
The Mountain Park Environmental Center

We launched our non-profit in 2000 with the mission of “Helping Folks Connect with Nature” through innovative edu-
cational and interpretive programs aimed at advancing the ecological literacy of the whole community.  Today, more 

than 500 households have joined MPEC Founder Dave Van Manen, becoming part of Mountain Park Environmental Center’s 
(MPEC’s) growing membership.

For Dave, the forested Pueblo Mountain Park 30 miles west of Pueblo in Beulah is the ideal location. Nature provides the main 
campus – classrooms, labs, and lecture halls – MPEC provides the vision, the instructors, and the award-winning educational 
programs. And now, with their 3 new indoor classrooms, part of the “Horseshoe Lodge” MPEC is renovating, the learning can 
continue − even during a blizzard.  

And Nature, thanks to their modern wood boiler system, is also providing the Lodge with heat and hot showers, fueled directly 
from wood thinned from the surrounding forest. 

“We’re reducing the threat of wildfire, shrinking our carbon footprint, and saving more than $13,000 each year in propane 
costs – enough to cover the cost of over 100 Earth Studies students for a full school year,” says Dave, “But best of all, we’re 
providing a living, working example of how humans can fit into the ecology of the planet.”

Beulah, Colorado is a lovely hamlet tucked into a valley on the eastern edge of the Wet Mountains. 

Dave Van Manen is Founder and Executive Direc-
tor of the Mountain Park Environmental Center. 

Dave has been working in the field of education, with 
both children and adults, for over thirty years. His 
background also includes being a nationally known 
children’s musician, performer, and recording artist, 
with a specialty in environmental music and storytell-
ing. He has fifteen years experience as a clinical music 
therapist, and is a workshop and in-service facilitator. 
Dave has been a resident of the town of Beulah for 30+ 
years, where he and his wife Helene raised their two 
children. He is the author of Plants of Pueblo Moun-
tain Park, a field guide to the flora of mid-elevation 
sites of Colorado’s southeastern mountains. Dave is an 
avid hiker and can often be found hiking the trails of 
Pueblo Mountain Park and surrounding areas.



School Programs
More than anything else, educating kids is what MPEC is about. Each year, more than 1,200 

fifth-graders from Pueblo City Schools participate in  MPEC’s award-winning Earth Studies 
program– spending 6 full days throughout the school year in Nature to learn about Nature and their 
place in it.  

On a typical day, students might study about plants and bugs with help from their instructors and 
field books, then go catch some little creatures in the pond and study them under a magnifying glass 
while taking notes. And finally, gently release their new friends back into the wild. For the animals, 
it’s catch and release, all the way. 

But for the students, MPEC hopes Nature will capture their hearts and minds for a lifetime.





Summer Camps

MPEC offers a delightful variety of summer Nature Camps for kindergarteners through high schoolers. Day 
camps, backpack camps, service camps, girls camps, boys camps, and wildlife camps unplug kids from 

their electronic world and give them the kind of summer outdoor experience that can translate into a lifetime of 
loving Nature.



Nature for Toddlers

Nature for Toddlers gently introduces our littlest community members to the wonders of the 
natural world.
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summer consolidation of all the colleges of the state….or there might be a separate 

organization formed.” The MPEC is the “separate organization” that he envisioned, 

and it is c
arrying forward the educational component of Carhart’s vision into the 21st 

century. As a four-season facility, t
he MPEC conducts camps, school programs, guided 

hikes, lectures and workshops throughout the year. Along with the MPEC’s newsletter 

Mountain Park News, the publication of this book is a facet of the MPEC’s environmental 

education mission. Arthur Carhart would be pleased!

 Arthur Carhart went on to become one of our nation’s earliest advocates of 

protected wilderness areas; he was a key figure in the long road that ultimately led to 

the signing of the Wilderness Act of 1964. Sometimes referred to as “the father of the 

wilderness concept,” Carhart was developing his influential plans for designating areas 

as official wilderness areas at the same time that he was living and working in the Wet 

Mountains and the Beulah area, from 1919 to 1920. It was at this time that he met 

with Aldo Leopold to share ideas about wilderness. It w
as also the time that Carhart 

successfully advocated for protecting the Trappers Lake area in western Colorado, which 

became the first wilderness designated by the U.S Forest Service. And, it was the time 

when he advocated for the creation of Pueblo Mountain Park. 

 No, it is n
ot an official wilderness. But, yes, Pueblo Mountain Park has a unique 

place in the story of America’s foresight and wisdom to set aside places protected in their 

natural condition. And Pueblo Mountain Park retains much of its natural condition, 

including a remarkably rich diversity of flora and fauna. This book is about the flora of 

Pueblo Mountain Park.

