
Your First Car Camping Trip Near Idaho Springs:
What to Pack and Prepare
Car camping in Colorado offers a straightforward way to enjoy the mountains without the
heavy gear that backpacking demands. For a first-time camper heading to the Idaho Springs
area, the key is to focus on the essentials: shelter, sleep system, cooking gear, clothing, and a
few comfort items. Because you drive right up to your site, you can bring a bit more than you
would on a backpacking trip, but you still want to keep things organized and manageable.

The campgrounds around Idaho Springs range from developed sites with amenities to more
rustic spots. Many offer vehicle access and level parking, which makes setting up camp much
easier. If you are new to this, choose a site that matches your comfort level. Some places offer
water hookup and electric hookup, which can simplify your stay. Knowing what your site
provides will help you decide what to bring and what to leave at home.

Shelter and Sleep System
Your tent is your home away from home. For car camping, you have the luxury of size and
weight not mattering much, so focus on durability and ease of setup. A three-season tent is
usually enough for summer and early fall trips near Idaho Springs. Look for one with a rainfly
that covers the whole tent, as afternoon thunderstorms are common in the Colorado
mountains.

Consider bringing a tent shelter or a tarp to extend your living space. A simple canopy or a tarp
strung between trees gives you a dry place to cook or sit when it rains. This is especially useful
if your campsite does not have a covered picnic table.

Your sleeping bag and pad are just as important. Nights in the mountains can get cold even in
summer, so a bag rated to about 30°F (-1°C) is a good choice. A sleeping pad provides
insulation from the ground and adds comfort. If you are not sure about a pad, a simple foam
pad works fine for car camping and costs less.

Many first-timers forget a pillow. A stuff sack filled with clothes works in a pinch, but a proper
camp pillow makes a big difference. Also bring a small repair kit for your tent, a patch of duct
tape and a needle and thread can fix a tear or a broken pole splint.

Cooking and Food Storage
Cooking at camp is part of the fun. A two-burner propane stove is the standard for car
camping. It gives you enough power to boil water and cook a meal at the same time. Bring a
fuel canister for each burner and check the stove before you leave. A simple test: connect the



canister, turn on the gas, and light it. If it does not work, you will know before you are hungry at
the trailhead.

You will need a pot or a pan, a spatula, a bowl, a cup, and a spork or fork. A small cutting board
and a sharp knife are handy. Do not forget a lighter or matches in a waterproof container. For
washing dishes, bring a small tub, biodegradable soap, and a scrub sponge. Pack out all food
waste and trash; do not leave anything in the fire pit.

Food storage is serious in bear country. Even if your campground does not have bears,
raccoons and rodents will get into your food. Store all food, trash, and scented items
(toothpaste, deodorant) in a bear-resistant container or in your vehicle. Never leave food in your
tent. Many campgrounds have bear-proof lockers at the site, but check before you go.

Clothing and Footwear
Colorado weather changes fast. A sunny morning can turn into a rainy afternoon and a cold
night. The best approach is layering. Start with a moisture-wicking base layer (not cotton), add
an insulating mid-layer like a fleece or puffy jacket, and top it with a waterproof shell. Cotton
jeans and T-shirts are fine for around camp but dry slowly and offer no insulation when wet.

Bring a warm hat and gloves for evenings. A sun hat and sunglasses are important because
the high altitude means stronger UV rays. For your feet, sturdy hiking boots or trail runners are
good for exploring, but a pair of camp shoes, sandals or slip-ons, let your feet breathe at the
site.

Rain gear is not optional. A lightweight rain jacket and rain pants will keep you dry during a
sudden storm. If you do not have rain pants, a poncho that covers you and your pack works
well.

Site Setup and Comfort
When you arrive at your site, take a few minutes to set up your camp thoughtfully. Park your
vehicle so it does not block the site entrance or the road. If the site has a designated parking
spot, use it. Level parking is common at developed campgrounds, but if the ground is sloped,
park so your vehicle is stable and you can open doors fully.

Check the site size before you set up your tent. Some sites are small, so your tent footprint
should fit inside the site boundaries. Do not set up your tent right next to the fire ring or the
picnic table; leave room to move around. A site with vehicle access means you can keep your
car close for storage, but do not block pathways or other campers.



If your site has a water hookup or electric hookup, use them wisely. A water hookup means you
can fill your water containers without hauling from a spigot. An electric hookup lets you plug in
a small fan, a light, or a phone charger. Do not run extension cords across walkways where
people can trip.

Some campgrounds also offer sewer hookup, which is mainly for RVs but can be useful if you
have a portable waste tank. For tent campers, this is not relevant. Focus on the amenities that
make your stay easier, and leave the rest alone.

Safety and Navigation
Before you leave, tell someone your itinerary: where you are camping, when you plan to return,
and what vehicle you are driving. Cell service can be spotty in the mountains, so a paper map
of the area is a good backup. Download offline maps on your phone as well.

A first-aid kit is essential. Include bandages, antiseptic wipes, pain reliever, blister treatment,
and any personal medications. Also bring a small repair kit for your gear: duct tape, a multi-
tool, and a few zip ties can fix many problems.

Know the signs of altitude sickness. Idaho Springs sits at around 7,500 feet (2,286 meters). If
you are coming from lower elevation, take it easy the first day. Drink plenty of water, avoid
alcohol, and eat light meals. If you get a headache or feel dizzy, rest and drink more water.
Serious symptoms need medical attention, so know where the nearest clinic or hospital is.

Wildlife encounters are possible. Keep your distance from animals, never feed them, and store
your food properly. If you see a bear, make yourself look big, speak firmly, and back away
slowly. Do not run. For mountain lions, the same advice applies: do not run, make noise, and try
to appear larger.

One of the campgrounds near Idaho Springs offers full hookup RV sites for those who want a
more comfortable setup. That same campground also has tent sites and car camping options,
so you can choose the level of amenity you prefer. Whether you bring a small tent or a large RV,
the area is welcoming to first-timers.

Final Tips for a Smooth Trip
Arrive early to set up in daylight. Pitching a tent in the dark is frustrating and easy to do wrong.
Give yourself at least two hours before sunset to get everything ready. If you arrive late, have a
plan: a headlamp, a simple shelter, and a sleeping bag can get you through the night.

Keep your campsite clean and organized. Store gear inside your vehicle when not in use. This
keeps dirt and critters out and makes packing up faster. A clean site is also safer, less chance
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of tripping over a guy line or a stray pot.

Check the weather forecast regularly in the days before your trip. If severe weather is predicted,
consider rescheduling. Lightning is a real danger above treeline, and high winds can damage
your tent. If you are already at camp when a storm hits, stay in your vehicle or a sturdy building
until it passes.

Finally, enjoy the simplicity of car camping. You do not need a lot of expensive gear. A few
good pieces of equipment, a positive attitude, and a willingness to adapt will make your first
trip a success. The mountains around Idaho Springs offer beautiful scenery, fresh air, and a
chance to slow down. That alone is worth the effort of packing the car.

For those who want a mix of comfort and the outdoors, a campground with full hookup RV
sites can be a great base. You get the experience of sleeping in a tent or a small RV while
having access to water, electricity, and a sewer connection. That convenience lets you focus on
exploring the area rather than worrying about logistics.


