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Wilderness Press dedicates this book to California’s wild places and their defenders—past, present, and future.
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FOREWORD by Mike White



Oddly, I trace my own wanderlust to my mother, who never learned to drive a car but had a voracious appetite to simply go places, whether on foot around the neighborhoods of Portland, Oregon, or as a passenger in someone else’s vehicle. The destination didn’t seem to matter all that much; she just liked to go. Growing up on a small farm near an equally small town in northeastern Kansas, she bolted for points west after graduating high school, a fairly uncommon move for an unmarried woman in the 1940s. Spending some time in Denver, she eventually landed in Portland. Although she never traveled abroad, or even through the majority of the United States, she loved trips to the Oregon Coast, Mount Hood, the Columbia River Gorge, and Central Oregon. Whether passed through genetics or simply by example, the joy of wandering inhabited her only child as well, and once I owned my first vehicle, a green VW Bug named Obie, the way was set for my own explorations into the nearby mountains.

When I left Portland to attend college in Seattle, my forays into the wilderness expanded, although they were still strictly limited to the Cascades of the Pacific Northwest. My first trip to the Golden State occurred one spring break when a buddy and I drove to the Bay Area, picked up some friends, and then continued south for the warmth and sun of Palm Springs. Prior to that week, my perception of California had been formed almost exclusively through the music of the day, first by the surf culture promoted by groups like the Beach Boys and later by the psychedelic scene of Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco. Upon my return home from my brief visit, the state maintained the feel of an exotic, faraway land, and its mountains were completely unknown to me. Little did I know at that time that in a few short years the eastern Sierra would become my new home.

Two years after marrying Robin, we carefully drove the green VW into the back of a U-Haul truck; just as carefully packed our minimal worldly possessions into it; and headed off toward Reno, Nevada, where she would be attending medical school and I would look for work. This move occurred in mid-August during the second year of a three-year drought. After the lush surroundings of the Seattle area, how could there be so many different shades of brown? Initially, my outlook was very provincial, convinced as I was that nowhere on earth could a landscape be any more beautiful than the great Pacific Northwest. However, traveling to new places, whether permanently or temporarily, usually expands worldviews, which over time certainly became the case for me. Over the course of those first few years in Reno, friends and coworkers coaxed me out into the neighboring Sierra Nevada and more distant areas of California. Little by little, my appreciation of the landscapes just over the border from western Nevada blossomed. Certainly, the typically fair weather that blesses California with some regularity was welcomed after the often-gloomy skies common to my original home.

Piece by piece, the geographic majesty of California was unveiled. Beautiful Lake Tahoe, rimmed by a circle of tall peaks, was practically in my backyard. Yosemite, with an incomparable valley below towering granite walls and stunningly gorgeous high country, was just a few hours south. A little bit farther down US 395 was the heart of the High Sierra, where two national parks and a handful of wilderness areas were home to towering granite peaks, sparkling alpine lakes, flower-filled meadows, majestic forests, and deep canyons. Here was Kings Canyon, one of North America’s deepest gorges. At the other end of the spectrum was Mount Whitney, the tallest peak in the continental United States, towering more than 10,000 feet above neighboring Owens Valley. Scattered in pockets of forest on the west side of the Sierra, redwood groves harbored the largest living tree specimens on earth, including the granddaddy of them all, General Sherman. To the north, Lassen Peak and Mount Shasta provided a reminder of my home range and of the opportunity to do some spring mountaineering on volcanoes. The biodiversity of the Klamath Mountains and the lack of crowds there offered luring appeal. Farther afield still, the rugged and dramatic northern Redwood Coast stood in stark contrast to the smooth, sandy beaches most associated with Southern California. And even more wild country in other areas awaits future exploration.

Partway through my ongoing Reno tenure, I bid farewell to my last “real” job and began a second career as an outdoors writer. A huge dose of good fortune has allowed me to spend a great deal of time in some of California’s incredible backcountry, time I have never regretted. The third edition of Backpacking California offers an embarrassment of riches for those souls interested in backpacking the Golden State. A person fortunate enough to complete all these trips in one lifetime would have accumulated a very impressive résumé indeed. Let the pages of this guide entice you with its numerous possibilities, and may many of those possibilities one day become a personal reality. Come and taste what California has to offer for those willing to travel under their own power. Whether the state’s backcountry is an unknown mystery, as was the case for me way back when, or whether it is like an old and cherished friend, time spent there will bring rich and abundant rewards.
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The Minarets towering over Minaret Lake (see Trip 52) photographed by Mike White





BACKPACKING IN CALIFORNIA



Authors of hiking guidebooks face a paradox: Without dedicated supporters, the wilderness would never be protected in the first place. The best and most enthusiastic advocates are those who have actually visited the land, often with the assistance of a guidebook. Unfortunately, too many boots on the ground can also be destructive. The responsibility of every visitor is to tread lightly on the land and speak out strongly for its preservation. Though California has nearly 15 million acres of officially designated wilderness, the job of protecting those precious wildlands is far from complete. Outdoors enthusiasts are strongly encouraged to join in efforts to set aside even more of the state’s millions of acres of unprotected roadless terrain. Even land already officially protected as wilderness needs continued citizen involvement. Issues such as use restrictions, grazing rights, mining claims, all-terrain-vehicle damage, and entry fees all present ongoing challenges. Remember, you own this land, so treat these areas with respect, and get involved in its management. Almost every agency official will stress the need for hikers to leave no trace of their visit. However, the time has come to go beyond the well-known Leave No Trace principles that foster a landscape without evidence of human presence; we must also leave the backcountry in better shape than before our visits.

GENERAL BACKPACKING GUIDELINES

This book is not a how-to guide for backpackers. Anyone contemplating an extended backpacking vacation should already know about equipment, the Leave No Trace ethic, conditioning, how to select a campsite, food, first aid, and all the other aspects of this sport. For those without such skills, many excellent books cover these subjects. However, reviewing a few general backpacking guidelines and discussing some tips and ideas specific to California may be helpful:

• Do not litter. Better yet, remove litter left by others.

• Perform minor trail maintenance, such as kicking rocks off the trail, removing limbs and debris, and draining water from the path to reduce mud and erosion. Contact land managers to report major trail-maintenance problems, such as large blowdowns or washouts, so they can concentrate their limited dollars where most needed.

• Those knowledgeable in plant identification should remove any introduced noxious weeds.

• Camp in places that are either compacted from years of previous use or can easily accommodate a tent without damaging the ground—sand, rocks, or densely wooded areas are preferred.

• Never camp on fragile meadow vegetation or directly beside a lake or stream. If you see a campsite developing in an inappropriate spot, place a few limbs or rocks over the area to discourage further use, scatter horse apples, and remove fire-scarred rocks. Report those who ignore the rules to rangers (or offer to help the offenders move to a better location).

• Never feed wildlife, and encourage others to refrain.

• Limit campfires. While areas remain in the backcountry of California where campfires are still permitted, use good judgment as to the conditions and whether or not having a small campfire is prudent. When you discover a fire ring in an otherwise pristine area, scatter the rocks and cover the fire pit to discourage further use. California has seen more than its share of catastrophic fires in recent years, and everything must be done to minimize more from happening.

• Leave all of the following at home: soap (even biodegradable), pets (even well-mannered pets are instinctively seen as predators by wildlife), anything noisy (stereos and speakers), and any outdated attitudes (“conquering” the wilderness).

CALIFORNIA-SPECIFIC GUIDELINES

DIVERSE LANDSCAPES

Varying in elevation between Badwater in Death Valley (-282') and Mount Whitney in the Sierra Nevada (14,494'), and with a landmass spanning the latitudes between the Mexico and Oregon borders, the Golden State offers all-season hiking opportunities and a wide variety of environments. From desert to mountains to coast, each region presents its own challenges for backpackers. The desert can be notorious for heat, lack of water, and wild temperature extremes between day and night. Although the weather in the Sierra is famously agreeable, snowfall can occur in any season, and thunderstorms are not uncommon during the summer months. Winter snowfall in all of California’s mountains has a significant effect not only on when a trail opens but also on peak wildflower season, stream flow, and the dependability of seasonal water sources. The best plan is to check the condition of the snowpack sometime during early spring to note how the season compares to average. This information is available through local media or by checking the snow survey website at nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/ca/snow. If the snowpack is significantly above or below average, then adjust a trip’s seasonal recommendation accordingly. Coastal trips are prone to persistent summer fog, as well as chilly and stiff breezes. Part of the Lost Coast route is passable only during low tides. Knowing the peculiarities of each region is essential when planning a backpacking trip in the widely diverse California backcountry.

PLANTS AND ANIMALS

Poison oak is common in coastal ranges and western slopes of the Cascade and Sierra Nevada ranges below 5,000 feet. Know how to identify this three-leaved plant and avoid contact. Although California’s black bears are generally quite shy, they are common throughout the state’s mountains and forests. In some bear-prone areas of the state, you are required to store your food in bear lockers or approved bear canisters. Even where not required, you should voluntarily consider the use of bear canisters in active areas. In more remote locales, hang all food and garbage at least 10 feet off the ground and 4 feet from the nearest tree trunk, out of reach of most bruins. Such a practice will also protect your food supply from an even more common and destructive group of thieves: chipmunks.

Although mountain lions (or cougars) are present in significant numbers, the chance of actually seeing one in the backcountry is extremely remote, as they are typically even shyer than bears and wish to avoid human contact at nearly all costs. In the unlikely event that you encounter one of these cats, don’t run, as they may mistake you for prey. Make yourself appear as large as possible by raising your arms, hold your ground, and back away slowly while facing the animal. If aggressive behavior is displayed, make noise, wave your arms, and throw rocks. If attacked, fight back—do not play dead. As with all animal encounters, report it to a ranger as soon as possible.

Rattlesnakes are also fairly common in the lower elevations of California, but encounters are relatively rare and actual bites even more so. A rattlesnake will take every opportunity to avoid human contact when given a route of escape. Seek immediate medical attention if bitten.

Ticks are present in many areas of California, especially at lower altitudes, and would be just a nasty nuisance if not for the serious diseases they can carry. Be aware of tick country and take the proper precautions to avoid getting bitten: Use an effective insect repellent on skin and clothing. Wearing light-colored, long-sleeved shirts and long pants will aid in detecting their presence. By tucking pant legs into your socks, you can inhibit their ability to get inside your clothing. Inspect your entire body and clothing daily.

Finally, remember that wild animals and dogs do not get along. Accordingly, the National Park Service prohibits dogs, and the U.S. Forest Service strongly discourages bringing your dog into the backcountry. If you must bring your pet, be sure that the animal is leashed at all times.

STREAM CROSSINGS

Hikers frequently must ford streams on trips described in this book. Early in the season, rivers and creeks run high with meltwater, which makes fords cold and potentially dangerous. If a ford looks too deep, swift, or dangerous, don’t risk it! Turn around and head back the way you came. The best and safest way to make a ford is to wear lightweight wading shoes or sandals, which provide better traction, protect feet from cuts and scrapes, and allow boots and socks to stay dry. Trekking poles are also highly recommended.

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

Not only is California the third-largest state by size; it also has the largest population. While there remain many lonely and remote places within the Golden State, recreational areas close to large population centers suffer from the potential of being loved to death. To keep the wilderness from being overrun by admiring devotees, land managers have implemented a variety of regulations and restrictions. Wilderness permits are required in all but the most remote areas of the state. Strict quotas are in effect for the majority of the Sierra Nevada’s national parks and designated wilderness areas. Competition for these permits can be fierce, oftentimes requiring advance reservations and sometimes making it necessary to alter trip itineraries. So many people want to climb Mount Whitney and Half Dome that lotteries have been instituted to award the limited number of coveted slots. In addition to requiring wilderness permits, many of the most popular backcountry locales have designated campsites and length-of-stay limits. Some areas even require backcountry users to pack out their human waste. Be prepared to navigate such regulations on the more popular trips described in this guide. Otherwise, as always, observe the usual Leave No Trace principles.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book’s 74 trips are divided into geographic regions within two main sections: Western and Eastern California. Within those sections, the trips are organized roughly south to north. The western portion is subdivided into the following sections: the Peninsular Ranges, Santa Catalina Island, the Transverse Ranges, the Coast Ranges, and the Klamath Mountains. The eastern portion is subdivided into Desert, the Southern Sierra Nevada, the Northern Sierra Nevada, the Cascade Range, and the Warner Mountains. Referring to the table of contents and corresponding locator map, as well as the trips-at-a-glance chart in the appendix, you should be able to easily identify the trips that most interest you.

Each of these geographic subregions begins with a short introduction to the area, with background information on topics like geology, geography, history, and managing agencies. The introductions are each written by that region’s contributors, Wilderness Press’s best guides to the region.

Because this book assumes you have basic knowledge of and experience with backpacking, we have not included introductory chapters covering basic techniques and gear. If you are looking for that sort of information, consult more general how-to books like Joy of Backpacking, also published by Wilderness Press. Sprinkled throughout this book are sidebars focused on side trips for a given route and tips from the contributors, sometimes specific to a given trip or region and other times more general.

THE TRIPS

Each trip includes a simple trail map showing the starting and ending points, as well as all the trip’s major locations. Each trip is divided into the following sections: Summary Information, Permits, Take This Trip, Challenges, How to Get There, Trip Description, and Build-Up and Wind-Down Tips.

SUMMARY INFORMATION

Each trip begins with a block of summary information, with the following categories of information: miles, recommended number of days, elevation gain/loss, type of trip, shuttle mileage, difficulty, solitude, scenery, maps, best season, location, and contact.

DISTANCE: Each trip’s distance is listed in miles to the nearest tenth.

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: Each trip lists the number of days (if it’s a short trip) or a range in which the average backpacker can expect to complete it.

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: Each trip includes elevation figures. Separate loss and gain figures are provided where they’re available. If those are not available, the elevation fluctuation of the trip is provided.

TYPE OF TRIP: Each trip falls into one of four types: point-to-point, out-and-back, balloon, or loop.

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: This is the shortest driving distance between the beginning and the ending trailheads. In loop trips, a shuttle mileage is usually not applicable (N/A).

DIFFICULTY: Each trip is assigned a difficulty rating, based on which backpackers they’re most appropriate for:

Easy: Suitable for beginners

Moderate: Suitable for physically fit hikers

Moderately strenuous: Suitable for experienced hikers who are in extremely good physical condition

Strenuous: Has one or more of the following characteristics: high mileage, substantial elevation gain/loss, cross-country travel, or navigational challenges

SOLITUDE: Each trip is assigned a solitude rating, based on its popularity:

Crowded: You’ll see many other hikers or backpackers for most of the trip.

Moderately populated: You’ll definitely see other hikers or backpackers, but they’ll likely be spread out.

Moderate solitude: You’ll see others only occasionally.

Solitude: You’re virtually guaranteed to see few, if any, other people for most of the trip.

SCENERY: This is a subjective opinion of the trip’s overall scenic quality, on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being an eyesore and 10 being absolutely gorgeous. This rating reflects the author’s personal biases; some may favor of flowers, photogenic views, and clear streams, while others may prefer lush forests or rolling grasslands. Also keep in mind that the rating is relative. All the featured trips are beautiful, and if they were located almost anywhere else in North America, they would justifiably draw crowds of admirers.

MAPS: This section lists the applicable 7.5-minute U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) topographical maps or other commercial maps available for the area and appropriate for backpacking.

BEST SEASON: This section lists the seasons during which the trip is accessible and most enjoyable.

LOCATION: This section lists the location of the given route, whether it be a local park, state park, wilderness area, national forest, or national park.

CONTACT: This is the telephone number and website for the local land agency responsible for the area. You can contact the agency to check on road and trail conditions before your trip.

PERMITS

This section mentions any permits necessary for a particular trip and provides details about how to obtain them.

TAKE THIS TRIP

This section conveys the highlights of a given trip and explains why it’s worthwhile.

CHALLENGES

This section explains the main challenges of a given trip beyond those involved generally when backpacking in the wilderness. Any unusually challenging sections or special problems that the average backpacker would need to prepare for are covered.

HOW TO GET THERE

This section provides directions to the trailhead(s) from the nearest major interstate or highway. It also includes the GPS coordinates for the trailhead(s).

TRIP DESCRIPTION

In this section, the author provides a detailed description of every segment of the trail, with mention of the available campsites, water sources, vegetation you’ll see, any wildlife you might see, where to turn at each junction, possible side trips, and much more.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

This section features places or experiences in the vicinity of the trip that backpackers can enjoy before or after a trip, such as restaurants, nearby hot springs or swimming holes, frontcountry campgrounds, and more.

POSSIBLE ITINERARY

This is given at the end of each trip. To be used as a planning tool, it includes daily mileages and total elevation gain, as well as recommended side trips.
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Tahquitz Peak and Strawberry Valley (see Trip 4) photographed by David Harris





THE PENINSULAR RANGES



The Peninsular Ranges in the southernmost part of California belong to a series of mountains stretching some 1,000 miles south—all the way down the Baja California Peninsula. These ranges are generally parallel to one another, and they trend northwest–southeast, which is typical of the “grain” of almost all the major mountain ranges in California. As in the Sierra Nevada range (the backbone of the northern two-thirds of California), the Peninsular Ranges tend to have dramatically steep eastern slopes and more gradually inclined western slopes. The northernmost and highest peak in the Peninsular Ranges is San Jacinto Peak (10,804') in Riverside County. South from there, the range slopes down to somewhat lesser elevations in the Palomar, Cuyamaca, and Laguna Mountains of San Diego County. A bit lower still are the Santa Ana Mountains, which form the eastern border of Orange County. Because the Peninsular Ranges stretch from near the coast to the desert and rise (sometimes abruptly) from elevations of near sea level, there is a startling diversity of climate and vegetation. Nearly every major climate zone and major type of plant community found in the state of California can be found here. For example, desert scrub vegetation endures summertime temperatures as high as 120°F at the foot of San Jacinto Peak, while the top of the peak, only a few miles away, pokes into the arctic-alpine climate zone, where even the hardiest evergreen trees cannot survive. In between are belts of chaparral and various zones of oak and coniferous forest. Because no part of Peninsular Ranges territory lies very far away from paved highways and dirt roads, day hiking is more popular than overnight backpacking. Most wilderness-oriented backpacking trips are of the weekend variety. Multiday trips along the Pacific Crest Trail are possible, but these excursions tend to cross roads fairly frequently.

