
Desperado Drive

desperado (despəˈrädō) A 17th century pseudo-Spanish alteration of the English noun desperate, probably 
created to sound more impressive and emphatic. Both desperate and desperado denote a person in despair or
in a desperate situation. A great Eagles song.

After a total bust trying to setup a drive in RMNP, I asked myself where we could possibly go 
that has nice scenery, is fun to drive, friendly people (but not too many), and hopefully 
restrooms?  If that sounds interesting in today’s weird situation, then you are a desperado, 
and this northern Colorado drive through cowboy country might be for you!  

From Fort Collins, it’s ~120 mile, 4 hour loop through ranches and rocks, then down the lower 
portion of the scenic Poudre Canyon to Horsetooth Reservoir. There are several miles of dirt 
road, so don’t bother washing the Miata. If that scares you, beaters and SUVs are welcome!  
We will stop at a USFS picnic area, so pack a lunch or buy some poison at the gas stop. For 
safety, be ready to socially distance wearing your cowboy bandana face mask.



We start in Fort Collins at Swetsville Zoo. Take I-
25 Exit 265 and turn east, then turn right into the 
white castle/house driveway. If you haven’t been 
to Swetsville Zoo, this is your last chance to visit 
a Colorado icon fallen somewhat into disrepair. 
It’s for sale now and will soon be a Walmart or 
something. Arrive a little early to take in the 
eccentric car-based sculptures. We will have a 
driver’s meeting at 10:15 and leave at 10:30.

We’ll go north through Timnath to reach I-25 and
on to Wellington, Exit 278 (~13 miles).  Just 
west over the bridge are two large gas stations, 
Shell & Kum&Go. Depending on the number of 
cars, we’ll stop at one or both for a gas, 
restroom, and snack break. From there, head 
west into “downtown” Wellington where we can 
form-up for the ~25 mile drive to Livermore, CO.

After navigating the traffic circle in the middle of 
nowhere, we’ll reach Owl Canyon road.  The 
road is a scenic but partially unpaved road 
through farm and ranch land. The unpaved 
portion is well-maintained and smooth (better 
than Colfax!) with nice turns, so you can 
practice your drifting skills.  At the end of Owl 
Canyon Road, turn right and follow US-287 to 
Livermore.

At The Forks store in Livermore, turn west onto 
74E toward Red Feathers Lake.  It’s a beautiful 
drive, through rolling hills and rock outcrops, 
with nice curves. Watch your speed! The State 
Patrol Benevolent Association is fully funded by 
this road.  

https://www.roadsideamerica.com/story/10787
https://www.google.com/search?source=univ&tbm=isch&q=livermore+co+photos&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjJy_Dwg_DpAhWKX80KHetZA7cQsAR6BAgKEAE&biw=1280&bih=578
https://www.northerncoloradohistory.com/earlywellington/


From Red Feathers we take unpaved 
Manhattan Road (68C) about 4 miles to 
Bellaire Lake day use area ($7/car, or free with 
Golden Age pass). There are picnic tables, 
open areas, and a nice path around the lake. 
We’ll plan ~30 minutes for lunch and stretching.
For the real desperados there are decent pit 
toilets.

Now we travel to the Poudre Canyon. This ~7 
mile stretch of unpaved road, is not washboard
or rutted so you won’t shake down your Miata, 
and the dust isn’t bad. But the payoff is big, 
with sharp one lane curves and some beautiful 
Poudre Canyon and mountain views.  At 
Rustic, turn left onto CO-14.

The drive down CO-14 to Fort Collins follows 
the Poudre River, Colorado’s only designated 
Wild & Scenic River. It is a popular camping, 
fishing, and kayaking/rafting area. Along the 
way, you’ll see the wonderfully funky 
Mishawaka Amphitheater and the effects of 
several recent wild fires. It can get busy, so we 
may get separated, but we’ll regroup in 
Laporte.

When CO-14 hits US-287 at Ted’s Place go right and travel ~2 miles to the Laporte exit. Due 
to traffic on CO-14, we may be separated now, so pay attention or you may miss the turn to 
Laporte.  About 2 miles after the turn to Laporte we will regroup at Vern’s restaurant.

Our final stop, at Horsetooth Reservoir, is the 
first (and only free) picnic area and viewpoint.  
After a brief break, we’ll continue on the scenic 
road to Harmony Road in east Fort Collins.  
Because of the traffic, we’ll end the drive here. 
Harmony Road is a congested, but straight 
shot to I-25 Exit 265 where we started. 

Enjoy cleaning your Miata when you get home,
it will probably need it desperately!

https://www.visitftcollins.com/things-to-do/parks-open-spaces/horsetooth-reservoir/
https://www.google.com/search?source=univ&tbm=isch&q=mishawaka+co+photo&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjrs-WpkPDpAhXYWc0KHYaRAAgQsAR6BAgKEAE&biw=1280&bih=578

