs a full day at altitude before the hard hike, which is the honest, safer
order.


https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Murphy%27s%20River%20Lodge%20481%20W%20Elkhorn%20Ave%20Estes%20Park

1¢) Book Now (do these in order)

What By when Where / link
Timed Entry + Bear ASAP. August slots were released July 1 at 8:00 AM recreation.govy/...
Lake Road permit MDT; leftover next-day slots drop at 7:00 PM MDT

(Sat 8/22 AND Sun the night before. Book the earliest morning window

8/23) you can.

Rental car from DEN 2—4 weeks out for best rates Your preferred

agency at Denver

International
Airport

Lodging (2 nights) ASAP; August weekends in Estes Park sell out murphysriverlodge
.com

Park entrance pass Anytime; or buy at the gate recreation.govy/...

(optional pre-buy)

Sunday dinner-town A day or two out Bird & Jim or Ed's

reservation (optional) Cantina (details in
Section 2)

For the lodging: You will see the binding price for your exact dates and occupancy at the
provider's booking step, it changes daily.

Timed-Entry Permit, Step by Step (for August 2026)

1. Go to recreation.gov/timed-entry/10086910 (or the Recreation.gov app; phone reservation
line 877-444-6777, international 606-515-6777, TDD 877-833-6777).

2. Choose "Timed Entry + Bear Lake Road." These reservations provide access to RMNP's
popular Bear Lake Road Corridor, plus access to all other areas of the park, and are best for those
who plan to visit destinations inside the corridor, including Moraine Park, Sprague Lake, the Park
& Ride, Glacier Gorge Trailhead, and Bear Lake.

3. Pick your date and a 2-hour entry window. Timed Entry + Bear Lake Road reservations are
needed to enter the Bear Lake Road Corridor between the hours of 5 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily. Book an
early window (for example, a 7:00—9:00 AM slot) so you beat both crowds and afternoon
thunderstorms.

4. Pay the fee. The only cost associated with making a timed entry reservation is a non-refundable $2
Recreation.gov processing fee.

5. Understand the window rule. Timed entry reservations allow park visitors to enter RMNP within
designated 2-hour windows of time. Once you enter the park, stay as long as you like. There is no

set time for departure.

6. Know the re-entry catch for Bear Lake Road specifically. If you have a Timed Entry+ Bear Lake
Road Reservation, you must enter the Bear Lake Road Corridor within your designated 2-hour
window of time. If you miss your designated window, you will be asked to turn around and come

back to Bear Lake Road anytime after 2 p.m.


https://www.recreation.gov/timed-entry/10086910
https://www.murphysriverlodge.com/
https://www.murphysriverlodge.com/
https://www.recreation.gov/sitepass/74291

7. If August slots are gone: additional timed entry reservations are released first-come, first-served
on Recreation.gov at 7 p.m. MDT the night before a desired arrival date. These sell out quickly, so
plan ahead.

8. Book one permit per day you enter (you need one for Saturday 8/22 and one for Sunday 8/23).

The permit is separate from your entrance fee, which is always required.

Loophole worth knowing: Don't have a reservation? That's ok! You can enter the park before
9 a.m. or anytime after 2 p.m. without a timed entry reservation. BUT that's only for the "rest of park"
areas. For Bear Lake Road, the reserved window runs 5 a.m. to 6 p.m., so a genuinely early pre-5 a.m.
entry is the only reservation-free way in there. Just book the permit; $2 is cheaper than a 4:45 a.m.

alarm.

2) Day-by-Day Plan

Day 1, Friday, August 21, 2026: Arrive, acclimatize, eat well

« Fly into Denver International Airport (DEN) and pick up your rental car.
« Drive to Estes Park. The park's mailing address is 1000 US Hwy 36, Estes Park, CO 80517. The

drive is roughly 75—80 miles and about 1.5 hours to the park's eastern edge; the common route is
E-470 to I-25, then Highway 66 and up Highway 36 through Lyons to Estes Park.

« Check in at Murphy's River Lodge, drop bags, and take a gentle downtown stroll along
Elkhorn Avenue. This is deliberate: light activity plus early rest helps you adjust to 7,500 ft before
you climb higher tomorrow.