CUYAMACA MOUNTAINS

Lying at the geographic center of San Diego County, Cuyamaca Rancho State Park features one of San Diego County’s largest and most varied recreation areas. The park encompasses nearly 25,000 acres of rugged hillsides cloaked in chaparral, rolling grasslands, sinuous canyons collecting runoff from forested peaks, and high points that offer some of the most expansive vistas in Southern California.

The park’s average elevation sits around 5,000 feet, which creates a wider range of potential weather conditions than elsewhere in San Diego County. Thanks to the range’s tendency to ring out moisture from incoming Pacific storms, the higher portions of the park receive nearly three times as much rainfall as coastal San Diego. Running water is common throughout the park, providing a boon to the thirsty backpacker. The park contains two established backcountry campsites that are available on a first-come, first-served basis, and both sites are the stopping points on a comprehensive looping route that surveys both East Mesa and West Mesa.

PINE CREEK WILDERNESS

The Cleveland National Forest’s Pine Creek Wilderness, created in 1984, encompasses more than 13,000 acres of chaparral-covered slopes and riparian woodland south and west of the Laguna Mountains. A 15-mile stretch of Pine Valley Creek (or Pine Creek, as it is often referred to) meanders through the heart of the wilderness, flanked by sloping walls up to 1,000 feet high.

Because elevations in Pine Creek Wilderness are generally quite low (typically 2,000– 4,000 feet) and the area lies close to San Diego, this is a good place for a quick getaway during the cooler, wetter, greener months of the year—typically February–April. The logical destination for backpackers is Pine Creek itself, which may carry anywhere from a trickle to a torrent of water, depending on the amount of recent rainfall.

SAN MATEO CANYON WILDERNESS

Deep within the Santa Ana Mountains, east of the Orange County metropolis and near the spreading suburbs of southern Riverside County, San Mateo Canyon Wilderness covers 62 square miles of Cleveland National Forest territory. Some 5 million people live within 30 miles of the wilderness, yet this proximity does not guarantee easy access. Some formerly unpaved access roads have recently turned into marginally paved ones; still, they may be closed during periods of bad weather. Other fire roads have been abandoned for motorized use and turned into trails.

Exploring the inner sanctum of the wilderness, which is basically the bottomlands of San Mateo Canyon and its several tributaries, can be both physically taxing and mentally stimulating. Trails sometimes melt into the scenery, making it easy to lose track of your position. If you’re willing to put up with these difficulties, though, this is your paradise. Just be sure to choose a time of year (winter and spring) when the landscape is green with new growth and the canyon bottoms whisper with the sounds of cascading water.

[image: image]

A patch of unburned forest along the West Mesa Trail in the Cuyamaca Mountains (see Trip 1) photographed by Scott Turner

THE SAN JACINTO MOUNTAINS

Of the Peninsular Ranges, only the San Jacintos and the Sierra de San Pedro Mártir in Baja California rise above 10,000 feet. San Jacinto Peak is the loftiest summit in the entire mountain province. The summit country of the San Jacintos, well above the highways and byways that penetrate the lower slopes, is a sky island of delectable alpine wilderness, unsurpassed in Southern California. Under white granite summits and boulder-stacked ridges lie little hanging valleys and tapered benches lush with forest and meadow. A multitude of bubbling springs nourish icy-cold streams that tumble and cascade down the mountain.

San Bernardino National Forest (which mostly covers the San Bernardino Mountains to the north) has primary jurisdiction over the San Jacintos, though the topmost elevations of the mountains are administered as a wilderness area by the California State Parks department. A multitude of trails radiate across San Jacinto territory, primarily from trailheads near the resort community of Idyllwild on the west slope, and from the upper (mountain) station of the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway. Backpacking opportunities range from easy overnight (mostly on the tramway side) to multiday loops or traverses across the north–south length or the east–west width of the mountain range.

The San Jacinto Mountains are popular not only because of their alpine beauty but also because they are conveniently accessible to a population of some 20 million. In certain seasons, camping or wilderness permits are hard to come by, so advance planning is wise.

THE SANTA ROSA MOUNTAINS

The Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument was established by the US Congress in 2000 to protect these outstanding natural and cultural resources. Encompassing 272,000 acres, the land is administered by a wide variety of governmental agencies, the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians, and many private landowners. In general, the U.S. Forest Service is responsible for the higher mountains, the Bureau of Land Management is responsible for the desert regions, and the Agua Caliente Band is responsible for Palm Canyon. The national monument contains three notable wilderness areas, including the 64,000-acre Santa Rosa Mountains Wilderness.

The Santa Rosa Mountains are one of the few remaining homes for the endangered Peninsular bighorn sheep. An estimated 884 of these majestic but shy animals roam the rocky desert slopes. Count yourself fortunate if you catch a fleeting glimpse of them during a winter of hiking in these mountains. Their numbers were steadily declining as human development encroached on their habitat, but major habitat-protection efforts have stabilized the population.

The Coachella Valley and Santa Rosa Mountains are among the hottest and driest parts of the US. When much of the Los Angeles Basin shivers under winter rain clouds, the Santa Rosas are usually sunny and mild, perfect for hiking. Nevertheless, be ready for anything—the desert is known for rapid changes of weather and for rare but intense showers that will chill the unprepared hiker and unleash flash floods down the canyons.

Santa Rosa is a popular name in California. Be careful not to confuse the Santa Rosa Mountains with the Santa Rosa Plateau Ecological Reserve (near Murrieta) or the seat of Sonoma County.

Numerous trails crisscross the cactus-clad wilderness, but few are shown on U.S. Geological Survey maps. A map of the area depicting these trails is available from the Santa Rosa & San Jacinto Mountains National Monument Visitor Center. Plan carefully because reliable water sources are scarce. Adventurous backpackers will relish exploring the ancient Indian paths that lace the hills and canyons, including Palm Canyon, the Guadalupe Trail, and the Cactus Spring Trail.
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Jeffrey pine and patches of snow following a March storm
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EAST AND WEST MESAS

Scott Turner


DISTANCE: 16.3 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,600'/2,600'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Cuyamaca Peak; Tom Harrison Cuyamaca Rancho State Park

BEST SEASON: Fall and spring

LOCATION: Cuyamaca Rancho State Park

CONTACT: 760-765-0755, parks.ca.gov/667



PERMITS

Permits for both campgrounds are available first come, first served at the entrance to Green Valley Campground and the entrance to Paso Picacho Campground. Complete the permit reservation for both campsites prior to your hike, and keep the envelope stub as your permit. Green Valley Campground closes from December to April. Because this is your starting point, speak with the staff at the Paso Picacho Campground entrance to receive direction on where to leave your car.

CHALLENGES

At several spots on the route, especially on the descent into Harper Canyon, ceanothus on north-facing slopes tends to grow at a rate that sometimes outpaces trail maintenance efforts. If the trail is overgrown, expect to push through bushy sections on the descent from Granite Springs Campground to Harper Creek.

During the spring and early summer, ticks may lie in wait at the ends of branches. When they latch onto a host—say, an unsuspecting backpacker—they can bury their heads into the skin and suck blood until engorged. Perform periodic tick checks to prevent ticks from latching on and so you can remove them as soon as possible if they do.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N32° 54.138' W116° 34.794'



From I-8 in Los Terrinitos, follow CA 79 north 12 miles to Paso Picacho Campground. At the entrance, you can obtain permits for both campgrounds and check in with the rangers. Next, backtrack south on CA 79 for 5 miles and turn right into Cuyamaca Rancho State Park. Immediately turn right on Arroyo Seco Fire Road. In 0.3 mile, turn left to stay on Arroyo Seco Fire Road, arriving shortly thereafter at Green Valley Campground, on the right. Enter the campground, and follow instructions from park staff regarding how to reach the designated parking area for overnight hikers.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

After sorting out the permits and leaving your car at the prescribed parking area, cross CA 79 and join the East Side Trail. Turn left to follow the East Side Trail north 0.7 mile to a junction with the Harvey Moore Trail. Turn right onto the Harvey Moore Trail, and begin an extended, moderate ascent through a ravine blanketed in chaparral and oak-and-pine woodland recovering from the 2003 Cedar Fire. Continue straight at 1.2 miles at a junction with a connector trail leading north to Juaquapin Creek. Continue straight at a second junction leading north to Dyar Spring at 2.2 miles. The first of several possible water sources lies about 0.8 mile north of this junction, where Dyar Spring collects in a horse trough. As with all of the water sources on the route, be prepared to filter and treat the water to avoid exposure to harmful microorganisms. Beyond the Dyar Spring Trail, the Harvey Moore Trail enters a beautiful, spacious meadow atop East Mesa. This rolling, grassy landscape peppered with Jeffrey pines and black oaks hosts a parade of wildlife, including mule deer, coyotes, bobcats, wild turkeys, song-birds, and even the occasional mountain lion. The spacious blue California sky arcs overhead to meet the rolling highlands of Cuyamaca Peak to the west and the Laguna Mountains to the east. The trail winds through this gorgeous habitat on a gentle incline until a Y-junction at 3.6 miles. Turn left here to continue toward Granite Springs Trail Camp, which nestles into a grove of Jeffrey pines and oaks at 4.2 miles. Granite Springs features several designated standard campsites and one group campsite, a water pump, equestrian stables, and pit toilets. Check with rangers before your hike to ascertain whether water is available from the pump. During wet periods, an intermittent creek that lies about 50 yards north of the campground may provide an alternate source of water, but it’s unwise to count on this water source unless there has been recent precipitation.


TAKE THIS TRIP

San Diego County’s patchwork quilt of public and private land generally precludes multi-day backpacking trips. Furthermore, the county’s semiarid climate creates scarce opportunities for running water on potential multiday routes in places like Cleveland National Forest and Anza-Borrego Desert State Park. One notable and wonderfully scenic exception is this wide, looping route that visits the East and West Mesas on the southern half of Cuyamaca Rancho State Park. Reliable water sources, sweeping vistas, frequent wildlife sightings, and a pair of comfortable backcountry campgrounds make this one of the best multiday routes in southwestern California.



Day two begins with an extended descent into Harper Canyon as the Harvey Moore Trail continues its looping way back to Green Valley and the Sweetwater River. After passing through more groves of Jeffrey pines, the trail reaches the cusp of Harper Canyon and commences a long, switchbacking descent amid occasionally overgrown ceanothus. The trail reaches its first crossing of Harper Creek at 6.6 miles, which runs during winter and spring but may dry up by early summer. Continue along the northern bank of the creek to a second crossing of Harper Creek at 7.4 miles. If there’s time for a short diversion, find and follow an informal path upstream along Harper Creek to a series of small waterfalls and picturesque pools gouged into colorful metamorphic rock.

After the Harper Creek Crossing, the Harvey Moore Trail ends at a split junction with the East Side Trail. Turn left here and parallel the southern bank of the Sweetwater River—another reliable water source—for 1.1 miles to a connector trail that crosses the river and leads north to the Cuyamaca Outdoor School and the ruins of the Dyar House. At 8.9 miles, cross the access road for the camp and continue along the Cold Stream Trail. The namesake watercourse for this trail is another potential water source, as is Cold Spring, which lies another 1.1 miles ahead. Just north of Cold Spring, turn left onto a connector trail that leads west to CA 79. Cross CA 79 to find the gated entrance for West Mesa Fire Road.


All Hail the Almighty Couscous

Let’s face it: most backpacking food sucks, and there isn’t much you can do to improve it. Couscous is a great option for a quick, satisfying meal. It cooks quickly, often comes packaged with delicious flavors, and pairs well with dehydrated veggies, pine nuts, or almonds, as well as shelf-stable sausages or salamis. Add an individual packet of olive oil for extra calories and flavor, and you will eat like a king.
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Cuyamaca Peak’s forested heights loom high above the grasslands of East Mesa.

The fire road climbs moderately to a Y-junction at 10.7 miles. Turn right at this junction to continue ascending on Fern Flat Fire Road another 0.8 mile to another Y-junction with the West Mesa Trail. Turn left to follow this singletrack trail as it enters West Mesa State Wilderness. This area was hit hard by the Cedar Fire, and a heavy litter of fallen, burned trees contrasts against recovering oaks and Coulter pines. At 12.6 miles, the trail reaches one of the larger unburned patches of forest that managed to escape the Cedar Fire’s ravages. The spiced scent of incense cedar and the fluttering leaves of black oaks frame views east toward the rolling grasslands atop East Mesa that you traversed the day before. After exiting the trees, the trail passes a junction with the Burnt Pine Trail at 12.9 miles and crosses a sloping hillside meadow with impressive views south across Cuyamaca Rancho State Park and beyond toward the rugged heights of Lawson, Gaskill, and Lyons Peaks and high points along the Mexico border.

After cresting this route’s high point, the trail descends to a junction with the Fox Trail, which serves as a shortcut to Arroyo Seco Primitive Camp. Turn right, and then make an immediate left to switchback first through dense oak woodland and chaparral. After merging with Arroyo Seco Fire Road, the trail reaches Arroyo Seco Primitive Camp, which is nestled into a grove of live oaks at 14.5 miles. The campground features several designated campsites as well as a spring-fed trough providing one final water source.

The return route follows Arroyo Seco Fire Road south 1.7 miles back to and then through Green Valley Campground. Pass through the campground from north to south to reach your car at the designated parking area.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

You can take either the West Mesa portion or the East Mesa portion of this loop as an individual overnight route.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Pine Valley Creek
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HORSETHIEF CANYON

Scott Turner


DISTANCE: 3.4 miles round-trip (not including several possible day hikes)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 500'/500'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 5.5

MAP: USGS Barrett Lake and Viejas Mountain

BEST SEASON: Winter and spring

LOCATION: Pine Creek Wilderness, Cleveland National Forest

CONTACT: Descanso Ranger District, Cleveland National Forest, 619-445-6235, fs.usda.gov/detail/cleveland/home/?cid=FSEPRD474997



PERMITS

Visitor permit required for overnight stays: fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd529131.pdf. Fill out the form and submit it electronically to DescansoRD@fs.fed.us. Campfires are prohibited; stove use is permitted when fire-hazard conditions are not severe. Cars parked at the trailhead must display a National Forest Adventure Pass.

CHALLENGES

Migrants occasionally use the Pine Creek Wilderness as a travel corridor, and there’s a chance you may encounter migrants or the Border Patrol when hiking here. For this reason, it’s best to hike in groups.

The chaparral habitats that characterize this wilderness are prone to periodic, intense wildfires. Wildfire risk is highest in summer and especially in fall during offshore wind events (Santa Ana winds). Monitor weather conditions before your trip to ensure that you aren’t visiting during a period of elevated fire conditions.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N32° 44.808' W116° 40.080'



From the intersection of I-8 and CA 163 (Cabrillo Freeway) in San Diego, take I-8 east 25 miles to Exit 30/Tavern Road in Alpine. Go south on Tavern Road, which after 2.8 miles becomes Japatul Road. About 10 miles from I-8, turn right on Lyons Valley Road. Go 1.5 miles south to the Espinosa Trailhead on the left. The beginning of the route lies at the east end of the parking area. Pass through the gate blocking off Forest Route 16S04 (Las Bancas-Horsethief Road) to begin the route.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Few metro areas in Southern California enjoy such easy access to a federal wilderness area as San Diego. In less than an hour’s drive, backpackers can find themselves wandering through oak woodlands en route to the banks of Pine Valley Creek. The tranquil waters of the creek collect in a spacious pool shaded by cottonwoods and sycamores set to the musical accompaniment of croaking frogs and singing birds. Several potential day hikes offer the possibility of extended exploration, while the ease of this route makes it a perfect introduction for younger aspiring backpackers.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the Horsethief Canyon Trailhead, follow the signs as they lead you north along a gated dirt road for 300 yards. Turn right onto the Espinosa Trail, and follow it as it wends its way downhill through a ravine to lose 400 feet before bottoming out in Horsethief Canyon. Keep in mind that most venerable and ancient hiking maxim “What goes down must come back up,” as you will have to climb back out on the return trip.

After the trail reaches the bottom of the ravine, continue east through oak woodland to approach Pine Valley Creek at 1.7 miles. This creek collects runoff from the Laguna Mountains and carries it downhill through Pine Valley before emptying into Barrett Reservoir. The shaded pool mentioned in the sidebar (left) lies to the north. Several flat, spacious boulders offer places for relaxation or a short siesta. There are suitable campsites featuring durable surfaces adjacent to grassy flats south of the pool.

The brevity of this route opens up a number of possibilities. First, you can cross the creek and continue east along the Espinosa Trail. After a steep initial ascent, the grade eases as you approach Los Pinos Saddle 5.0 miles from the creek. From the saddle, you could turn left on the road and continue 0.3 mile to an informal trail leading to the pine-studded summit of Corte Madera Mountain at 6.8 miles, gaining 2,600’ feet of elevation from Pine Valley Creek. Conversely, you could follow the Espinosa Trail east 0.2 mile to a junction with the Secret Canyon Trail. From there, you can follow the Secret Canyon Trail 0.6 mile north into the remote, densely wooded reaches of Secret Canyon. Finally, adventurous hikers can boulder-hop their way north along Pine Valley Creek to explore a series of small waterfalls. If you choose this last option, be certain that you can identify and thus avoid occasional thickets of poison oak along the creek.


Don’t Get Cooked

When backpacking in Southern California, it pays to follow the weather not just before your hike but also over the course of the season. There are few reliable water reports on local streams, but if you keep track of how much rain has fallen since November as well as what long-term weather patterns are doing, you can time your hikes to maximize the likelihood of cool weather and flowing streams.




POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Evening light illuminates oak woodlands along the Espinosa Trail.
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You’ll see huge coast live oaks on the Tenaja Canyon Trail.
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SAN MATEO CANYON

Jerry Schad and David Harris


DISTANCE: 7.4 miles (easily extended with day hikes)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN: 1,300'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Easy

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 6

MAP: USFS San Mateo Canyon Wilderness; USGS Wildomar and Sitton Peak

BEST SEASON: November–April

LOCATION: San Mateo Canyon Wilderness, Cleveland National Forest

CONTACT: Forest Trabuco Ranger District, 951-736-1811, fs.fed.us/r5/cleveland



PERMITS

A San Mateo Canyon Wilderness Overnight Visitor Permit is required for overnight stays: fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd529130.pdf. Campfires are prohibited. Use of stoves is permitted when fire-hazard conditions are not severe; a California Campfire Permit is required to use a stove. Permits are available at readyforwildfire.org/permits/campfire-permit.

CHALLENGES

The San Mateo Canyon Wilderness is hot and dry much of the year, and exceedingly parched in the month or two before the first substantial rainfall—which may not come until December or January. The area also harbors plenty of rattlesnakes, which are out and about mostly during the onset of warm weather in April and May. If it’s very warm, bring plenty of water for the hike back out, which is almost entirely uphill.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N33° 30.592' W117° 22.050'



From I-15 in Wildomar, take Exit 68 for Clinton Keith Road. Proceed 5.2 miles south on Clinton Keith Road, passing into the Santa Rosa Plateau Ecological Reserve, and curve sharply right where the road becomes Tenaja Road. After 1.7 miles, make a right to remain on Tenaja Road. Continue west another 4.2 miles, and then go right on the one-lane, paved Cleveland Forest Road. Proceed another mile to the Tenaja Canyon Trailhead.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Amid a chorus of droning bees, you hear the soft melody of water sliding over polished rock and your own crackling footsteps on brittle leaves. A fat gopher snake lounging by the creek stiffens at your approach. Tiny fish dart about in the stream eddies, while a pond turtle launches itself from a rock shelf, deftly slicing through the surface of a crystalline pool. You’re in the San Mateo Canyon Wilderness—a roadless area almost completely surrounded by the Southern California megalopolis. This is a perfect destination for a cool-season weekend escape, no more than a 2-hour drive away from any part of greater Los Angeles or San Diego.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the Tenaja Trailhead, start downhill on the trail going west. A few minutes’ descent takes you to the shady bowels of V-shaped Tenaja Canyon, where huge coast live oaks and pale-barked sycamores frame a limpid, rock-dimpled seasonal stream. Mostly the trail ahead meanders alongside the stream, but for the canyon’s middle stretch it carves its way across the chaparral-blanketed south wall, 200–400 feet above the canyon bottom. As you descend, notice Tenaja Canyon’s obviously linear alignment. You’re following a northwest-trending rift called the Tenaja Fault. Tenaja is Spanish for “bowl” and you may notice that the canyon was named for natural stone basins that collect water along the canyon.

After 3.7 miles of general descent, you reach Fisherman’s Camp, a former drive-in campground once accessible by many miles of bad road. Today, distinguished by its parklike setting amid a live oak grove, the site serves as a fine, uncrowded wilderness campsite. On quiet winter nights, cold air drains off the nearby slopes, and you may wake up to morning frost.

The campsite’s name hints at the fishing opportunities afforded by the nearby creek—in the rainy season, at least—in the bottom of San Mateo Canyon. Keep an eye out for steelhead trout swimming up the creek to spawn. Sightings suggest the revival of a southern subspecies of steelhead formerly thought to be extinct.

From Fisherman’s Camp, you could day hike in three distinct directions. First, you could travel uphill on the Fisherman’s Camp Trail—the remains of the old road to the camp—going east toward Wildomar Road (1.5 miles). Hiking partway up this route nets you a comprehensive view of San Mateo Canyon and its tributaries.


Summer in Southern California

Summer equals hiking in much of the US and California—but that isn’t necessarily so in Southern California. The summer months may be too hot and dry for pleasant backpacking in the region’s mountain ranges, and downright lethal in the lower desert areas. Consider the other three seasons instead—except for high elevations, where snow lingers through winter and into spring.



Second, you could follow the narrow and sketchy San Mateo Canyon Trail 2 miles upstream (northwest) alongside San Mateo Canyon’s stream and reach the Tenaja Falls Trailhead along Wildomar Road. From there, you can venture just 0.7 mile farther north to visit Tenaja Falls, which is a series of cascades dropping a total of 150 feet.

Third, you could head west and eventually southwest, downstream, through a superbly scenic section of San Mateo Canyon. The canyonside trail becomes increasingly indistinct the farther you go. Several miles away lies the boundary of the Camp Pendleton marine base, where hikers are not welcome.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Either on your drive in or on your way back home, don’t miss stopping at least briefly at the 8,000-acre Santa Rosa Plateau Ecological Reserve. The reserve’s main entrance and nature center lie on the east side of Clinton Keith Road, 4 miles south of I-15. A 39-acre vernal pool on the property is one of California’s largest. Springtime displays of wildflowers throughout the entire area can be eye-popping.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The granite ramparts of Tahquitz Peak and Tahquitz Rock tower over Idyllwild.
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SAN JACINTO LOOP

David Harris


DISTANCE: 16.1 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 4,500'/4,500'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point or loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 3 if you exit on the Deer Springs Trail

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Crowded

SCENERY: 8

MAP: Tom Harrison San Jacinto Wilderness Trail Map or Santa Rosa & San Jacinto Mountains National Monument; USGS San Jacinto Peak

BEST SEASON: Summer–fall

LOCATION: Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument, Mount San Jacinto State Park

CONTACT: San Bernardino National Forest San Jacinto Ranger Station, 909-382-2921, tinyurl.com/sanjacintoranger



PERMITS

Permits are required for both day hiking and backpacking. Permits are free, but quotas fill during summer weekends, so reserve your spot early at fsva.org/forest-information. Campfires are not permitted. A California Campfire Permit is required to use a stove.

CHALLENGES

Dogs are permitted in the national forest but are prohibited in the state park section of the wilderness. Water can be unreliable in the summer and fall; call the ranger station for current information.

HOW TO GET THERE


HUMBER PARK TRAILHEAD N33° 45.877' W116° 41.155'

DEER SPRINGS TRAILHEAD N33° 45.176' W116° 43.352'



From CA 243 by the Idyllwild Ranger Station, turn northeast on Pine Crest Avenue. Continue 0.6 mile to a four-way intersection, and turn right on South Circle Drive. Proceed 0.1 mile, then turn left on Fern Valley Road. After 0.5 mile, turn left to stay on Fern Valley Road. Go 1.4 miles to reach the large Humber Park Trailhead at the top of the road.

If you will be exiting on the Deer Springs Trail, arrange for a second vehicle at the trailhead 0.8 mile northwest of the ranger station on the north side of CA 243 just above the Idyllwild Nature Center.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

This trip follows the first recorded route on San Jacinto, pioneered by the mysterious Mr. F of Riverside in 1874. From 6,420 feet in elevation in Humber Park, the Devil’s Slide Trail climbs 1,600 feet over 2.5 miles to Saddle Junction. Early cattle ranchers used to drive their herds up through the loose and dangerous slopes to summer pastures in Tahquitz Valley. The trail is now so well graded that some hikers have rechristened it Angel’s Walk, but it nevertheless is strenuous with a heavy pack.


TAKE THIS TRIP

At 10,804 feet, San Jacinto Peak is one of the three tallest major summits ringing the Los Angeles Basin. This loop from Humber Park in Idyllwild offers a grand tour of the mountain, taking you past sheer granite cliffs, shady forests of pine and fir, and cool alpine creeks to the stacked summit boulders. If a second vehicle is available, the easiest option is to emerge at the Deer Springs Trailhead and make a 3-mile shuttle. Otherwise, you can drop down a steep climber’s trail next to Suicide Rock to return to Humber Park.



The five-way Saddle Junction delimits the west end of the spectacular Tahquitz Valley. Creeks flow through the meadows and open forest, and there is good camping at Tahquitz Valley and Skunk Cabbage Meadow. If you have an extra day, consider spending the night here and exploring the trails to Tahquitz Peak or the Caramba Overlook.

Otherwise, turn left at Saddle Junction and follow the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) up the ridge to the north. In 1.9 miles, the PCT turns west across the head of Strawberry Valley, but your route continues north. It passes the swampy Wellman Cienega and threads its way up past chaparral and boulders, reaching the Wellman Divide in another mile. Here, another trail branches off to the east, leading a mile to the fine but busy campsites of Round and Tamarack Valleys (seasonal piped water) and out to the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway.

Your trip again continues north across a long slope clad in chaparral beneath Jean Peak. Look for the rocky pyramid of Cornell Peak on the north skyline. The trail switches back and in 2.4 miles climbs to a saddle immediately south of San Jacinto Peak. Scramble 0.3 mile up to the granite summit boulders. Along the way, look out for the stone hut, which offers emergency shelter from storms.

Peer over the north edge of the summit to admire the cliffs of Snow Creek, which drops more than 8,000 feet to the desert over scarcely 3 miles. The precipice is especially impressive when it’s covered with snow in the spring and early summer. Snow Creek is suitable only for advanced mountaineers with ice and rock gear; more than one casual hiker has gotten lost and perished here.

After returning to the saddle, descend west for 1.3 miles to excellent camping at Little Round Valley, with seasonal water. Half a mile down the trail, cross the Bed Springs outlet, the most reliable source of water on this side of the mountain. It flows in all but the driest years. The trail continues southwest for another mile to rejoin the PCT, where you turn left (south). In 0.5 mile, it passes junctions with the Seven Pines and Marion Mountain Trails and then winds around the west flank of Marion Mountain for 2.3 miles to reach Strawberry Junction. The open forests of Jeffrey pine and white fir are some of the most beautiful in Southern California. Strawberry Junction Camp, situated immediately to the east, has good views but no running water.

Leave the PCT again and hike south down a ridge on the Deer Springs Trail. In 1.8 miles, reach the signed turnoff for Suicide Rock. If you left a vehicle at the Deer Springs Trailhead, you can continue down the ridge for 2.3 more easy miles past stands of enormous manzanita to reach the road.

Otherwise, take the Suicide Rock Trail for a mile as it climbs up to the top of the granite outcrop. The way down is via a climber’s trail on the northwest edge of the rock before you reach the true summit. Look for a path that skirts the edge of the rock. Do not be tempted to descend the cliffs directly; there is no safe route without a rope. Carefully follow the faint and confusing climber’s trail, which is occasionally marked with cairns. After passing the base of the rock, it descends steeply southeast to meet dirt roads and eventually Fern Valley Road. Hike uphill on the road 0.4 mile to return to the Humber Park Trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Nomad Ventures (54415 N. Circle Drive, Idyllwild; 951-659-4853; nomadventures.com), on the way to Humber Park, sells almost any gear you might need and has friendly and knowledgeable staff who provide expert advice. Many PCT thru-hikers stop here each spring for supplies, and in the store you can admire snapshots of these hardy backpackers.


POSSIBLE ITINERARIES
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The Santa Rosa Mountains are full of surprises, such as this palm oasis along the Art Smith Trail.
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ART SMITH TRAIL

David Harris


DISTANCE: 16.4 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,300'/3,300'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back, with a point-to-point option

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: Varies for point-to-point

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: Download at website below

BEST SEASON: October–December

LOCATION: Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument

CONTACT: 760-862-9984, tinyurl.com/srsjmnatlmonument



PERMITS

None required. Most of the trail is closed June 1–September 30 to protect the endangered Peninsular bighorn sheep during the hot season.

CHALLENGES

Water is unavailable along this route, so carry all that you will need. The trail is not marked on USGS topo maps, and there are several side trails to avoid. Dogs are not permitted in the Santa Rosa Wilderness. The temperature in the shade routinely exceeds 110°F during the summer. Beware of break-ins at the trailhead; leave nothing in your car.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N33° 40.112' W116° 24.503'



From I-10, take Exit 131 south on Monterey and drive 6 miles to CA 111 in Palm Desert. Monterey changes names to CA 74. Continue south another 4 miles to the large paved Art Smith parking lot on the west side of CA 74, directly across from the Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument Visitor Center.


Less Is More

The lighter your pack, the more fun you’ll have. Ultralight backpacking doesn’t require sacrificing safety or comfort, but it does require carefully selecting your gear. Get your base weight (excluding food and water) down to 12–15 pounds, and you’ll feel like you are floating rather than trudging along the trail.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

The signed Art Smith Trail begins at the north end of the parking lot. Follow it north along the levee 0.2 mile to a fenceline. Turn left and walk another 0.2 mile until you reach the first of many Bureau of Land Management signposts marking the route. Switchback up the hill 0.2 mile to the top. In 0.7 mile, reach a signed junction where the Hopalong Cassidy Trail forks off north to Homme-Adams Park and the Art Smith Trail continues west.

Continue west up a hill through desert agaves and barrel cacti. The trail levels out amidst granite boulders varnished brown by centuries of exposure to the desert. In 0.6 mile, it reaches the first palm oasis. Watch for a granite boulder with a shallow metate (American Indian grinding hole) on the north side of the trail beside a palm tree. In another 0.6 mile, it climbs to another oasis and contours northwest along the flank of flat-topped Haystack Mountain. Then, 0.4 mile beyond, it crests a small hill from which you can see the Salton Sea glittering beyond the ridge to the east.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The Santa Rosa Mountains are an undiscovered wonderland of cactus, yucca, palm oases, and outlandish rock formations located south of Palm Springs. The Art Smith Trail, named for the former trail boss of the Desert Riders equestrian group, invites you to lose yourself among varnished canyons, sandy washes, and boulder-studded slopes.

If you are lucky, you might see one of the few remaining Peninsular bighorn sheep that roam the hills. This foray into the heart of the Santa Rosas explores one of the hidden gems of Southern California.

You can do this trip as an out-and-back with a camp at the Mike Dunn Desert Riders Oasis. Alternatively, with a shuttle, you can continue out any of numerous trails in the Palm Canyon area to reach Palm Springs.



Continue west on the Art Smith Trail, reaching more palms in the dry Cat Creek wash in about 2 miles. You are in the heart of the Santa Rosa Mountains, out of sight of civilization, of the teeming hordes, malls, golf courses, and galleries that sprawl across the Coachella Valley. In another 2 miles, enter a long sandy wash at the upper end of Magnesia Springs Canyon. Continue through a narrow canyon, then exit the wash on the right. Follow the trail to the crest of a small ridge, where you are treated to panoramic views to the west. Look for Dunn Road, a wide swath cut across the mountain range from north to south. Descend 0.2 mile through vast fields of agaves to reach the Mike Dunn Desert Riders Oasis, a grandiose name for a motley collection of weathered picnic tables and a broken-down bulldozer. Dunn used the bulldozer in the 1960s and 1970s to tear this road through the Santa Rosa Mountains. This marks the end of the Art Smith Trail, 8.2 miles from the start.

[image: image]

The Desert Riders built and signed many of the trails in the Santa Rosa Mountains.

Retrace your steps to your car. Alternatively, there are many ways to continue west or north. The aptly named Hahn Buena Vista Trail continues west from Dunn Road down toward Palm Canyon and the southern limits of Palm Springs. Even if you are not going this way, consider hiking 0.5 mile west on the trail to a hilltop vista. Dunn Road leads north to Cathedral City. You can call a ride-hailing service or a taxi if you haven’t arranged a second vehicle.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Palm Springs offers countless dining opportunities for hungry hikers fresh off the trail.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY

[image: image]







CHANNEL ISLANDS



The eight Channel Islands form a 160-mile archipelago off Southern California’s coast. Geologically speaking, the northern islands in Channel Island National Park are an extension of the Transverse Ranges. Santa Catalina Island’s geology is particularly complicated, beginning with underwater volcanos that metamorphosed the surrounding rocks about 100 million years ago. Plate movement and uplift thrust the island from the sea, while erosion carved its rugged form.

Catalina Island is the most developed, with about 4,000 people living in the communities of Avalon and Two Harbors, but most of this island remains wild as well. It has been inhabited for at least 8,000 years. The native Pimugan people first met Europeans in 1542 when Spanish explorer Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo arrived, and the Spanish soon named the island for Saint Catherine. William Wrigley, of chewing gum and Chicago Cubs fame, purchased nearly the entire island in 1919. In 1975, the Wrigley family donated nearly 90% of the land to the Catalina Island Conservancy, which continues to administer most of the land outside the towns.

Catalina is home to about 400 native plant species. Six of those are endemic, found only on the island: Catalina manzanita, mahogany, dudleya, bedstraw, ironwood, and St. Catherine’s lace. They are most easily viewed at the Wrigley Memorial and Botanical Garden. Chaparral, coastal sage scrub, woodland, and grassland are most common, with the grassland heavily impacted by the cattle, sheep, and feral goats and pigs that once roamed the ranchland. Hollywood brought 14 bison to the island in 1924 while filming The Vanishing American, and about 150 of their progeny still roam the grasslands.

Boaters have long enjoyed Catalina. The island is becoming increasingly popular with backpackers who admire the unique scenery and outstanding camping along the Trans-Catalina Trail.
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Little Harbor Campground on Catalina is a gem and an oasis.
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TRANS-CATALINA TRAIL

David Harris


DISTANCE: 38.5 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4–5

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 8,000'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: Ferry required

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: Catalina Island Conservancy, tinyurl.com/transcatalinatrailmap

BEST SEASON: October–May, but the trail is closed during and after rainstorms

LOCATION: Santa Catalina Island

CONTACT: Catalina Island Conservancy, 310-510-2595, catalinaconservancy.org



PERMITS

A free hiking permit is required and can be obtained online at the Catalina Island Conservancy website or at the visitor centers. Expensive camping permits are required in advance for each campsite and are obtained by calling Two Harbors Visitor Services at 310-510-4205. Some campgrounds have two-night minimums, but these are waived for Trans-Catalina hikers. Campsites fill up, so make your reservation well in advance. Parsons Landing lacks tap water, but you can request a water jug and/or firewood for a fee as part of your camping reservation. Pick up your camping permit when you arrive at Hermit’s Gulch Campground in Avalon, or at the visitor services office near the dock in Two Harbors.

Camping fuel is prohibited on the ferry, but you can purchase all kinds of fuel at Chet’s Hardware in Avalon or the General Store in Two Harbors.