BASIC ECOLOGY 

 At an altitude of 6,600 to 7,400 feet, Pueblo Mountain Park is in what is called the 

Foothills, or Transition Life Zone. But this does not mean that all of the plants found 

in the park are found only in the Foothills Life Zone. Since the park is sandwiched 

between the Plains Life Zone to the east and the Montane Life Zone to the west, the 

park represents well this “transition” between these two neighboring zones. Its u
pper 

reaches, as well as the ecosystems along the Devil’s Canyon Trail, often contain plant 

species commonly found in the Montane, and occasionally, th
e Subalpine Life Zones.  

The park’s dry south-facing hillsides are home to several Plains species. And, throughout 

the park, there is an abundance of plants typically found in the Foothills Life Zone. 

The result is an unusually diverse mix of botanical species that offers plant lovers an 

opportunity to see so much in a relatively small area. 

LIFE ZONES

 
Since “life zones” are often referred to when describing where plants are located 

(in this and many other sources), included is a brief overview of this frequently used 

ecological unit of organization. The concept of life zones was introduced by biologist 
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W h i t e  F l o w e r s

Wild Strawberry

Star Toadflax

Fragaria virginiana ssp. glauca

Rose Family (Rosaceae) 

Late spring

Where To Look: Prefers moist shady areas 

in meadows, woods, often in aspen groves; not 

common in park – a few plants found along the 

Devil’s Canyon Trail.

What To Notice: Low-growing, 

somewhat hairy plant to 6” (15 cm) tall, 

produces red runners; compound leaves are basal 

with 3 toothed leaflets around 1 1/2” (3 3/4 cm) 

long; white flowers have 5 petals, 1” (2 1/2 cm) 

wide, with obvious yellow center.

Comments: Produces small sweet red 

berries in early to mid-summer, a very tasty treat 

on summer hikes. Berries eaten by many animal 

species, including robins, small rodents and bears. 

Its low-growing nature and small flowers and fruit 

often result in this plant being overlooked by 

unobservant hikers. 

Comandra umbellata

Sandalwood Family 

(Santalaceae) 

Spring, early summer

Where To Look: Fairly 

widespread, open forested areas.

What To Notice: To 12” (30 

cm) tall; plump light green leaves are 

alternate, up to 1 1/2” (3 3/4 cm) long; 

star-shaped flowers about 1/8” (4 mm) 

across, composed of 5 white or pinkish 

petal-like sepals. 

Comments: The only member 

of the Sandalwood Family in Eastern 

Colorado. Semi-parasitic, depends on the 

roots of other plants for some of 

its nutrition. 
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Ponderosa Pine

Pinus ponderosa ssp. scopulorum

Pine Family (Pinaceae) 

Pollination: Spring, late 

spring

Where To Look: Usually in sunny 

open areas, often on south-facing hillsides; in 

park, ponderosa pine is the dominant tree in 

the lower section of the park where the roads 

and picnic sites are located. 

What To Notice: To 100’ 

(30 m) or taller, bark is orange-brown in 

mature trees, in jigsaw-puzzle pieces, has a 

vanilla odor; 3 to 7” (7 1/2 to 18 cm) needles 

grow in clusters of 2 or 3; cones to 5” (12 1/2 

cm) long have sharp, hooked prickles on 

cone scales. 

Comments: Ponderosa pine is 

more widely distributed than any other 

coniferous tree in the western United States. 

Historically, mature ponderosa forests were 

primarily open and park-like, with a grassy 

understory. Naturally occurring ground 

fires, usually ignited by lightning, 

maintained this open structure. 

The lack of lower branches and 

dense understory kept the fires 

on the ground and relatively 

cool. The trees’ thick bark 

protected the trees from the 

fire. Suppression of fires over 

the last 100+ years has resulted 

in unnaturally dense forests with 

many more trees per acre, and an 

understory of many more shrubs and 

young trees. 
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MPEC’s Guided Hikes range from gentle saunters to all-day excursions. Wildflowers, Nature Literature, and Birding are 
just a few of the themes of these enjoyable outings that are educational and recreational. When the snow flies, guided 

hikes become snowshoe outings (MPEC has 50 pairs of snowshoes ready to go). Especially popular is the Full Moon / Music 
Hike that offers participants a trailside mini-folk-concert under the moon and stars. 

Guided Hikes



Other Programs

Throughout the year, MPEC offers a smorgasbord of other programs, including lectures, work-
shops, drum-circles, teacher in-services, yoga, and volunteer service projects in the park. 

Botany, herbs, wilderness survival, wildlife, roadless areas, forest health, migratory birds and 
Nature writing are just some of the many topics covered. Ranging from an hour to multiple days, 
there’s an MPEC program for so many ages and interests.