« Dinner: Ed's Cantina & Grill, 390 E Elkhorn Ave. Ed's Cantina has been a staple of Estes Park
since 1989, locally owned and operated, with a lively bar, a spacious dining room, and a Thompson
River patio in summer/fall. Hearty Mexican, open daily; per Yelp's June 2026 listing hours run
about 11:30 AM to 9:30 PM (confirm on arrival). Budget roughly $45-$60 for two plus a 15-20%
tip. Map: Open in maps

. Altitude tip for flatlanders: Hydrate hard tonight (more water than feels necessary), go easy
on alcohol, and eat a real dinner. Mild headache, breathlessness on stairs, and poor sleep the first
night are all normal at this elevation. Ibuprofen and water are your friends.

Plan B (weather): If you land to rain, skip the stroll and do a relaxed early dinner. Nothing here is
weather-critical on Day 1.

Day 2, Saturday, August 22, 2026: Gentle hike + the big scenic drive

Morning: Emerald Lake (the gentle one). Use your 7:00—9:00 AM Timed Entry + Bear
Lake Road window and drive to the Bear Lake Trailhead.

Honest trail data, Emerald Lake:

« Distance: 3.6 miles round trip, out & back.


https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Ed%27s%20Cantina%20390%20E%20Elkhorn%20Ave%20Estes%20Park

» Elevation gain: 771 feet from Bear Lake. (NPS's trail table lists it as 605 ft one-way to Emerald
from Bear Lake; the thing-to-do page's 771 ft accounts for the rolling ups and downs. Either way,
it's a modest climb.)

« Endpoint elevation: Emerald Lake sits at 10,111 feet.

« What you'll see: A steady climb through aspen and ponderosa pine; at just over a half-mile you
reach Nymph Lake, filled with pond lilies; another half-mile brings you to Dream Lake, and from
there Emerald Lake is about another mile with steady elevation gain.

« Realistic time for normal, unacclimatized people: the signs suggest this is a quick one, but
at 10,000 ft on your second day, plan 2 to 3 hours round trip including photo and breathing

stops. It's genuinely easy terrain; the altitude is what slows you, not the trail.

. Tip: Get to the trailhead by 7:00-7:30 AM. Bear Lake parking fills early even with the permit
system, and as a rule of thumb, try to be back at the trailhead by noon because afternoon lightning is a
real hazard here.

Trail lunch: Pack sandwiches, trail mix, and fruit from an Estes Park grocery (Country Market or
Safeway on your way in). Eat lakeside at Emerald or Dream Lake. Budget ~$20—-$30 for two days of
trail food.

Afternoon: Trail Ridge Road scenic drive. Your Bear Lake permit also covers the rest of the
park, so head up Trail Ridge Road after lunch.

 Trail Ridge Road is 48 miles one-way and connects the towns of Grand Lake and Estes Park during
the summer season.

» Cresting at an elevation of 12,183 feet above sea level, Trail Ridge Road is the highest continuous
paved road in the United States.

« It takes approximately 1.5 to 2 hours in steady traffic to drive across Trail Ridge Road one-way.
You don't need to drive the whole thing; turning around at the Alpine Visitor Center makes a great
half-day out-and-back.

» Stop at Alpine Visitor Center: located at 11,796 feet above sea level, this is the highest elevation
visitor center in the National Park Service. Also worth a quick leg-stretch: in June and July many
wildflowers grow on the alpine tundra; enjoy a short walk on the Tundra Communities Trail near
Rock Cut or at Forest Canyon Overlook. By late August the wildflowers fade, but the tundra views
and marmots don't.

« Keep an eye out for wildlife along and crossing the road; they're active day and night. Look for elk,
mule deer, bighorn sheep, and yellow-bellied marmots.

. Tip: Bring a warm layer. It can be 30°F colder and windier at 12,000 ft than in Estes Park, even in
August.

Plan B (weather): Trail Ridge is exposed and storms build fast. The road is typically open from late
May to mid-October based on weather, and temporary closures can go into place at any time. If
thunderstorms roll in, drive only to Many Parks Curve or Rainbow Curve (lower, still stunning) and
save the summit for a clear morning. Check the recorded road status line at 970-586-1222 before

you go up.