CHALLENGES

While the beaches are appealing in the summer, the interior is too hot for enjoyable hiking. Carry at least 3 quarts of water between campgrounds, or more on a hot day. Some portions of the trail are steep; trekking poles may be useful. Hiking at night is prohibited.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD VISITOR CENTER N33° 20.565' W118° 19.408'

HERMIT GULCH TRAILHEAD N33° 19.710' W118° 20.406'



This trip requires a 75-minute ferry ride from San Pedro to Avalon, and a return ferry from Two Harbors. The Catalina Express ferry schedule changes seasonally and on weekends. In the winter, there may be only one ferry a day from Two Harbors, and none at all on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The fare is currently $36.75 each way. Find schedules at catalinaexpress.com. Catalina Express parking is located at Berth 95 in San Pedro. From I-110, take Exit 1A for CA 47. Take an immediate exit onto Harbor Boulevard, and then continue straight on Swinford Street to the ferry terminal.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Start at the Catalina Conservancy’s Trailhead Visitor Center near the ferry terminal at 708 Crescent Ave. in Avalon, where you can pick up your permit, buy a map, or inquire about current conditions. Your first leg is to walk through town to the Hermit’s Gulch Campground (1.5 miles). Follow the frontage road along the harbor to the big tourist pier, then turn left onto Catalina Avenue through the heart of town. At the south end of Catalina Avenue, jog right three short blocks, then turn left onto Avalon Canyon Road and follow it to Hermit’s Gulch. If you are patient, you might save the walk by catching the Avalon Transit Garibaldi bus from one of its stops along Catalina Avenue or Avalon Canyon Road. If you arrive on the afternoon ferry, you might want to spend the first night at Hermits Gulch and make a side trip to the Wrigley Memorial and Botanic Garden.

From the campground, follow the Hermit Gulch Trail as it switchbacks up through chaparral and wildflowers. At 3.2 miles, reach Divide Road, where you turn right (north). Enjoy excellent views of Avalon Bay from the ridge. At 5.0 miles, veer left onto the trail that leads to the small Haypress Reservoir. Circle around the north side of the lake to Haypress Recreation Area at 5.6 miles; there you’ll find tap water, restrooms, and picnic tables beside a playground. Be sure you have plenty of water because the stretch ahead can be hot.

The trail briefly follows the reservoir before turning north and rejoining Airport Road at 6 miles. At 6.5 miles, near a viewpoint, turn left onto singletrack. The next stretch of undulating but scenic trail crosses three lightly used roads and the Skull Ridge Trail before reaching Black Jack Campground at 10.5 miles. Here you’ll find tap water, restrooms, and a cold shower at the large campsite nestled in a pleasant grove of oaks and conifers.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The Trans-Catalina Trail is an increasingly popular backpacking trip across the length of California’s most popular island. It traverses diverse scenery, from view-rich ridges to secluded coves to intimate woodlands. You’ll likely encounter bison along the trail (give them plenty of space), and you might see the Catalina Island fox and other endemic species. The campgrounds along the trail are some of the most memorable (and expensive) in California. This trip is far more than the sum of its parts. While portions involve walking dusty fire roads or traversing weedy hillsides impacted by decades of ranching, the experience of hiking the entire island and seeing it from so many perspectives is unforgettable.



Follow trail signs carefully as you climb through a maze of roads between Black Jack Mountain (2,010') and Mount Orizaba (2,102'). Orizaba, the highest point on the island, is easily recognized from afar by its flat summit, bulldozed to hold a white bowling pin–shaped aircraft radio beacon. At 11.5 miles, beyond the saddle, the route leaves Upper Cottonwood Road and becomes a steep but scenic singletrack dropping north into Cottonwood Canyon and climbing back toward a mesa where Airport in the Sky is situated. Turn left near the old soapstone quarry and meet Airport Road just outside the airport (12.8 miles). Consider stopping at the DC3 Grill at the airport to have their famous buffalo burger or just refill your water bottle.

Pass under a decorative Western arch and join the trail that circles the west end of the airport. At 13.7 miles, join Empire Landing Road near Buffalo Springs Reservoir. Turn left and head west on this dull and dusty road. At 15.0 miles, be sure to pick up the singletrack on the left descending Big Springs Ridge. Your long descent is rewarded by reaching Little Harbor, one of the most scenic parts of the island. At the bottom of the trail, jog right on Isthmus Road, then left on trail to reach the corner of the Little Harbor Campground (19.0 miles). This jewel of a campground fronting a sandy beach is shaded by palms and has water, restrooms, and cold showers. Beware that stingrays frequent the harbor; if you go in the water, shuffle your feet to warn them you are coming and to avoid stepping on one. With (expensive) reservations through Wet Spot Rentals, you can rent kayaks here and explore the windward side of the island on a layover day.

The signed Trans-Catalina Trail switchbacks up to the northeast above the campground. The first several hundred yards have some of the best photo ops on the whole trail. Send your photographer ahead to capture the rest of the group hiking up a switchback with Little Harbor in the background. The trail is steep and rough in places as it climbs to a high ridge, where you might appreciate a shade structure at a vista point at 21.7 miles. Continuing on a dirt road, follow the ridge north to meet Banning House Road at 22.4 miles. Turn left and descend the steep road to the small town of Two Harbors (24.2 miles), on a narrow bridge of land between Isthmus Cove and Catalina Harbor.


Author’s Pick: Backpack

For up to five days between resupplies, I like the ULA Ohm backpack because it is light, has terrific pockets, and rides comfortably with up to 30 pounds total load. It also forces me to be disciplined about carrying nothing extraneous. Treat it nicely; it’s not built for abuse.



In Two Harbors, you could enjoy a hot meal at one of several restaurants, resupply on groceries or hiking gear at the General Store, lounge on the beach, or spend a night at the Two Harbors Campground or at the historic Banning House Lodge B&B. The visitor services office at the foot of the pier is staffed by rangers who can help with last-minute permits (if available) or answer questions about the sights you’ve seen. If you want to shorten your trip, you can catch the ferry back to San Pedro from here.

Otherwise, complete the Trans-Catalina Trail around the west end of the island on fire roads by way of Parsons Landing Campground. Return to the south end of town, where the signed Trans-Catalina Trail resumes, following the west shore of Catalina Harbor before climbing steeply onto the ridge. At 28.7 miles, reach a road junction. If you’re looking for a side trip, you could continue west on the Silver Peak Road 1.0 mile to Silver Peak, which, at 1,804 feet, is the highest point on the west end of the island. From there, you could continue 2.8 miles farther to Starlight Beach on the rocky, lonely coast near the extreme west end. However, the Trans-Catalina Trail turns north and descends Fenceline Road. At 30.0 miles, turn left; then at 30.4 miles turn right and drop down to Parsons Landing, at 30.8 miles. This spectacular campground is right on the sandy beach. You’ll hear the sea lions barking in the surf and will have spectacular sunsets followed by million-dollar views of the Palos Verdes lights across the channel. There is no tap water, but you may request as part of your reservation that the rangers leave a water jug for you in the locker. With a layover day here, you could enjoy the ocean or hike out to Starlight Beach.

When you are ready to loop back to Two Harbors, find the signed Trans-Catalina Trail leading east. At 31.3 miles, it joins West End Road. Follow this road east as it contours 100–200 feet above the ocean, dipping in and out of every cove and ravine along the way and passing several youth camps. Watch for dolphins playing off the coast. The last stretch has great views of Isthmus Cove. Follow the trail into town, where your journey is complete at 38.5 miles. You may have time to stop at a restaurant or relax on the beach before your ferry back to San Pedro.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Avalon is packed with restaurants and ice-cream shops to tempt the hungry hiker. You can also rent a paddleboat for a relaxing trip around the harbor. If you arrive in the afternoon, you can spend the first night at Hermit Gulch. Two Harbors is much more low-key but still has dining options, along with a well-situated but sometimes noisy campground where you can spend the night before returning.

Consider doing this trip in reverse. Ferries run more often from Avalon, so your return is easier if your schedule changes, and you can end your trip with a delicious ice-cream sundae.

The Catalina Island Company’s Safari Bus shuttles offer transportation from Avalon or Two Harbors to any of the campgrounds except Parsons Landing. Take advantage of these rides if you wish to do a section hike of part of the island or want the van to carry your overnight gear while you walk with a daypack. Call ahead about the schedule and pricing.

Private pilots love to fly into the Airport in the Sky for a burger, and this is an optional starting point for a one-of-a-kind hike. For example, you could land at the airport, hike to Avalon, take the shuttle to Two Harbors, and hike back to the airport.
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The waves will lull you to sleep when you camp on the sandy beach at Parsons Landing.


POSSIBLE ITINERARIES
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With more time, add a day at Two Harbors between Little Harbor and Parsons Landing, or a layover at Little Harbor or Parsons Landing.
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The Trans-Catalina Trail passes Catalina’s famous Airport in the Sky, where you might stop for a fresh buffalo burger.





THE TRANSVERSE RANGES



The transverse in Transverse Ranges refers to the fact that this mountain province stretches west to east, across the general northwest–southeast structural grain of California. Movements along the San Andreas Fault are recognized as the cause of this anomaly. A bend in this fault has caused compression that has uplifted an entire zone consisting of the coastal Santa Monica Mountains, the San Gabriel Mountains north of Los Angeles, and the San Bernardino Mountains north and east of San Bernardino (as well as some other lesser ranges).

Each range has its own character. The comparatively low Santa Monicas are dominated by chaparral and oak savanna. The sometimes sheer lower slopes of the San Gabriel Mountains are clothed in dense chaparral, but higher up (up to 10,000'), coniferous forest thrives. The San Bernardinos botanically resemble the San Gabriels, but they are higher, culminating in 11,499-foot San Gorgonio Mountain, the tallest summit in California south of the Sierra Nevada.

The San Bernardino Mountains are largely within San Bernardino National Forest territory, while the San Gabriels lie almost completely within Angeles National Forest. Several wilderness areas have been designated in the highest and most remote sections of both mountain ranges—the same areas that are most attractive to backpackers. In 2014, President Obama designated the San Gabriel Mountains National Monument, encompassing most of the high country in the San Gabriels, and the Sand to Snow National Monument, stretching from the desert to the crest of the San Gorgonio Wilderness in the San Gabriel Mountains. These designations have not yet resulted in significant changes for recreational users.

The Santa Monica Mountains, on the other hand, are blanketed by an intricate patchwork of private and public lands (which collectively comprise the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area) stretching from the western edge of the city of Los Angeles to Ventura County. Though day hiking is the norm here, creative travelers can fashion overnight trips on the Backbone Trail, which traverses the length of the range. Planning is still under way for a network of trail camps that are badly needed along the trail.

THE SAN BERNARDINO MOUNTAINS

From Cajon Pass and the slanted troughs of the great San Andreas Fault, the San Bernardinos rise, rather steeply at first, in chaparral-coated slopes, to the 5,000-foot-high summits of Cleghorn and Cajon Mountains. East from here, for 30 miles, the crest of the San Bernardinos is remarkably uniform. Undulating ridges and tapered hillocks conceal within their folds forested glens and sparkling blue lakes. This is the Crestline/Lake Arrowhead/Running Springs/Big Bear country, the part of the mountains best known to thousands of Southern Californians. Near Big Bear Lake, the San Bernardinos veer south, toward the majestic heights of the San Gorgonio Wilderness. Here, under granite spines hammered up against the sky, lodgepole and limber pines grow sturdy and resistant to weather, tumbling streams flow icy cold, and the thin air is crisp with the chill of elevation. Reigning over all is 11,499-foot San Gorgonio Mountain, the rooftop of Southern California.

The San Gorgonio Wilderness, which more or less centers on San Gorgonio Mountain, is by far the most popular destination for backpacking trips of two or three days. Due to the popularity of hiking and backpacking there and possible trailhead quotas, it’s wise to plan your trip well in advance. Depending on the amount of precipitation in any given year (which varies widely in Southern California), snow can remain on the north slopes for more than half the year—something to think about when planning a trip.

THE SAN GABRIEL MOUNTAINS

The San Gabriel Mountains cover an area stretching north from the edge of the Los Angeles metropolis to the western extremity of the Mojave Desert. This is fault-torn country: the San Gabriels are a conglomeration of rock units of various ages and origins, separated from the surrounding landscape by the San Andreas Fault zone to the north, the San Gabriel and Sierra Madre faults to the south, and the Soledad Fault to the west.
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You’ll see many fit hikers chugging up the steep Chumash Trail to the flagpole on Mugu Peak at the west end of the Santa Monica Mountains (see Trip 14). photographed by David Harris

Throughout most of their length, the San Gabriels are made up of two roughly parallel ranges. The southern, lower range, at about 5,000 feet high, rises abruptly from the city of Pasadena and adjoining communities in the San Gabriel Valley. The northern range—farther inland, longer, and loftier—climaxes near its eastern end at 10,064-foot-high Mount San Antonio (Old Baldy). Both ranges are incised with deep canyons whose slopes are notoriously steep and easily eroded. Inside many of these canyons, crystalline streams hasten through shady riparian woods and backpackers find complete escape from the sight and sound of the great suburban metropolis not far away.

The proximity of the San Gabriel Mountains to millions of city residents makes them particularly vulnerable to overuse. Most of this use, though, centers on picnic areas and the trails most easily accessible from Angeles Crest Highway—the main route through the mountain range. Any hiker or backpacker willing to hoof it far enough, however, is practically guaranteed a measure of solitude.

THE SANTA MONICA MOUNTAINS

The backdrop for countless movies and TV shows and home of the HOLLYWOOD sign and Griffith Park, the Santa Monica Mountains may seem like the least likely place in California for backpacking. Yet, particularly at its western end, the range offers solitude and pockets of wilderness that rival the more-often-hiked San Gabriel Mountains. The hills and mountains here tend to be rounded, the grades gentle, and the scenery more pastoral than spectacular. When the High Sierra and even the ranges ringing the Los Angeles basin are still covered with winter’s white mantle, the Santa Monicas beckon with wildflower-dotted hillsides, cool green canyon bottoms, and mild temperatures.

At more than 150,000 acres, the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area, a unit of the national parks system, is the world’s largest urban national park. From chaparrallaced hillsides to cool, forested streams to some of the last remaining native grasslands in Southern California, the region has more than 500 miles of trails. The 70-mile Backbone Trail, made up of segments of many different trails, roughly follows the crest of the range, and completing it is a worthy goal for the serious hiker.

Most of the trail camps in the Santa Monicas are located in the western half of the range; as a consequence, backpacking opportunities are limited primarily to this area. Point Mugu State Park offers the possibility of two- and three-day backpacking trips beyond the one described in this book. Additional sections of the Backbone Trail can be included in overnight trips, and it is possible to construct trips that include 3,111-foot Sandstone Peak, the high point of the range.
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San Gorgonio from the south, after a fresh snowfall
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SAN GORGONIO MOUNTAIN

Jerry Schad and David Harris


DISTANCE: 11.0 miles round-trip to High Creek Trail Camp, 18.0 miles round-trip to summit of San Gorgonio Mountain

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,400'/3,400' to High Creek Trail Camp; 5,700'/5,700' to summit of San Gorgonio Mountain

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: Tom Harrison San Gorgonio Wilderness; USGS Forest Falls and San Gorgonio Mountain

BEST SEASON: June–October

LOCATION: San Bernardino National Forest

CONTACT: Mill Creek Visitor Center, 909-382-2882, fs.usda.gov/detail/sbnf/about-forest/districts/?cid=fsbdev7_007799



PERMIT

A wilderness permit is required for all overnight trips into the San Gorgonio Wilderness. Get one in advance at the San Gorgonio Ranger Station or at sgwa.org. A California Campfire Permit is required to use a stove.

CHALLENGES

Backpacking Gorgonio and bagging the peak squeezes a lot into a two-day weekend. In November, when the daylight period shortens and sunset occurs near 5 p.m., get an early start to ensure that you will have enough light.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N34° 04.927' W116° 53.466'



From I-10 in Redlands, exit at CA 38 (Orange Street). Turn left (north), proceed 0.5 mile to Lugonia Avenue, and turn right (east), remaining on CA 38. Continue 8 miles to an intersection with Bryant Street. (The San Gorgonio Ranger Station, where you can secure a wilderness permit, is located at this intersection.) Continue driving east on CA 38, now signed Mill Creek Road, 8 more miles. Turn right at Valley of the Falls Drive, and proceed the remaining 4.5 miles to the road’s end, where the Vivian Creek Trailhead is located.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The Vivian Creek Trail is the original path to the top of San Gorgonio, built around the turn of the 20th century. Today, at least seven other routes (or variations on routes) culminate at the summit, but none is shorter and faster.

From the paved parking lot at the trailhead, walk east (uphill) past a vehicle gate and follow a dirt road 0.5 mile to its end. Go left across the wide boulder wash of Mill Creek, and find the Vivian Creek Trail going sharply up the oak-clothed canyon wall on the far side. The next half mile is excruciatingly steep but not typical of the route as a whole.

After leveling momentarily, the trail assumes a moderate grade as it sidles alongside Vivian Creek. A sylvan Shangri-La unfolds ahead. Pines, firs, and cedars reach for the sky. Bracken fern smothers the banks of the melodious creek, which dances over boulders and fallen trees. After the first October frost, the bracken turns a flaming yellow, made all the more vivid by warm sunlight pouring out of a fierce blue sky.


Author’s Pick: Tent

There are many great ultralight tents. Most set up using your trekking poles so you don’t have to carry separate tent poles. I carry a LightHeart Solo tent, which is somewhat uncommon on the West Coast. It’s spacious for one person, and I can squeeze my young son in with me when he comes along.



Near Halfway Camp (3.0 miles) the trail begins climbing timber-dotted slopes covered intermittently by thickets of manzanita. After several zigs and zags on north-facing slopes, you swing onto a brightly illuminated south-facing slope. Serrated Yucaipa Ridge looms in the south, rising sheer from the depths of Mill Creek Canyon. Soon thereafter, the sound of bubbling water heralds your arrival at High Creek (5.4 miles) and the trail camp of the same name. If you stay here overnight (your best choice on a one-night trip), be prepared for a chilly night. Cold nocturnal air flows down along the bottom of this canyon from the 10,000-foot-plus peaks above.