Horseshoe Lodge Project



Our Vision
The Plan: It’s really pretty simple. MPEC’s popular programs had outgrown the former 1500 sq. ft. building, so why not move 

into Horseshoe Lodge? The 14,000 sq. ft. lodge was a great old building — a great old building that just sat there, doing 
pretty much nothing but accumulating cobwebs.  The ultimate result of MPEC at Horseshoe Lodge would be a beautiful, four-
season overnight facility. It would also provide MPEC with a much better location for our existing programs, while allowing 
MPEC to offer a whole new menu of programs, including retreats, programs and longer, more comprehensive environmental 
education programs. And it would be available to the community as a wonderful rental facility for programs such as retreats 
and agency meetings. What a great idea! But the Horseshoe Lodge needed some major work before we could move in. Hence 
was born MPEC’s first major capital campaign, the Mountain Park Environmental Center at Horseshoe Lodge Renovation 
Project. 

Phase 1: The basics. Create 3 classrooms, an interpretive center, and offices – and 
the needed electrical and mechanical systems, restrooms, and wood-fired boiler 
system to make it all work. Price tag: $650,000. Funded and completed in October, 
2008.

Phase 2 (sustainable Economics): Transform the West Wing into 
overnight accommodations for multi-day teacher training and retreats – facilities 
that will also provide a revenue stream to help support MPEC. Price tag: $500,000. 
Funded and completed in October 2009

Phase 3: Transform the East Wing into 4 dormitories, geared towards student 
and youth populations for camps and school programs. Actively working on 
completing this final phase of the project.

Horseshoe Lodge – named  for the building’s unique shape – was built in the late 1930’s by the Works Progress Administra-
tion (WPA) to serve as the summer lodge for the City of Pueblo. The spartan accommodations could handle around 200 

young – and not so young – summer visitors.

The Lodge is hidden among the trees of the 611 acre Pueblo Mountain Park, 30 miles west of Pueblo on the edge of the San 
Isabel National Forest. The land was purchased by the City of Pueblo in 1920 for $6,000, the first step in a national plan – pio-
neered by conservationist Arthur Carhart – to open Forest Service lands to  public recreation and education.



Look at What We’ve Done...

We started raising the needed $1.55M in October 2006. The community responded …dona-
tions, grants, and countless volunteer hours…because the community recognized a great 

project: restore a historic Lodge and further the reach of a vibrant non-profit doing great work in 
the community. So far, we’ve stretched every dollar to complete a huge Phase 1 (which included 
the expense of re-doing all mechanical and electrical systems) and the eleven overnight rooms 
of Phase 2, including a complete overhaul of the dining area and kitchen. We are 77% there. A 
$39,000 challenge grant is waiting for us to raise the remaining $360,000. Can you help?



Wood-as-fuel is part of the curriculum –
showing how sustainable forest manage-
ment, climate change mitigation, and 
solid economics all combine to make 
wood a great idea for a place like this.

Harmonizing With
Our Environment

Clivus Multrum composting toilets use less 
than 3 ounces of water per flush – a key to 
managing very scarce water resources, and 
they make great examples for our students. 

Harmonizing with our surroundings is what MPEC is about, and our green renovation of the 
Lodge reflects this. We kept asking, How can this building serve the community without the 

astronomical financial and environmental costs of fossil-fuel energy? How can dozens of people 
spend multiple days eating, showering and living in a building located in an area with very limited 
water? If energy costs continue to rise (they probably will), and water remains scarce (again, prob-
ably), can this project be sustainable now, and in 2020, and in 2030? These questions led us to the 
many innovative components and applied technologies that make the Horseshoe Lodge a model 
of sustainability.



The West Wing
The West Wing’s 11 overnight rooms combine simplicity and beauty, all inspired by the natural 

world. So many people stepped forward to make this lovely facility a reality: donors, room 
sponsors, artists, volunteers, people responding to our “virtual shower.” A recent guest said, “A 
tour of the west wing is like being in an art gallery.” And now, a portion of the revenue generated 
through the programs taking place in the West Wing is supporting MPEC’s Nature Education 
programs for students, expanding the sustainability of MPEC’s overall program operations.



Maggie’s Mountain Meadows Woods
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Trail Lover’s Butterfly Bath

Fireplace
Breakout
Room Dining Room



What’s Left to do

The Mountain Park Environmental Center at Horseshoe Lodge Renovation 
Project has come a very long way, and we are almost there. The classrooms, 

offices, interpretive center and displays, biomass heating system, 11 overnight 
rooms, breakout rooms, dining room, and kitchen are done -- $1.2 million raised, 
Phases 1 & 2 construction complete and serving the community well. All that’s 
left is the dormitory-style overnight facilities of the East Wing. This opens the 
door for more youth- and student-oriented overnight programming, completing 
the “horseshoe” and completing MPEC’s first major capital campaign. The Gates 
Family Foundation has challenged us with a $39,000 grant, but we have to raise 
the remaining $360,000 before we can receive it. We only have until March 2011 to 
meet this challenge. Please help us meet this challenge. 

Please help us complete the Horseshoe Lodge Project so the entire historic 
structure can be restored to a place where all people can come to experience 
Nature’s peace and wonder.

The East Wing



Thanks Again!