Dinner: Bird & Jim, 915 Moraine Ave. Upscale-casual New American with a mountain-sourced
menu, a solid choice for a hearty post-hike meal. Per their listing, it's open daily for lunch from 11:00
AM to 2:30 PM, Happy Hour from 2:30 PM to 5:00 PM, and dinner from 4:00 PM to close, with
weekend brunch at 10:30 AM. Budget ~$70—$95 for two plus a 15—20% tip. A reservation is smart on
a Saturday. Map: Open in maps

Day 3, Sunday, August 23, 2026: Sky Pond (the challenging one), then home

Early start. Book the earliest Timed Entry + Bear Lake Road window (aim for 5:00—7:00 AM if
available) and drive to the Glacier Gorge Trailhead on Bear Lake Road.

Honest trail data, Sky Pond (via Glacier Gorge):

« Distance: NPS lists Sky Pond at 4.9 miles one way from the Glacier Gorge Junction trailhead, so
roughly 9.8 miles round trip.

« Elevation gain: 1,710 feet from a trailhead that already sits at 9,240 feet. You'll top out near
10,900 ft.

» The scramble (this is the honest part): the route passes Alberta Falls, then The Loch (Loch
Vale), and just before Sky Pond you must climb a steep, rocky pitch alongside Timberline Falls.
This is a genuine hands-on-rock scramble, not a walk. It's short but exposed and often wet and
slick. Take your time and test each hold.

» Realistic time for normal, fit-but-not-superhuman people: budget 6 to 8 hours round
trip including the scramble, breaks, and altitude-slowed breathing, plus photo time at The Loch
and Sky Pond. The trail signs and app estimates (4—6 hrs) assume acclimatized, fast hikers. You
are on Day 3 at altitude, which helps, but this is still a full day.

« Difficulty verdict: this is your "challenging but doable" hike. It's honest to say it is strenuous,
and the Timberline Falls scramble is the crux. If it's icy or storming, turning around at The Loch

(3.0 mi, 990 ft gain) is a beautiful, satisfying, and completely respectable Plan B.

. Tip: Start no later than sunrise. You want to be well past the Timberline Falls scramble and
ideally heading down before the typical early-afternoon thunderstorms, when that wet rock becomes

genuinely dangerous. Carry 2+ liters of water each, salty snacks, rain shell, and grippy shoes.

Trail lunch: Pack it again. Eat at The Loch or at Sky Pond with the Cathedral Spires towering

overhead. Well earned.

Afternoon: drive back to Denver (DEN). Reverse the ~1.5-hour, ~75-80-mile route. Leave
yourself a comfortable buffer before your flight, plus time to return the rental car and clean up trail
dust.

Plan B (weather): If Sunday dawns stormy, flip your two hikes (do Sky Pond Saturday, Emerald
Sunday) or turn Sky Pond into a Loch Vale day. Never push the Timberline Falls scramble in rain,
hail, or lightning. Weather in Colorado can turn in an instant; be prepared for changing conditions;
lightning can strike anywhere in Rocky; watch for building storm clouds and return immediately if
you hear thunder.


https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Bird%20%26%20Jim%20915%20Moraine%20Ave%20Estes%20Park

. Bonus dinner option if your flight is late: The Rock Inn Mountain Tavern, 1675 CO-66,
near the park entrance, hand-crafted comfort food and often live music, open daily from about 4:00
PM to 9:00 PM (per its June 2026 listing; confirm before going). A fun, casual last-night option. Map:

Open in maps

3) Practical Notes, Checklist & Cost Overview

Altitude honesty (you asked, so here's the straight talk)

Estes Park is ~7,500 ft; your trailheads are 9,200—9,500 ft; Trail Ridge Road tops 12,000 ft. Coming
from low elevation, expect to breathe harder, hike slower, sleep worse the first night, and possibly get
a headache. The plan's sequencing (arrive Friday, gentle hike Saturday, hard hike Sunday) is built to
let you acclimatize. Drink far more water than usual, ease off alcohol the first night, and don't be a
hero on the Timberline Falls scramble. The park itself puts it plainly: take time to consider your
preparedness, skills, fitness and experience, and be prepared to turn back when conditions change or

if you are being pushed to your limits.