When you’re ready to day hike to the summit, you plod upward on long switchback segments with a light load on your back through lodgepole pines, and attain a saddle on a rocky ridge. The pines thin out and appear more decrepit as you climb crookedly up along this ridge toward timberline. At 8.5 miles from the trailhead, the San Bernardino Peak Divide Trail intersects from the left. Stay right and keep climbing on a moderate grade across stony slopes dotted with cowering krummholz pines. Soon, nearly all vegetation disappears.

On the right you pass Sky High Trail. Keep straight and chug upward into the thinning air. A final burst of effort puts you on the summit boulder pile, 9.1 miles from your starting point. From this airy vantage, even the soaring north face of San Jacinto Peak to the south appears diminished in stature. With the midmorning sunlight knifing downward from the southeast, your best views are likely to be of the vast Mojave Desert spreading north and east. Under ideal atmospheric conditions, you may be able to spot certain high peaks in the southern Sierra Nevada, plus Telescope Peak—the high point of Death Valley National Park.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The rounded, talus-strewn summit of San Gorgonio Mountain (or Greyback, as it once was called) crowns the San Bernardino Mountains, regally presiding over thousands of square miles of varied Southern California terrain. Its 11,499-foot elevation makes it the highest peak in California south of the Sierra Nevada. No California peak bagger’s checklist is complete without a visit to the top.

Various three-day itineraries are possible too. There are three trail camps on the way up, and a fourth camp lies just below the summit. The season for the south-facing Vivian Creek route featured here begins in April or May with the melting of the snow, and ends sometime in November or December with the first heavy snowfall.



BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Just west of the trailhead for Vivian Creek is a 0.3-mile path leading across the Mill Creek Canyon wash and up near the base of Big Falls, one of the highest cascades in Southern California. This is a worthwhile spot to visit in the spring, when there’s enough runoff from melting snow.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Washington Monument on San Bernardino Peak, from which Colonel Henry Washington surveyed Southern California in 1952
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SAN BERNARDINO MOUNTAIN TRAVERSE

Jerry Schad and David Harris


DISTANCE: 19.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,500'/4,500'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 8

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: Tom Harrison San Gorgonio Wilderness; USGS Moonridge, San Gorgonio Mountain, Forest Falls, and Big Bear Lake

BEST SEASON: June–October

LOCATION: San Gorgonio Wilderness, San Bernardino National Forest

CONTACT: San Bernardino National Forest, Mill Creek Visitor Center, 909-382-2882, tinyurl.com/millcreekvc



PERMITS

A wilderness permit is required for all overnight trips into the San Gorgonio Wilderness. Get one in advance at the San Gorgonio Ranger Station or at sgwa.org. A California Campfire Permit is required to use a stove.

CHALLENGES

This traverse is challenging and exhausting to anyone without recent altitude experience or training. The north-facing aspect of the ascent and descent, combined with the 10,000-foot-plus elevation of the route’s midsection, shortens the season for backpacking to as little as six months. Lightning-struck pines atop the divide speak of the thunderstorms that visit the area regularly and somewhat unpredictably in the summer. Intense July and August sunlight and heat can also sap your energy.

HOW TO GET THERE


SAN BERNARDINO PEAK TRAILHEAD N34° 08.761' W116° 58.698'

SOUTH FORK TRAILHEAD N34° 09.694' W116° 52.356'




TAKE THIS TRIP

The peaked roofline of Southern California’s highest watershed divide (San Bernardino Peak to San Gorgonio Mountain) features eight named summits, all over 10,000 feet in elevation. Four of the eight peaks lie no more than a few minutes’ scramble from the two-day backpack route described here. If you wish, schedule an extra day for day hiking to and from the other four peaks. Either way, you’ll experience a good piece of the largest subalpine wilderness area south of the Sierra Nevada.



From I-10 in Redlands, exit at CA 38 (Orange Street). Turn left (north), proceed 0.5 mile north to Lugonia Avenue, and turn right (east), remaining on CA 38. Continue 8 miles to an intersection with Bryant Street. (The San Gorgonio Ranger Station, where you can secure a wilderness permit, is located at this intersection.) Continue another 11 miles east (up into the mountains) on CA 38 to the small community of Angelus Oaks, where a large sign on the right directs you toward the San Bernardino Peak Trailhead, a short distance away via dirt road. Because this is a one-way trip, set up a car or bicycle shuttle: Go 5.5 miles farther east on CA 38 and turn right on Jenks Lake Road. Go 2.7 miles east on Jenks Lake Road to the spacious South Fork Trailhead on the left.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the San Bernardino Peak Trailhead, commence a relentless switchbacking ascent south and east, up a timbered slope graced with fine, aromatic specimens of Jeffrey pine and sugar pine, plus large and small varieties of oak trees. A sign at 2 miles announces the boundary of San Gorgonio Wilderness. As you continue up, the oaks rather suddenly disappear, and the trail climbs more moderately atop a rounded, linear ridge at about 8,000 feet elevation. On that ridge you eventually emerge from parklike stands of Jeffrey pines into a sunny landscape of low-growing chaparral—mostly manzanita. Blocky San Bernardino Peak looms ahead on this plateau phase of the hike, and you clearly realize the magnitude of the remaining ascent ahead.


Bears in Southern California?

Yes, the range of the American black bear has expanded south into the San Gabriel and San Bernardino Mountains, where these animals can be a nuisance in camping areas. Hang your food and anything scented properly, or bring a bear-proof food canister. Black bears have also been sighted as far south as the San Jacinto Mountains and in some remote parts of San Diego County.



[image: image]

This cirque on San Gorgonio Mountain, as seen from Jepson Peak, may have been the southernmost extent of California’s glaciation during the Ice Age.

Amid the manzanita you come to a trail junction at 4.0 miles. Seasonal Manzanita Springs and Columbine Springs Trail Camp lie to the west, and an obscure, unmaintained trail meanders east toward Johns Meadow. Ahead at 5.7 miles and about 1,000 feet higher on a spacious and viewful bench dotted with lodgepole pines is Limber Pine Bench Trail Camp, a fine camp if you intend to spend three days on the traverse. Cool water issues from a ravine (Limber Pine Springs) alongside the trail about 0.3 mile east, though it may dry up by the end of the summer in a dry year.

Continue your ascent on lengthy, well-graded switchback segments to the west shoulder of San Bernardino Peak, where the trail turns abruptly left (east) and a panoramic view opens to the south. As you continue east, watch for the Washington Monument, a cairn marking the initial survey point of the San Bernardino meridian and baseline. To this day, township and range descriptions of surveyed property in Southern California refer to this important reference point.

Ahead, along the undulating crest, the trail passes just north of 10,649-foot San Bernardino Peak (8.0 miles) and even more narrowly north of the talus-strewn, 10,691-foot high point of San Bernardino East Peak (9.0 miles). From the latter summit you can look south into the yawning chasm of Mill Creek Canyon, and spot the unmaintained Momyer Creek Trail cutting precipitously across talus slopes below.

At 9.8 miles you reach a split in the trail. Both trails reconverge about 0.8 mile ahead. Trail Fork Springs camp (and the seasonal Trail Fork Springs in a ravine nearby) lie to the left, while the right fork passes 0.2 mile north of the 10,864-foot summit of Anderson Peak. Dry Anderson Flat camp lies just north of where the trails reconverge.

The trail continues east across the north slope of 10,680-foot, rock-strewn Shields Peak; descends moderately to Shields Flat camp (11.6 miles); and rambles east and south to a trail turnoff for High Meadow Springs camp on the right (12.5 miles). Reliable water can be found in the ravine 250 feet below the trail. Red Rock Flat camp, with a number of perfectly flat, if dry, campsites, lies next to the trail about 0.5 mile beyond. If you intend to spend a half day or more bagging any or all of the four peaks to the southeast (10,806' Charlton Peak, 10,696' Little Charlton Peak, 11,205' Jepson Peak, and 11,502' San Gorgonio Mountain), it’s nice to set up your second night’s camp at High Meadow Springs, Red Rock Flat, or Dollar Lake Saddle. Parts of this crest and the slopes to the north burned in the 2015 Lake Fire.

At the four-way trail junction atop Dollar Lake Saddle (13.2 miles), turn left and descend north past the trail turnoff for Dollar Lake and farther down to South Fork Meadows (15.1 miles). Even during the driest months of the driest years, the clear waters of the South Fork Santa Ana River tumble through this sylvan spot. This side of the mountain tragically burned in the 2015 Lake Fire. Stay left at the trail intersection here to remain on the descending course that takes you almost straightway to the South Fork Trailhead and your parked car.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Camping beneath the Jeffrey pines at Holcomb Crossing
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HOLCOMB CROSSING TRAIL CAMP LOOP

David Harris


DISTANCE: 5.4 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 900'/900'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Easy

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 6

MAP: USGS Butler Peak

BEST SEASON: October–April

LOCATION: San Bernardino National Forest

CONTACT: Big Bear Discovery Center, 909-382-2790, tinyurl.com/bigbeardiscovery



PERMITS

No wilderness permits are required for this trip. A California Campfire Permit is required to use a stove or build a campfire.

CHALLENGES

Beware of the hunters and all-terrain-vehicle (ATV) riders who frequent the Crab Flats area and may not be watching for backpackers. Most hunting here is done in autumn.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N34° 15.679' W117° 06.108'



From the intersection of Rim of the World Highway (CA 18) and CA 330 at Running Springs, proceed 2.6 miles northeast just past mile marker 018 SBD 34.50, and turn left (north) onto Green Valley Lake Boulevard. After 2.7 miles—shortly before you reach Green Valley Lake—turn left again onto Crabs Flat Road (Forest Road 3N16). This dirt road is usually in good condition but may be impassable after winter snows and during high water. Descend toward Crab Flats Family Campground, passing several side roads and fording Crab Creek. In 3.8 miles, reach a signed junction. The right fork leads to Big Pine Flat, but you veer left on Road 3N34, passing Crab Flats Campground after 0.2 mile. The road deteriorates and low-clearance vehicles may prefer to park outside the campground. In 1.1 miles, park at a clearing and large VISITORS TO DEEP CREEK sign near Tent Peg Group Camp.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Look for the signed Trail 2W08 leading north from the parking area. It begins as an ATV track but soon narrows to a hiking trail, climbs over the forested ridge, and drops down to Holcomb Creek. Portions of the area were ravaged in the 2003 Old Fire, while others were left untouched. Oaks and Jeffrey pines are common in the unburned patches. The north slope across the creek offers a dramatic contrast, dotted with pinyon pines, yucca, and other Upper Sonoran desert shrubs.

In 1.7 miles, Trail 2W08 terminates at the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) on the canyon bottom. Turn right (east) on the PCT and hike 0.6 mile to Bench Camp, where you can enjoy the shady flat above the creek. Or better yet, continue 0.8 mile, passing ATV track 1W17, to Holcomb Crossing Trail Camp beneath magnificent Jeffrey pines beside the creek. From Holcomb Crossing Trail Camp, a pleasant side trip follows the PCT east to explore the upper reaches of the watershed.

To complete the loop trip, return to and hike steeply up 1W17 for 1.3 miles to Crab Flat. Turn right (west) and follow the dirt Road 3N34 0.8 mile back to your vehicle.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The green forest meets the tawny desert on the north slopes of the San Bernardino Mountains. Holcomb Creek cuts a deep canyon through these slopes, and two trail camps are situated beneath shady pines on its banks. When the desert is sizzling and the high peaks are blanketed in snow, Holcomb Creek is an ideal destination for a short backpacking trip.



BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

After your trip, consider taking an excursion to Deep Creek Hot Springs. Return to the Crab Flats Road (3N16) and follow it northeast 8.3 miles to Big Pine Flat, where camping is available. Turn left on the Coxey Truck Trail (3N14) and follow it 12 miles down into the desert. There are more opportunities for car camping along the way among the jumbo boulders. Make a sharp left turn at a large Bureau of Land Management sign onto Bowen Ranch Road, and drive southwest 3.3 miles to the ranch. Register and pay a use fee at Bowen Ranch, where you can get a map to the hot springs. The hike is 2 miles each way. The return is uphill all the way; bring plenty of water on a warm day. When you are done, you can drive north and then west through Hesperia to reach I-15.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The oak-shaded campsites at Hoegees are a great place to spend a night.
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BIG SANTA ANITA LOOP

Jerry Schad and David Harris


DISTANCE: 8.5 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,100'/2,100'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 7

MAP: Tom Harrison Angeles Front Country or USGS Mount Wilson

BEST SEASON: October–May

LOCATION: Angeles National Forest

CONTACT: Los Angeles River District, 818-889-1900, fs.fed.us/r5/angeles



PERMITS

A wilderness permit is not required. Campfires are prohibited outside of designated campgrounds in the Angeles National Forest. A California Campfire Permit is required for the use of self-contained camp stoves, which may be used at remote sites whenever the wildfire potential is not deemed too great.

CHALLENGES

Avoid days with a strong temperature inversion, when smoggy air drifts into the lower canyons of the San Gabriel Mountains. On weekends, parking at the trailhead is scarce, and the remote camping spots fill early.

The curvy mountain road that services the trailhead is notoriously susceptible to washouts in wet weather, and repairs can take weeks or months. The road can also close on short notice due to fire danger in very dry summer or fall seasons.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N34° 11.728' W118° 01.339'



From I-210 in Arcadia, take Exit 32 for Santa Anita Avenue and drive 5 miles north (first through the suburbs and then up the curvy road, open 6 a.m.–8 p.m.) to the large trailhead parking area at Chantry Flat.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

In this scenic and varied loop trip from Chantry Flat, you climb by way of the Gabrielino National Recreation Trail to historic Sturtevant Camp and return by way of the Mount Zion and Upper Winter Creek Trails. You can stay overnight at Spruce Grove Camp, about one-third of the way around the loop, or opt for a leisurely three-day trip by staying a second night at Hoegees Trail Camp, about two-thirds of the way around the loop. With advance reservations, you can stay in a cabin at Sturtevant Camp, or even have a pack train carry in your gear (sturtevantcamp.com).

From the lower parking lot at Chantry Flat, hike the first, paved segment of the Gabrielino Trail down to the confluence of Winter Creek and Big Santa Anita Canyon at 0.6 mile. The pavement ends at a metal bridge spanning Winter Creek. Pass the restrooms and continue up alder-lined Big Santa Anita Canyon on a wide path following the left bank. The trail edges alongside a number of small cabins and various flood-control check dams built with concrete “logs” and soon assumes the proportions of a foot trail.


TAKE THIS TRIP

In the lush and shady recesses of the “front range” of the San Gabriel Mountains, you can easily lose all sight and sense of the hundreds of square miles of dense metropolis, and the millions of Angelenos, that lie just over the ridge to the south. With easy access from the San Gabriel Valley by city street and mountain road, you can be laying boot-prints down a fern-lined path less than half an hour from the freeway.



At 1.4 miles, amidst a beautiful oak woodland, you come to a three-way split. The right branch goes upcanyon to the base of 50-foot-high Sturtevant Falls, a worthy 0.3-mile side trip during the wet season. The middle and left branches join again about a mile upstream. The middle, more scenic trail slices across a sheer wall above the falls and continues through a veritable fairyland of miniature cascades and crystalline pools bedecked with giant chain ferns.

You pass Cascade Picnic Area (2.8 miles) and arrive at Spruce Grove Trail Camp (3.2 miles), named for the big-cone Douglas-fir (big-cone spruce) trees that attain inspiring proportions hereabouts. Stoves and tables are included at each of the seven sites.

In another 0.3 mile, the Gabrielino Trail forks right to climb toward Newcomb Pass (see Trip 13). You go left on the signed Sturtevant Trail and enter Sturtevant Camp in 0.1 mile. The ranger cabin in the camp was constructed in 1903 and is the oldest standing ranger cabin in the Angeles National Forest. On the far side of camp, the trail veers left and crosses the creek to the Upper Mount Zion Junction, where you take the Mount Zion Trail (3.6 miles). This restored version of Sturtevant’s original trail (reconstructed in the late ’70s and early ’80s) winds upward across a ravine and then along timber-shaded, north-facing slopes.

When the trail reaches a crest, take a short side path up through manzanita and ceanothus to the modest summit of Mount Zion (4.6 miles), where you can enjoy a comprehensive view of the surrounding ridges and a small slice of the San Gabriel Valley.


Author’s Pick: Trekking Poles

I didn’t like trekking poles much in my 20s, but I started using one in my 30s, and now I like two. I find I can go faster with less risk of twisting an ankle. Besides, they are essential gear now to hold up my ultralight tent. I’m 5'10” and find that REI’s inexpensive aluminum women’s poles are long enough for me, and lighter and cheaper than carbon fiber men’s poles.



Return to the main trail and begin a long switchbacking descent down the dry north canyon wall of Winter Creek—a sweaty affair if the day is sunny and warm. At the foot of this stretch, you reach the cool canyon bottom and a T-intersection with the Winter Creek Trail (6.0 miles), lying just above Hoegees Trail Camp. Backpackers staying at Hoegees should bring bear canisters because bears visit this camp nightly and are skilled at procuring your food if it is unguarded or hung from a tree. But we turn right, going upstream momentarily, follow the trail across the creek, and climb to the next trail junction in 0.2 mile. Bear left on the Upper Winter Creek Trail, which briefly climbs and then gradually descends for 2.3 miles through the cool woods overlooking Winter Creek. Upon reaching the paved service road, follow it down 0.3 mile past a water tank and picnic grounds to reach the Winter Creek Trailhead at the upper Chantry Flat parking area.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Chantry Flat hosts a tiny pack station, the only such business remaining in Southern California. The pack animals are used to transport goods and building materials down to private, leased cabins in the bottom of Big Santa Anita Canyon or Winter Creek Canyon. It’s worth a look.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Looking down into the head of the East Fork of the San Gabriel River canyon
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EAST FORK SAN GABRIEL RIVER

Jerry Schad and David Harris


DISTANCE: 15.5 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 200'/4,800'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 81 miles

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 7

MAP: Tom Harrison Angeles High Country; USGS Crystal Lake, Mount San Antonio, and Glendora

BEST SEASON: Late spring, summer, and fall

LOCATION: Sheep Mountain Wilderness, Angeles National Forest

CONTACT: Angeles National Forest, San Gabriel River District, 626-335-1251, fs.fed.us/r5/angeles



PERMITS

A wilderness permit is not required, although there is a self-registering wilderness permit kiosk at the East Fork Trailhead at the finish point (East Fork Ranger Station). Campfires are prohibited outside of designated campgrounds in the Angeles National Forest. A California Campfire Permit is required for the use of self-contained camp stoves, which may be used at remote sites whenever the wildfire potential is not deemed too great.

CHALLENGES

Expect to get your feet wet at the innumerable river crossings. The upper trailhead at Vincent Gap is sometimes closed in the winter or spring due to snow. High water levels in the East Fork may make this route impassable or dangerous; contact the U.S. Forest Service before attempting this one-way, downhill trip. Long, hot June and July days are fine; get wet at frequent intervals to keep cool.

HOW TO GET THERE


EAST FORK TRAILHEAD N34° 14.227' W117° 45.917'

VINCENT GAP TRAILHEAD N34° 22.394' W117° 45.141'



This trip requires a 1.5-hour car shuttle. Leave a getaway vehicle at the East Fork Trailhead. From the community of Azusa, just north of I-210, drive north on San Gabriel Canyon Road (CA 39) 11 miles to East Fork Road, on the right. Continue up East Fork Road 6 miles to a parking lot at the end. You can get a self-issued wilderness permit at a box by the outhouse. Drive your other vehicle to the Vincent Gap Trailhead. Return to I-210 and take it east to I-15 then north to CA 138. Take CA 138 west 8.6 miles, then turn left onto the Angeles Crest Highway (CA 2) and go 14 miles to the Vincent Gap Trailhead parking lot at mile marker 74.88. Better yet, have somebody drop you off and then pick you up later.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the parking area on the south side of Vincent Gap, walk down the gated road to the southeast. After only about 200 yards, a footpath veers left, into Sheep Mountain Wilderness. Take it; the road itself continues toward the abandoned Big Horn Mine.

You’re intermittently shaded by big-cone Douglas-firs, white firs, Jeffrey pines, and live oaks as you follow the descending path along the south slope of Vincent Gulch. The gulch itself follows the Punchbowl Fault, a splinter of the San Andreas Fault. At 0.7 mile, on a flat ridge spur, look for an indistinct path intersecting on the right. This leads about 100 yards, passing a tangle of downed trees, to an old cabin believed to have been the home of Charles Vincent. Vincent led the life of a hermit, prospector, and big-game hunter in the Baden-Powell/Old Baldy area from 1870 until his death in 1926.


Author’s Pick: Camp Stoves

For summer backpacking, I carry the MSR PocketRocket and a 100-gram fuel canister, which lasts me more than a week carefully boiling water 1–2 times per day. An alcohol stove is marginally lighter for short trips but is less efficient, so it doesn’t save weight when you need to carry fuel for longer trips. For car camping, I love the Jetboil, which heats very fast.



After a few switchbacks, the primitive trail crosses Vincent Gulch (usually dry at this point, wet a short distance below) at 1.6 miles. Thereafter, it stays on or above the east bank. Pass a tributary on the left in 0.4 mile, then a second one in another 0.5 mile. An unsigned trail leads to some fine campsites in the second tributary, but you should be careful to stay right and drop onto the floor of the main drainage.

The trail soon becomes indistinct and you must pick your own path down the rocky floor of Vincent Gulch. In 0.6 mile, watch for the wreck of a Schweizer sailplane. In February 1974, the plane was caught in a downdraft on the flank of Mount Baden-Powell and became trapped in the canyon. The occupants walked away with minor injuries, but the plane was unsalvageable.

A sign marks the confluence of Prairie Fork, a wide drainage coming in from the east at 4.2 miles from the start. A trail once led up this canyon to Cabin Flat, but it was obliterated by the 1997 Beider-bach Fire and is now heavily overgrown with poison oak and stinging nettle. You veer right (west) down a gravelly wash that is adequate for setting up a camp. In the summer, watch for brilliant yellow five-petaled blazing stars in this area. Shortly after, at the Mine Gulch confluence, you bend left (south) into the wide bed of the upper East Fork. For several miles to come, there is essentially no trail. It may take several hours to traverse this stretch, depending on the energy and motivation of your group. Iron Mountain, the major summit to the south, often can be seen as an indicator of your progress.


TAKE THIS TRIP

On this epic journey along the banks of the East Fork San Gabriel River, you’ll descend nearly a mile in elevation, traveling from high-country pines and firs to sun-scorched chaparral. On the first day of hiking, you could experience a temperature fluctuation of as much as 50°F. At one spot called the Narrows in the East Fork canyon, the stream lies 5,200 feet below Iron Mountain to the east and 4,000 feet below the ridge to the west, making this the deepest gorge in Southern California.



Proceed down the rock-strewn floodplain, crossing the creek (and battling alder thickets) several times over the next mile. The canyon becomes narrow for a while starting at about 5.0 miles, and you must wade or hop from one slippery rock to another. Fish Fork, on the left (east) at 7.3 miles, is the first large stream below Prairie Fork. You’ll find an excellent wilderness campsite here. The mouth of Iron Fork, on the right (west) at 8.4 miles, has more possible campsites.

If you have the time for a side trip, Fish Fork Canyon is worth exploring. Chock-full of alder and bay, narrow with soaring walls, and with a clear stream tumbling over boulders, the canyon boasts one of the wildest and most beautiful settings in the San Gabriel Mountains. About 1.6 miles upstream lies a formidable impasse: There, the waters of Fish Fork drop 12 feet into an emerald-green pool set amid sheer rock walls.

Continuing down the East Fork, watch for a seasonal waterfall at the mouth of Falls Gulch. Below Iron Fork you enter the Narrows. A rough trail, worn in by hikers, traverses this 1-mile-plus section of fast-moving water. You’ll pass swimmable pools cupped in the granite and schist bedrock, and cross the stream when necessary. Listen and watch for water ouzels by the edges of the pools. You might notice a travertine stalactite created by mineral-rich water seeping down the west wall. Old mining trails once threaded the canyon walls here and to the north, but all are virtually obliterated now.

At the lower portals of the Narrows (10.7 miles), you come upon the enigmatically named Bridge to Nowhere. During the 1930s, road builders managed to push a highway up along the East Fork stream to just this far. The arched, concrete bridge, similar in style to those built along Angeles Crest Highway, was to be a key link in a route that would carry traffic between the San Gabriel Valley and the desert near Wrightwood, but fate intervened. A great flood in 1938 demolished most of the road, leaving the bridge stranded.

Below the bridge, on remnants of the washed-out road, you’ll run into more and more hikers, people fishing, and other travelers out for the day. At 12.7 miles, Swan Rock—an outcrop of metamorphic rock branded with the light-colored imprint of a swan—comes into view on the right. At 15.0 miles you come upon Heaton Flat Campground. From there a final, easy 0.5-mile stroll takes you to the East Fork Trailhead at the end of East Fork Road.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The West Fork San Gabriel River, considerably tamer in topography than the East Fork, contains the popular West Fork National Recreation Trail. The trail is a paved path (closed to motor vehicles) that runs for 7.5 miles from CA 39 to the dam of Cogswell Reservoir. Fishing, bicycling, and picnicking are popular activities along this trail—something to consider for the person or persons who may be assisting you with transportation.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The Bridge to Nowhere, 5 miles from the nearest road in the San Gabriels
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The Silver Moccasin Trail crosses Shortcut Saddle overlooking the West Fork of the San Gabriel River.
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SILVER MOCCASIN TRAIL

David Harris


DISTANCE: 51.7 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 14,600'/10,200'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 71

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: Tom Harrison Angeles High Country and Angeles Front Country

BEST SEASON: May–November

LOCATION: San Gabriel Mountains

CONTACT: Angeles National Forest, Los Angeles River District, 818-889-1900, fs.fed.us/r5/angeles



PERMITS

No wilderness permit is required. Campfires are prohibited outside of designated campgrounds in the Angeles National Forest. A California Campfire Permit is required for the use of self-contained camp stoves, which may be used at remote sites whenever the wildfire potential is not deemed too great.

CHALLENGES

There is no established group camping between West Fork and Chilao, or between Cooper Canyon and Little Jimmy, so you’ll have some strenuous hiking days even if you allocate a week for the trip. In the winter, the ridge near Mount Baden-Powell is icy and requires an ice ax, crampons, and suitable experience. By late spring, water can be unreliable for 34 miles between West Fork and Little Jimmy. Check with the U.S. Forest Service before your trip, and cache water jugs near the Angeles Crest Highway crossings if necessary (be sure to properly dispose of the jugs when you collect them). You can find information about water at Cooper Canyon, Buckhorn Campground, and Lamel Spring in the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) Water Report at pctwater.com (Part 2, Idyllwild to Agua Dulce). The PCT is indefinitely closed between the Buckhorn Trail and Eagles Roost to protect the endangered yellow-legged mountain frog, so this trip involves a potentially dangerous 2.6-mile walk along the shoulder of the Angeles Crest Highway to bypass the closure.

HOW TO GET THERE


CHANTRY FLAT TRAILHEAD N34° 11.728' W118° 01.339'

VINCENT GAP TRAILHEAD N34° 22.394' W117° 45.141'



This trip starts at Chantry Flat and ends at Vincent Gap. Chantry Flat is 5 miles north of I-210 via Santa Anita Avenue in Arcadia. Parking is in short supply here, so it’s best to get dropped off. Vincent Gap is at mile marker 2 LA 74.8 on the Angeles Crest Highway (CA 2). The 71-mile drive between these two trailheads by way of I-210, I-15, CA 138, and CA 2 via Wrightwood takes about 1.5 hours.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the Chantry Flat Trailhead, start down the Gabrielino Trail, which begins as a gated paved road descending into Big Santa Anita Canyon. The pavement ends at 0.6 mile as you bridge Winter Creek and hike up alder-lined Big Santa Anita Canyon on a roadbed that passes some cabins and soon narrows to a foot trail.

At 1.4 miles, come to a four-way junction in a tranquil oak woodland. The right branch goes to Sturtevant Falls, which is a worthy 0.3-mile detour if the creek is flowing well, but generally not impressive in the summer. The left branch is recommended for equestrians or hikers who dislike heights. The middle branch is the most scenic, traversing the face above the waterfall and then following the fern-lined creek past cascades and pools. The left and middle trails reconverge at 2.2 miles.

Continuing up the canyon, reach Cascade Picnic Area at 2.7 miles, where you’ll find picnic tables and restrooms near the stream. You’ll see many check dams built from concrete blocks resembling Lincoln Logs. The U.S. Forest Service and Los Angeles County Flood Control District installed these dams in the 1960s in an effort to reduce the flow of rock and sand into the Big Santa Anita Reservoir. It is hard to imagine that a road once ran through here to bring cement mixers and cranes up the canyon, or that forest managers once believed that pouring cement on a pristine creekbed was a good idea. There’s something in nature that doesn’t love a dam, and floods and vegetation are gradually restoring the canyon to its original character.

At 3.3 miles, reach Spruce Grove Trail Camp, with seasonal water. Spruce is an older name for the big-cone Douglas-fir that thrives on this side of Mount Wilson. At 3.5 miles, the signed Sturtevant Trail veers left to reach Sturtevant Camp in 0.1 mile. This historic camp was established in 1893 and now has four cabins that you could rent with advance reservations at sturtevantcamp.com. In a pinch, you could get water there. However, we stay on the Gabrielino Trail, which steepens as it climbs through chaparral to Newcomb Pass at 5.7 miles.


TAKE THIS TRIP

You won’t find a better trip of this length in Southern California. The Silver Moccasin National Recreation Trail (11W06) runs the length of the San Gabriel Mountains, from Mount Baden-Powell to the Los Angeles Basin, traversing some of the most beautiful country in the range, including the Angeles Crest; Cooper Canyon Falls; Chilao’s peaceful forest; the secluded West Fork San Gabriel River; and the woods, waterfalls, and chaparral in Big Santa Anita Canyon. The Boy Scouts named the trail, which is a rite of passage for thousands of boys seeking the 50 Miler or Silver Moccasin badge, but the path was used for centuries by American Indian and Anglo settlers for hunting and trade before being formalized in the 1930s. The trail coincides with the Gabrielino Trail from Chantry Flats to West Fork Campground; with the PCT from Three Points to Vincent Gap; and with the Angeles Crest 100 ultramarathon route. The trip is long enough for you to adapt to the rhythm of trail life and lose track of time and civilization.



Switchback down the north side of the pass, crossing the often-closed Rincon-Red Box jeep road, to DeVore Trail Camp on the West Fork of the San Gabriel River at 7.1 miles. Follow the trail west (upstream) to West Fork Trail Camp at 8.2 miles, fording the river repeatedly. Both of these fine trail camps have a remote feel and reliable water from the river; this may be the last dependable water for a long time. The Gabrielino Trail continues west, but we stay on the Silver Moccasin Trail, which veers north into Shortcut Canyon and then climbs to Shortcut Saddle at mile marker 2 LA 43.30 on the Angeles Crest Highway (11.8 miles).

Drop down to cross seasonal Big Tujunga Creek at 12.8 miles, and then begin a hot climb through chaparral recovering from the 2009 Station Fire. At 14.5 miles, pull over a low saddle to cross a service road by a picnic table. At 14.7 miles, cross another paved road near the Charlton Flats picnic grounds. The trail curves around the hillside, passing a spur to Vetter Mountain at 15.3 miles, then meets paved Forest Road 3N16B in the picnic grounds at 15.5 miles. Hike north through a gate, then leave the road at a hairpin turn and continue north along the East Fork of Alder Creek. Eventually, the trail climbs out to meet FR 3N21 near the Chilao Campground Little Pines Loop, just north of the Angeles Crest Highway at mile marker 2 LA 49.69 (17.6 miles). The first-come, first-served campground sometimes has piped water.


Author’s Pick: Sleeping Bags

Down sleeping bags are much lighter than synthetic, but you have to be scrupulous about keeping them dry or they’ll lose their insulation. Western Mountaineering makes great lightweight down bags, though they are more expensive than heavier bags. In the summer, I carry a 29-ounce 20°F UltraLite bag in the Sierra Nevada but switch to a 19-ounce 32°F SummerLite bag in Southern California when the weather is good.



Continue on the Silver Moccasin Trail through a pine forest over a low ridge and down to the edge of the Upper Chilao Picnic Area at 18.2 miles, where you might again find a working faucet. At 18.6 miles, recross FR 3N21 at the Chilao Trailhead. Pass the Horse Flats Campground (no water) at 19.7 miles, then the Bandido Group Camp (also no water) at 20.1 miles. The trail now turns east and parallels the paved Santa Clara Divide Road to its junction with the Angeles Crest Highway at Three Points (mile marker 2 LA 52.85), where you’ll find trailhead parking and an outhouse at 22.2 miles.

Your route now coincides with the PCT and exits the Station Fire burn area. Climb near the Angeles Crest Highway, crossing it three times to reach Cloudburst Summit at 27.0 miles by mile marker 2 LA 57.04. Follow the circuitous trail down (or shortcut down the dirt service road) into Cooper Canyon to find a spacious and scenic trail camp shaded by pines at 29.7 miles. Seasonal water flows in the nearby creek. At 31.0 miles, reach a junction with the Buckhorn Trail. Cooper Canyon Falls is just to the east and is well worth the visit if the creek is flowing. The PCT is closed ahead indefinitely to protect the habitat of the endangered yellow-legged mountain frog. Unless the closure has been lifted, our route turns right and climbs the Burkhart Trail, passing two waterfalls, to reach Buckhorn Campground at 32.6 miles. You may find working water spigots there.

Walk up through the campground and find the paved exit road leading east to meet the Angeles Crest Highway at mile 2 LA 59.05 (33.4 miles). You now face a dull and dangerous walk along the shoulder of the highway to Eagles Roost Picnic Area at 2 LA 61.65 (36.1 miles). The PCT resumes along Kratka Ridge, a low ridge with stunning views, then crosses back to the north side of the highway at 2 LA 62.50 (37 miles). It then climbs high onto the shoulder of Mount Williamson, passes a spur leading to Williamson’s summit, and drops back to cross the highway once more at Islip Saddle (2 LA 64.0; 39.9 miles).

Beyond the saddle, begin a long, gradual climb toward Mount Baden-Powell. Watch for red currants, which ripen by late summer. At 42.2 miles, reach the spacious Little Jimmy Trail Camp, named for cartoonist Jimmy Swinnerton, who spent his summers here from 1890 to 1910 and drew the comic strip of the same name. The camp has picnic benches and stone ovens. If the sites near the trail are full or noisy, look farther back for more-private spots. Less than a quarter mile beyond the camp, you’ll find reliable Little Jimmy Spring beside two huge incense cedars and many wildflowers.

Continuing on the PCT, reach aptly named Windy Gap at 42.5 miles. Pressure differences between the desert and valley air masses funnel air through this low point in the Angeles Crest. A web of trails radiates from the gap; be sure to continue east on the PCT. At 42.9 miles, pass an undeveloped large campsite at the edge of the burn zone from the 2002 Curve Fire. Continue past climbers’ trails leading to Middle Hawkins, Mount Hawkins, and Throop Peak to reach a signed junction with the Dawson Saddle Trail at 45.5 miles. The next section of the trail, along the Angeles Crest, is perhaps the best part of the whole trip. You’ll find a small exposed tent site with amazing views here and at each saddle between Throop and Baden-Powell. At 46.6 miles, bypass Mount Burnham on the north side. You’ll find another campsite large enough for a troop of Scouts on the northwest slope of the mountain. Major Frederick Burnham was a cofounder of the Boy Scout movement. At 47.9 miles, reach a short trail on the right leading to the 9,399-foot summit of Mount Baden-Powell. A monument here celebrates Lord Robert Baden-Powell (1857–1941), who founded the Boy Scouts in 1907. You can find more exposed camping on the ridge south of the peak. The only trees growing this high are lodgepole and limber pines, which favor the tallest mountains in Southern California. Lodgepole pines have needles in bundles of two and round, golf ball–sized cones, while limber pines have needles in bundles of five and longer, 4- to 6-inch cones on their flexible branches. The Wally Waldron Tree at the junction below the summit is a twisted limber pine believed to be 1,500 years old.