Packing checklist

« [ Timed-entry permits (Sat + Sun) saved on your phone (Recreation.gov app)
« [ Entrance pass (buy at gate or pre-bought digital)

» [ 2+ liters water each, plus electrolytes

o [ Trail lunches and salty snacks (buy in Estes Park)

« [0 Rain shell + warm layer (essential for Trail Ridge Road and the alpine)

« [0 Grippy hiking shoes (mandatory for the Timberline Falls scramble)

« [ Sunscreen, hat, sunglasses (UV is brutal at altitude)

« [0 Headlamp (for the pre-dawn Sky Pond start)

« [ Downloaded offline maps (cell service is patchy in the park)

« [0 Credit/debit card: this park does not accept cash.

Cost Overview (2 adults, mirrored against your $900 cap)

Item Estimat Notes
e

Lodging, 2 nights ~$360—  Murphy's River Lodge guide value ~$180—$260/night (guide value,

$520 check the exact date price with the provider); plus lodging tax
Park entrance, 7- $35 Valid for one vehicle to enter RMNP for 7 consecutive days; all
Day Vehicle Pass passengers covered. As of June 2026
Timed-entry $4 $2 non-refundable Recreation.gov processing fee x 2 days
permits (2 days)
Trail Ridge Road $o Activity fee: No (entrance fee applies)

scenic drive


https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=The%20Rock%20Inn%20Mountain%20Tavern%201675%20CO-66%20Estes%20Park

Item

Trail lunches /

groceries

Dinner: Ed's
Cantina

Dinner: Bird & Jim

Rental car (2 days)
+ fuel

Estimated total

Estimat
e

~$25_
$40

~$55—
$75

~$85_
$115

~$180—
$260

~$744—
$1,053

Notes

2 days of sandwiches, snacks, fruit

Includes 15—20% tip

Includes 15—20% tip

Guide value; varies by agency and demand (check exact price with the

provider)

See note below

Budget reality check, honestly: If you land the lower end of the lodging and car ranges, you're

comfortably under $900. If you hit peak-weekend lodging plus a pricey car, you can nudge over $900.

Three easy levers keep you safely under: (1) pick the budget-corridor motel alternative ($120—

$190/night), (2) book the rental car early, and (3) swap one restaurant dinner for a casual taco-and-

margarita night at Ed's. Note this excludes flights to Denver, which weren't part of your ground

budget.

. Money tip: August 25 is a fee-free entrance day (the NPS birthday), but your dates are August

21—-23, so the $35 pass stands. The America the Beautiful annual pass ($80) only makes sense if you'll

visit more federal parks within a year; for this single trip, the $35 vehicle pass wins.

4) Sources (checked June 2026)

Timed entry & reservations (Recreation.gov / NPS):

e nps.gov/...

e nps.gov/...

« recreation.gov/...
Fees & passes:

e nps.gov/...

» recreation.gov/...

Trails (official NPS data):

« Emerald Lake: nps.gov/...
« Trail distances & elevation table (Sky Pond, Emerald Lake, The Loch): nps.gov/...

Scenic drive:

« Trail Ridge Road: nps.gov/...

» Recorded road status line: 970-586-1222


https://www.nps.gov/romo/planyourvisit/timed-entry-permit-system.htm
https://www.nps.gov/romo/learn/news/rocky-mountain-national-park-announces-2026-timed-entry-reservation-system.htm
https://www.recreation.gov/timed-entry/10086910
https://www.nps.gov/romo/planyourvisit/fees.htm
https://www.recreation.gov/sitepass/74291
https://www.nps.gov/thingstodo/romo_emeraldlake.htm
https://www.nps.gov/romo/planyourvisit/list_hiking_trails.htm
https://www.nps.gov/thingstodo/enjoy-a-scenic-drive-on-trail-ridge-road.htm

Lodging:

« Murphy's River Lodge: murphysriverlodge.com
Dining:

« Ed's Cantina & Grill: edscantina.com

« Bird & Jim: mountainvillageestespark.com/... (hours per current listings; confirm before visiting)
o The Rock Inn Mountain Tavern: therockinn.net (confirm hours before visiting)
Have a fantastic weekend, and remember: the mountains reward the humble and the well-hydrated.

The Timberline Falls scramble will make you feel like a hero. Just save enough heroism for the drive

back to Denver.

Created with typeatrip. All details were checked online by the AI at the time of creation, opening hours and prices can
change, please confirm briefly before booking.


https://www.murphysriverlodge.com/
https://www.edscantina.com/
https://mountainvillageestespark.com/estes-park-restaurants/
https://www.therockinn.net/