The trip concludes with 40 knee-jarring switchbacks descending to Vincent Gap. Halfway down, you’ll pass three campsites, then a signed spur at a switchback leading 100 yards to the seasonal Lamel Spring in a ravine.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The ridge from Mount Baden-Powell to Mount Hawkins supports the only grove of limber pines in the San Gabriels, likely remnants of a larger forest from the Ice Age.
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HIGH DESERT LOOP

David Harris


DISTANCE: 23.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,500'/5,500'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: Tom Harrison Angeles High Country

BEST SEASON: May–November

LOCATION: San Gabriel Mountains

CONTACT: Angeles National Forest San Gabriel River District, 626-335-1251, fs.fed.us/r5/angeles



PERMITS

No wilderness permit is required. Campfires are prohibited outside of designated campgrounds in the Angeles National Forest. A California Campfire Permit is required for the use of self-contained camp stoves, which may be used at remote sites whenever the wildfire potential is not deemed too great.

CHALLENGES

This trip begins with a demanding climb to the second-highest ridge in the San Gabriel Mountains. In the winter and spring, the high country can be icy, demanding an ice ax, crampons, and suitable know-how. The final portion of the trip follows the little-used South Fork Trail, which is cut into the cliffside and eroded in places, making it unpleasant for those with a fear of heights.

Bring plenty of water. Little Jimmy Spring is reliable year-round, but Lamel Spring might slow to a trickle or even stop in a drought. Look for recent water reports in the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) Water Report at pctwater.com (Part Two, Idyllwild to Agua Dulce; scroll down to mile 375.9 for Lamel Spring). In a dry year, you might cache water at Vincent Gap, especially if you are leading a youth group that can’t carry heavy packs.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N34° 23.842' W117° 49.295'



This trail starts at the South Fork Campground. From CA 138 in Llano—26.5 miles northwest of I-15 or 16.7 miles east of CA 14—turn south on 165th Street. Follow the meandering road 6.4 miles as it becomes Bob’s Gap Road. Turn left on County Route N4 (Big Pines Highway), go 0.3 mile, and then turn right on Big Rock Creek Road and go 2.4 miles. Turn right onto graded Forest Road 4N11A and proceed 0.9 mile to South Fork Campground. Near the campground entrance, look for the signed Manzanita Trail on the left. Opposite this sign, take a short dirt spur on the right to the trailhead parking lot.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Return to the main road and follow the signed Manzanita Trail. This attractive but poorly named trail leads through shrub oak and birch-leaf mountain mahogany but passes very little manzanita in its entire length. The trail makes four switchbacks to climb around a sandstone outcrop. At the first switchback, you’ll encounter a stand of trees, mostly big-cone Douglas-fir and canyon live oak, which are codominant for the next 3 miles. Big-cone Douglas-fir is a conifer with rows of needles on all sides of the twigs. The cones are generally 4–6 inches long, big only when compared with the ordinary Douglas-firs that grow in the Sierra and northward. Nearly all of the oaks along the trail are canyon live oaks, with large acorns; flat, elliptical leaves that remain on the tree year-round; and, often, many trunks from a common root. The acorns were favored by American Indians, who harvested up to 400 pounds per tree; soaked the kernels in water to leach out the bitter tannins; ground them into flour using bedrock mortars called metates; and cooked them into soup, mush, biscuits, or bread. This forest area is also associated with gnats, which don’t bite but love to swarm in hikers’ faces.


Everything in Its Place

I use a bunch of small stuff sacks to keep my pack organized. In addition to sacks for my tent, sleeping bag, and ground pad, I have sacks for my clothes, cooking kit, and emergency kit. They weigh almost nothing and make it fast to pack up and easy to find my gear in the dark without a headlamp.



At 0.8 mile, pass a short spur to the sandstone outcrop. It’s worth walking 100 yards out to the rocks to take in the view. From here, the trail climbs at a steady grade. At 1.8 miles, pass another trail descending to Paradise Springs, a private camp. Continue over a small saddle and across the oftendry Big Rock Creek in Dorr Canyon. After another small saddle, pass a smaller but more reliable creek decorated with wildflowers such as scarlet monkey flower and columbine. The trail follows the linear Punchbowl Fault line, and the saddles are created by the fault.

Soon you’ll catch sight and sound of the Angeles Crest Highway bridging the canyon above and should watch for the striking yellow blazing star, a flower that is uncommon in Southern California. Observe the forest transition to white fir, Jeffrey pine, sugar pine, and incense cedar before reaching Dawson Saddle at 5.7 miles. White fir has individual needles in rows. The green cones grow upright at the tops of the trees and are rarely seen on the ground. Mistletoe infests many of the white firs in this area. Jeffrey pine has long needles in bundles of three and shapely 4- to 8-inch cones. Sugar pines have short needles in bundles of five, and extremely long (12” or more) skinny cones. They are often dripping with sugary sap. Incense cedar has bright-green scales rather than needles, ropy bark, and small seedpods rather than cones.

Cross the Angeles Crest Highway to a large and popular parking area at mile marker 2 LA 74.88. A picnic bench is shaded by a grove of non-native sequoias. Several trails depart Dawson Saddle; be sure you take the PCT toward Mount Baden-Powell. This trail makes 40 switchbacks on its way up the mountain. Mount Baden-Powell is named for Lord Robert Baden-Powell, the British lieutenant general who founded the Boy Scouts Association in 1910. At the 14th switchback (7.3 miles), a signed spur leads to Lamel Spring in a ravine, but don’t rely on water here unless you have recent reports that it is running. The switchbacks become longer. Watch for three undeveloped campsites near the 17th and 20th switchbacks. By the 17th switchback, the forest becomes almost a pure stand of lodgepole pines. These pines have thin flaky bark; needles in bundles of two; and round, golf ball–size cones. They are found only at high elevations in Southern California. At the 21st switchback, you’ll meet two gnarled limber pines beside the trail. These pines have short needles in bundles of five on flexible twigs resembling bottlebrushes. The cones are longer (3”–6”) and resemble small sugar pine cones. The bark is thicker, and the trees, which live for over 1,000 years, are often twisted by wind and ice into fantastic shapes. Limber pines are found only on the highest summits in Southern California and mingle with the lodgepoles the rest of the way up the mountain. The switchbacks abruptly tighten, until they stop after number 38 and you get great views along the upper ridge. Reach a trail junction beside the Wally Waldron Tree, a 1,500-year-old limber pine named for a Boy Scouts leader.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The High Desert Loop offers a diversity of scenery unsurpassed in Southern California. Combining two segments of the High Desert National Recreation Trail with one of the most beautiful portions of the PCT, the loop brings you from the desert’s edge to the Angeles Crest and back again. In April and May, you’ll rub shoulders with legions of thru-hikers on their pilgrimage from Mexico to Canada. In July and August you’ll meet troops of Boy Scouts on one of their favorite trails. Expect wild currants, striking wildflowers, far-reaching views, and the largest variety of conifers to be found on any loop hike in the San Gabriels. While you can do this trip as a very strenuous day hike, you can savor your time in the high country by spending a night or two near Mount Baden-Powell and/or the comfortable Little Jimmy Trail Camp. The High Desert National Recreation Trail is actually four different trails: Manzanita, South Fork, Burkhart, and Punchbowl. This trip uses the first two. The PCT is a 2,650-mile trail from Mexico to Canada. It was designated as a National Scenic Trail in 1968 and completed in 1993; now several thousand people set forth each spring attempting to thru-hike the entirety.



From the junction, stay to the left and continue 0.1 mile up two final switchbacks to the summit of Mount Baden-Powell (9,399') at 9.6 miles. From here, you’ll have exquisite views east toward Mount Baldy above the East Fork of the San Gabriel River, south over the Los Angeles Basin (as far as Catalina Island on a clear day), north over the Mojave Desert, and west over the San Gabriel Mountains, where you are soon to travel. This marks the end of your long climb from the desert. You can find unsheltered campsites with breathtaking views on the ridge just south of the summit.

Return to the trail junction and turn west on the PCT. The next leg of this trip stays on or near the crest and is mostly downhill and unusually straight, so you’ll cover territory quickly. At each saddle between here and Throop Peak, you’ll find room for one to three tents. On a clear, calm evening, these are unbeatable camping sites with the city lights far below. The trail circles the north side of Mount Burnham (8,997'), named for Baden-Powell’s friend and mentor who helped found the Scouting movement as well as waging war on the indigenous people in Africa. On the northeast side of the mountain, at 11.1 miles, you’ll find a sheltered campsite large enough for a troop of Scouts.

At 12.2 miles, pass the signed Dawson Saddle Trail leading down to the saddle, where you could bail out in case of bad weather. Pass Throop Peak, named for Amos Throop, who founded Throop University in Pasadena, which eventually became the California Institute of Technology. At 13.7 miles, pass the signed Hawkins Ridge Trail, then enter a zone burned in the 2002 Curve Fire. At 14.7 miles, you’ll find another large campsite sheltered at the edge of the burn zone. Drop down to Windy Gap at 15.1 miles. This aptly named saddle is the lowest point in this part of the San Gabriel Mountains and funnels masses of air moving between the desert and Los Angeles basins. Several trails radiate from the gap; stay on the PCT. At 15.3 miles, a signed trail on the right leads down to Little Jimmy Spring. This reliable spring near two huge incense cedars is surrounded by wildflowers and has log benches where you can rest your legs for a bit. A trail continues from the spring and promptly rejoins the PCT, which reaches Little Jimmy Campground at 15.5 miles. The excellent campground has many large sites with picnic tables and stone fireplaces. If the sites near the trail are crowded or noisy, walk farther back to find some more-secluded, elevated sites. The camp and spring are named for the Little Jimmy comic strip, which ran in Hearst newspapers from 1904 to 1958. The cartoonist, Jimmy Swinnerton, spent summers drawing here from 1890 to 1910.

The PCT descends to Islip Saddle at 17.6 miles, where you’ll cross the Angeles Crest Highway to reach another parking area and outhouse. Depart the PCT and take the poorly marked South Fork Trail, which begins behind a picnic bench. This trail was once an important mule route for bringing supplies into the high country but has received little maintenance in decades. Portions are covered with rockslides, and other portions cling to the cliffside, but the trail is still safely passable with ordinary care. The trail weaves in and out of at least a dozen side canyons as it makes a steady descent of the South Fork of Big Rock Canyon. At 18.7 miles, reach Reed Spring, which usually flows slowly under a grove of alders. Shortly beyond, watch for ponderosa pines, which have long needles in bundles of three, like the Jeffrey pine, but much smaller (3”–4”) cones. As you continue down, you’ll dodge whipple yuccas and see many pinyon pines, which have single needles, 3-inch round cones, and a distinctive appearance. Pinyon pines favor mountainous slopes at the edge of the desert. American Indians harvested the tasty, protein-rich pine nuts from the cones, which fall in October or November, and you may enjoy doing the same. This makes nine native conifers along your trail.

[image: image]

The Wally Waldron Tree on Mount Baden-Powell is a 1,500-year-old limber pine named for a Scout leader who established the Mount Baden-Powell monument in 1931.

When the rocky trail finally reaches the bottom of the canyon, follow the sometimes-indistinct path across Big Rock Creek and then north between the creek and campground to reach the parking lot where you began.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

South Fork Campground is a peaceful place to spend the night before your trip. If you want to extend the trip, you can make a wonderful 41-mile/9,000-foot-gain loop visiting Mount Williamson, Cooper Canyon Falls, the wild country around Burkhart Saddle, and the surreal Devil’s Punchbowl. From Islip Saddle, instead of descending South Fork Trail, continue on the PCT up the shoulder of Mount Williamson, down to cross the highway, and along the breathtaking Kratka Ridge to Eagles Roost. From here, the PCT is closed indefinitely to protect the endangered mountain yellow-legged frog, so you must walk along the highway 2.6 miles before you can descend to Buckhorn Campground. Follow the Buckhorn Trail past two waterfalls, then turn right on the PCT and pass the delightful Cooper Canyon Falls. Follow the Burkhart Trail up over Burkhart Saddle and down to the desert into Devil’s Punchbowl Park. Follow the Punchbowl Trail above the twisted sandstone rocks to the Devil’s Chair, where you can admire geology’s spooky handiwork before returning to your car.


POSSIBLE ITINERARIES

[image: image]






[image: image]

[image: image]

The Boney Mountains overlook Point Mugu State Park.
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POINT MUGU STATE PARK LOOP

Doug Christiansen and David Harris


DISTANCE: 22.7 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 4,200'/4,200'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Crowded

SCENERY: 7

MAPS: Tom Harrison Point Mugu State Park; USGS Point Mugu and Triunfo Pass

BEST SEASON: Winter–spring

LOCATION: Point Mugu State Park

CONTACT: 818-880-0363, parks.ca.gov



PERMITS

A permit is not required for a backcountry trip, but first-come, first-served La Jolla Valley Walk-In Camp charges a fee per person per night, which you’ll need to deposit in the auto-pay machine at the Ray Miller Trailhead. Dogs are prohibited in the state park.

Note: The La Jolla Canyon Trail was damaged in the 2013 Springs Fire and then washed out in the winters of 2015 and 2017. The state park rangers hope to reopen it, but at press time it was still closed. Until it reopens, you can start this trip on the steep Chumash Trail instead. This large but unsigned trailhead is 1.8 miles west of the Ray Miller Trailhead on CA 1, opposite a navy shooting range. You can still exit on the Backbone Trail and will need to walk, bike, or drive along the highway to close the loop.

CHALLENGES

This is not summer hiking country! Although it’s near the coast, temperatures skyrocket once you get a ridge or two inland. Water is scant or nonexistent, and there’s little shade on most sections.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N34° 05.177' W119° 02.204'



From Santa Monica, drive west on Pacific Coast Highway (CA 1), past the Ventura County Line, to the Ray Miller Trailhead at the mouth of La Jolla Canyon, some 34 miles from Santa Monica, near mile 001 VEN 5.9. You’ll see the Thornhill Broome Beach Campground on your left along the immediate shore. Take the narrow road a few hundred yards inland to a small parking area adjacent to the trailhead.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

As you travel west on the Pacific Coast Highway, past the condos, markets, and beachfront palaces, you cross into Ventura County and finally reach the point where you feel you’ve left LA behind you—welcome to Point Mugu State Park. While most of the rest of the Santa Monica Mountains give the appearance of being little more than a large city park, the Point Mugu area provides a touch of wilderness at the extreme western end of the range. This is ideal winter and early-spring hiking country, when water is still running in the canyon bottoms, the grass is green, and wildflowers dot the landscape. This three-day trip uses La Jolla Valley as a base camp. Although there are water faucets at various points near the campground, they’re not dependable. Plan to carry all the water you’ll need—at least a gallon per day per person. This makes for a heavy haul on the first day.

From the Ray Miller Trailhead, walk past the sign for the Backbone Trail, which will be your return route, and take the wide trail that heads up La Jolla Canyon. After a short distance, the trail climbs up and around a small waterfall, impressive in season, and soon (1.2 miles from the trailhead) you meet the narrow La Jolla Valley Loop Trail on your left; take this as it begins climbing up the west side of the canyon 0.8 mile to a junction with the Mugu Peak Trail, where you bear left. You contour around the east and south flank of 1,266-foot Mugu Peak until in just under a mile you reach a saddle; the steep five-minute scramble to the summit is well worth the effort. Below, to the south, stretches the vast Pacific. To the north is La Jolla Valley, where you’ll be camping later in the day.

Retrace your steps down the trail back to the saddle and continue west along the south face of Mugu Peak to an intersection with the Chumash Trail and more great views of the Pacific at 4.2 miles. Turn right and head north along the trail as it descends into lovely La Jolla Valley, turns to the northeast, and finally deposits you at La Jolla Valley Walk-In Camp, 6.4 miles from the trailhead. Here among the spreading branches of oaks and some of the last remaining native grassland in Southern California, you make your base camp. If it’s winter or spring in a season of normal-or-greater rainfall, you’ll find a small, delightful pond at the southern end of the campground. Be sure to camp in the walk-in/hike-in campground and not the slightly more northern group campground intended for parties of 10 or more. The faucet at the campground no longer works reliably.

Leave your camping gear here and make a scenic 11.4-mile loop on the second day. Walk northeast past the La Jolla Group Campground 0.5 mile to a junction with the Overlook Fire Road, where you turn right; after a very short distance you turn left onto the Backbone Trail. The Backbone Trail loosely follows the crest of the range from east to west for nearly 70 miles from its beginning at the Ray Miller Trailhead to its end at Will Rogers State Historic Park. For this segment you follow the trail east to a junction with Sycamore Canyon Fire Road at 2.2 miles. Later you’ll explore the more southern portion of this beautiful valley; for now turn left and hike upcanyon to a junction with the Old Boney Trail (2.9 miles) where you may want to pause to take a drink and catch your breath; you’re about to climb 1,000 feet in a little over a mile! The Boney Mountain State Wilderness consists of 6,000 wild and lonely acres in the eastern portion of Point Mugu State Park. Here you’re on the western flank of the main ridge as it undulates eastward to 3,111-foot Sandstone Peak, the highest point in the Santa Monicas.

Back to the trail. At 4.0 miles, you reach a junction; the Boney Trail bears left and soon meets the Backbone Trail. You are entering the western edge of the 2018 Woolsey Fire burn area, which burned 96,949 acres, including 88% of the federal land in the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area. Stay on the trail while the chaparral recovers.

A worthwhile option here would be to take this trail for 6.5 miles, all the way east to Sandstone Peak and then down to the Yerba Buena Road, which would involve a 10-mile car shuttle from the Ray Miller Trailhead and would reduce the trip to two days. The three-day hike continues straight ahead on the Serrano Valley Trail. Serrano Valley is a quiet, sylvan glen with groves of oak, bay, and sycamore. You’ll be tempted to stop by one of the many pools along the stream and cool your feet under the shady green canopy above. This is one of the hidden treasures of the Santa Monicas and well worth the effort you’ve already expended to get here.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Simply put, this trip gives you the best bang for your buck in the Santa Monica Mountains. The Point Mugu area is the most remote, least traveled, and closest thing to wilderness in the range. With so many trails in the area, this loop hike is only one of several options. In spring after a wet winter, this is one of the most beautiful areas in Southern California. And it’s all within an hour’s drive of Los Angeles!



Continue on the Serrano Valley Trail and stay on the main path as you pass lightly maintained bits of the Serrano Loop Trail. At 7.5 miles, you rejoin Sycamore Canyon Road. Sycamore Canyon is another gem of the Santa Monicas. An easily graded road passes through native grasses and stately sycamore trees as it meanders from the Pacific Coast Highway through the heart of the range to near US 101 in the San Fernando Valley. From mid-October through February, the canyon is home to large numbers of migrating monarch butterflies, and in any season it’s prime bird-watching habitat. This very pleasant portion of the hike travels north to the intersection of the Backbone Trail (9.2 miles) that you hiked earlier in the day. Turn left here and retrace your steps back to La Jolla Valley Campground for a much-needed rest.


Test Your Equipment

Test all your vital equipment at home before your trip. Check your flashlight or headlamp batteries. Test your lighter. Fire up your camp stove. If your tent is new or it has been a while since you used it, practice setting it up and taking it down. It never hurts to make sure all the parts are there and in working order.



It’s 4.9 miles back to the Ray Miller Trailhead; start by once again walking northeast through the campground to the Overlook Fire Road. Turn right and follow the wide dirt road south; it follows the ridge and affords fine views of the country you’ve been hiking, with Sycamore Canyon on your left and La Jolla Valley on your right. In 1.8 miles you meet the Ray Miller/Backbone Trail as it climbs steeply up from the trailhead. From here it’s a 2.6-mile, 950-foot descent back to the parking lot and your car.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

After three days on the trail, you’re bound to be famished; on your way back to civilization, stop at Malibu Seafood, at 25653 Pacific Coast Highway, about 1.5 miles west of Pepperdine University. It’s an unpretentious, funky little eatery with patio seating and a wide variety of fresh fish that won’t leave your wallet too much lighter.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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THE COAST RANGES



California’s Coast Ranges stretch from San Diego to the Oregon border, a nearly continuous line of rugged subranges that runs parallel to the coastline and extends inland for roughly 100 miles. The overall topography consists of closely packed ridgelines and peaks separated by narrow, often deep valleys. Unlike the hard granite bedrock of the Sierra Nevada, the underlying geology consists primarily of the Franciscan Formation, a collection of mudstones, sandstones, and other loosely consolidated sedimentary rock. Annual precipitation increases as you travel from the chaparral slopes of Southern California to the redwood forest of the central and northern coastlines. Rainfall is highest along the coastline but diminishes rapidly as you move inland.

In Southern California, the San Bernardino and San Gabriel Mountains arc east–west around the Los Angeles metropolitan area, transitioning into the San Rafael and Sierra Madre Mountains to the north. These mountains then merge into the Santa Lucia Range, which rises abruptly from the ocean to form the precipitous interior terrain of the Big Sur region. A break in the Coast Ranges occurs inland from Monterey Bay before the land rises upward again to form the many subranges of the San Francisco Bay Area, including the redwood-cloaked Santa Cruz Mountains, the oak-studded Diablo Range of the East Bay, and the peaks of Marin County and Point Reyes National Seashore. From here north, the mountains widen into the broad expanse of Mendocino National Forest and eventually transition into the peaks of northwest California’s Klamath Mountains. The topography remains sheer and severe along the coastline, however, reaching a rugged crescendo along the Lost Coast—the wildest stretch of coastline in the Lower 48 states.

BIG SUR

The name Big Sur evokes images of a wild coast nestled along the base of the rugged Santa Lucia Range. California’s Big Sur country stretches from Carmel southward to San Simeon, and from the Pacific Ocean eastward into the Santa Lucias. This dramatic landscape was home to the Esselen, Ohlone, and Salinian tribes until the mid-1800s, when a handful of homesteaders, fur traders, ranchers, and entrepreneurs settled the area, building steep, narrow wagon roads.

Today, Big Sur shelters a wealth of natural treasures, from steep, redwood-lined canyons to headlands that tumble precipitously into the sea. It is still incredibly remote, with few roads crossing the Santa Lucia Range, and remains one of the largest roadless areas along the continental US coastline. Though its positive attributes are many, Big Sur’s inner beauty eludes most travelers who never venture far from CA 1. The result is a vast, remote wilderness for backpackers to explore.

The trips into the Ventana Wilderness included in this book visit wildflower-strewn hillsides, oak woodlands, towering redwoods, fragrant coastal scrub, and pine-studded ridges. The higher you climb, the more rewarding the views become, with glimpses east into the sheer Santa Lucias and west to the rugged coast. Whatever you choose, you’re bound to return.

Silver Peak Wilderness

Big Sur country is a land of contrasts; a suture zone where north meets south, redwood forests meet yuccas, and pounding surf meets vertical mountains. In 1992, the Los Padres Condor Range and River Protection Act established the Silver Peak Wilderness, and today, thanks to conservation efforts, over 31,555 acres are protected, harboring no-fee trailhead access and excellent alternatives to the often congested state parks in Big Sur to the north.

Silver Peak Wilderness encompasses a biologically rich landscape characterized by sun-drenched savannas and lush riparian canyons. Northern and southern biogeographical regions converge here in a sharp dichotomy of vegetation. Redwoods push their southern limits amid verdant canyons carpeted in ferns and mosses. Immediately adjacent, yet more typical of areas farther south, semiarid grasslands host yuccas, rufous-crowned sparrows, and scurrying alligator lizards. The wilderness is home to biological rarities, giving it rights to three designated botanical areas. It also shelters such threatened and endangered species as the southern steelhead and the California condor.

Bounded on the west by the Pacific, the Silver Peak Wilderness rises thousands of feet to the crest of the Santa Lucia Range. Here, hikers can lose themselves amid river canyons, wildflower-strewn meadows, and high peaks that overlook the rugged coast, the views from which many consider the finest in Big Sur.

Cone Peak

Topping out below 6,000 feet, the Santa Lucia Range by no means approaches the lofty reaches of the Sierra Nevada, which soar more than 14,000 feet above the San Joaquin and Sacramento Valleys. But the rugged Santa Lucias certainly surpass any of the Lower 48 coastal ranges in terms of topographical relief. These peaks drop so precipitously to the rocky coves and pounding Pacific that their canyon walls appear to fold in upon themselves.

No mountain illustrates this better than Cone Peak. Within 3 miles of the coast, Cone Peak rises nearly a mile. The astonishing grade from the beach at Limekiln to the summit is the most extreme coastal slope in the contiguous United States. This abrupt change in elevation, along with a variety of soil types, supports impressive ecological diversity, including old-growth redwoods, ancient oak woodlands, endemic stands of Santa Lucia firs, and an isolated grove of sugar pines.

In 1542, Juan Cabrillo sailed past the forbidding Santa Lucia Range and wrote, “There are mountains which seem to reach the heavens, and the sea beats on them.” Spanning 200,000 acres of raw wilderness, these granite and marble peaks rise more than 5,000 feet above the Salinas Valley to the east and plunge west to the rugged Pacific shoreline connecting our country’s “Salad Bowl” to the surf.

Despite the rugged terrain, Cone Peak and its flanks are accessible via many trails. When it opens in spring, Cone Peak Road (aka Central Coast Ridge Road) enables hikers to reach the summit via Cone Peak Summit Trail in less than 2 hours. This book describes a longer, multiday traverse to appreciate why Big Sur continues to be remote and wild (page 102). No doubt, expect to find extremes here and be prepared for a wide array of inhospitable conditions—including overgrown trails; dry, ephemeral creeks; pesky insects; and temperatures that can range over 40°F (from the 55°F fog-enshrouded coast to the 95°F sun-scorched peaks in summer). Many would reason this landscape is impenetrable, while others would deem it vast, untamed, and unspoiled.


A Culture of Appreciation

Let us leave a splendid legacy for our children . . . let us turn to them and say, “This you inherit: Guard it well, for it is far more precious than money . . . and once destroyed, nature’s beauty cannot be repurchased at any price.

—Ansel Adams



The Big Sur wilderness hangs in fragile balance between humans and nature. The trails would not be passable here were it not for the foresight and efforts of grassroots conservationists and volunteers. Please contact the following groups if you’d like to get involved.

• Big Sur Land Trust: 831-625-5523, bigsurlandtrust.org

• Sierra Club, Ventana Chapter: 831-624-8032, ventana.sierraclub.org

• Ventana Wilderness Alliance: 831-423-3191, ventanawild.org

• Ventana Wilderness Society: 831-455-9514, ventanaws.org

DIABLO RANGE

On the southeast edge of the Bay Area, a broad swath of landscape has been wrinkled upward to form the Diablo Range. A multitude of north–south ridges pack closely together to compose this wild and seldom-trod landscape, cloaked by rolling oak woodlands, sunbaked chaparral, and a riot of spring wildflowers. It is the Bay Area’s most remote, challenging, and enticing backcountry destination, yet it somehow remains hidden to the masses. While weekend warriors compete for backcountry permits in the Sierras, hikers are often alone with their thoughts along the Diablo Range.

Near the northern end of the range, the long-distance Ohlone Trail crosses the breadth of the mountains, traveling from Sunol Regional Wilderness to Del Valle Regional Park. A series of designated backcountry camping areas nestle beneath rustling oaks along the way, providing respite from the steep and exposed terrain. The route winds past myriad viewpoints that encompass nearly the entire Diablo Range. Rose Peak looms near the middle of the hike, only 32 feet lower than Mount Diablo, offering views that span from San Francisco to the Sierra Nevada. Red-tailed hawks, chattering acorn woodpeckers, elusive mountain lions, and the howl of coyotes attest to the savage nature of the terrain.

Farther south is Henry W. Coe State Park, the state’s second-largest state park and the largest parcel of protected land in the Bay Area. Its 85,000 acres include some of the most remote backcountry in the Bay Area, including the 23,300-acre Orestimba Wilderness in the park’s northeast corner. This idyllic wilderness is truly out there; just to reach it requires a 15-mile hike. The Diablo Range is primarily a spring destination, though fall trips are also possible along the Ohlone Trail and in some portions of Henry W. Coe. The heat of the summer sun on miles of unshaded trail can be oppressive, while the cold heights—and possibility of snow—make winter less appealing. Spring is prime time for this hike as wildflowers explode in one of the Bay Area’s most dazzling and diverse displays. Wildflowers are extraordinary from March to May, and dozens of species can be seen along the trail. Water becomes scarce to nonexistent throughout much of Henry W. Coe from late May until the winter rains have replenished the area. Provided there’s still ample water, September and October treat hikers to the autumnal colors of the changing oak and maple leaves as well as a glimpse into the mating ritual of tarantulas, a celebrated species in this neck of the woods.

SANTA CRUZ MOUNTAINS

The Santa Cruz Mountains extend south-southeast more than 70 miles approximately following the famous San Andreas Fault, from just south of San Francisco to the old mission hamlet of San Luis Bautista at the edge of Santa Clara Valley south of San Jose. The geography in the northern half of the range is largely defined by the long, northwest-trending Skyline Ridge, which rises some 3,000 feet and separates the developed San Francisco Bay Area from the peaceful Pacific Coast. The rugged landscape of steep ridges is home to stately redwood and fir forests, open grasslands studded with oak woodlands typical of the California countryside, and a multitude of creeks and small rivers that tumble down remote canyons to the ocean. A good portion of the Santa Cruz Mountains is protected by a large complex of contiguous and interconnected parks located on both the ocean side and the valley side of the mountains. The centerpiece is Big Basin Redwoods State Park, which protects the largest stand of old-growth redwood forest south of Humboldt County. Hundreds of miles of trails and abandoned logging roads are available to enjoy the peace and primeval majesty of this undeveloped mountain range and its wildlife, only a short drive from one of the planet’s largest metropolitan areas.
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Punta Gorda Lighthouse (see Trip 26) photographed by Mike White

POINT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE

Point Reyes National Seashore encompasses over 70,000 acres of coastal bluffs, beaches, forests, and pasturelands. Point Reyes has a unique geologic history: the peninsula lies on the Pacific Plate, separated from the North American mainland by the San Andreas Fault. Because of this, its geology and ecosystem are distinct from those of the adjacent mainland. Point Reyes is also unique in that it was the first national seashore to allow agricultural operations inside the park. In the latter half of the 19th and early 20th centuries, the peninsula was known for the dairy ranches that produced high-quality butter. When the seashore was established, in 1962, many ranches were allowed to remain in operation. Today, much of Point Reyes is a working landscape with active dairy and beef ranches, but over 30,000 acres of the seashore fall within the Phillip Burton Wilderness Area. The wilderness area lies in the rugged southern half of the Point Reyes Peninsula, stretching from the Pacific Ocean, over 1,200-foot Inverness Ridge, to the Olema Valley; it is bordered to the north and south by Limantour Road and the town of Bolinas, respectively. More than 100 miles of trails traverse this protected landscape, affording plentiful day trips and connecting four hike-in campgrounds—Coast, Sky, Glen, and Wildcat. You can sleep under the stars a short distance from the crashing Pacific waves, high on a ridge with sweeping ocean views, or nestled in a misty forest. You’ll visit diverse landscapes at Point Reyes: sandy beaches and dramatic coastal cliffs sprayed by salty ocean winds; low-lying coastal scrub, with sweet smelling ceanothus and spring-blooming iris; and moist and ferny Douglas-fir forests on the slopes and crest of Inverness Ridge. Point Reyes is close enough to the urban Bay Area for an overnight trip, but its varied landscapes and many miles of trails make it worthy of longer adventures.

LOST COAST

The Lost Coast is a strip of rugged Northern California coastline between where CA 1 bends inland in the south and the Mattole River enters the ocean near the small community of Petrolia in the north. The steep topography in this area forced highway engineers to retreat inland to find more hospitable terrain suitable for a north-to-south byway. Combined with some outstanding scenery, the lack of a road and the inevitable development that typically follows has created a veritable hikers paradise, with the Lost Coast Trail not only the area’s premier long-distance path but also perhaps the finest coastal trail along the entire Pacific Coast.

The Lost Coast can hardly be considered undiscovered. Ranchers, loggers, railroads, mills, and seaports have all left their mark on the land. But the terrain is remote, too rugged for CA 1, keeping all but the most adventurous away. The Lost Coast stretches from the Eel River Delta near Ferndale south to CA 1, a distance of more than 70 miles. It is the most seismically active region in the state. Offshore lies the Mendocino Triple Junction, the point where three tectonic plates meet. The San Andreas Fault reaches its terminus here, shearing the landscape with a multitude of faults. All of this geologic activity causes dramatic uplift of the land, forming towering cliffs and summits that rise abruptly from the crashing sea. The dark cliffs weather to form unusual black sand beaches. Small creeks carve deep gullies on the mountainsides and provide entry points into the otherwise inaccessible interior.

The town of Shelter Cove—and the paved road providing access from US 101—neatly divides the Lost Coast into two distinct sections. Sinkyone Wilderness State Park encompasses most of the southern part, including more than 22 miles of shoreline. To the north, the King Range National Conservation Area protects the lofty King Range and a 23-mile stretch of continuous beach. Hiking in the two areas is markedly different. In Sinkyone, a point-to-point journey on the Lost Coast Trail involves nearly 4,000 feet of elevation gain and loss as the route scrambles in and out of several coastal drainages. In the King Range, you walk for miles directly along the beach below the mountains and ridges surrounding King Peak, which rises to 4,088 feet in less than 3 miles from the ocean.
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View from the Buckeye Trail
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BIG SUR’S SOUTH COAST:
Salmon Creek to Buckeye Meadow

Analise Elliot Heid


DISTANCE: 7.0 miles out-and-back (Buckeye Camp); 7.9 miles point-to-point (Cruikshank Trailhead); 8.4 miles point-to-point (Alder Creek Camp)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 1–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,058'/304' (one-way to Buckeye Camp)

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: If you choose to hike this route point-to-point from the Buckeye Trailhead to the Cruikshank Trailhead, it’s 4.1 miles between trailheads along CA 1.

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAPS: Wilderness Press Big Sur Recreation Map; Jack Glendening Big Sur Trailmap (bigsurtrailmap.net)

BEST SEASON: October–May, when fog banks roll well offshore, migrating gray whales spout within sight of land, and the meadows bloom anew. In summer, fog often obscures coastal views. However, the wet months (November–April) also bring an onslaught of ticks.

LOCATION: Silver Peak Wilderness

CONTACT: Los Padres National Forest: 831-385-5434 (Monterey District Headquarters); 805-927-4211 (Pacific Valley Station); fs.usda.gov/lpnf



PERMITS

Fire permits are required for all stoves (preventwildfireca.org/Campfire-Permit). Off-leash dogs are permitted, except in designated campgrounds, where a 6-foot or shorter leash is required. Horses and livestock are allowed on the trail, but bikes are prohibited.

CHALLENGES

Most of the trail beats through fast-growing coastal brush that overruns the trail. Poison oak is common along the coastal slopes. Warmer temperatures (usually above 70°F) bring an onslaught of nagging flies that persist through late fall. Wetter months will turn this trail into a tick haven.

HOW TO GET THERE


BUCKEYE TRAILHEAD N35° 48.875' W121° 21.633'



From San Simeon, head north on CA 1 for 19 miles. Park at the abandoned Salmon Creek Station, 100 yards north of a tight bend in CA 1, 8 miles south of Gorda and 1.5 miles north of the posted San Luis Obispo County line. The trailhead is immediately west of the parking area. There are no facilities or water at the trailhead.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The signed Buckeye Trailhead (357') lies just west of the dilapidated, abandoned ranger station. You’ll cross a cattle guard and climb behind the station to a gated fence. After a steep, short climb past interwoven branches of poison oak and morning glories, the trail climbs along a minor ridge to open slopes of fragrant coastal scrub, including sagebrush, yarrow, hedge nettle, and ceanothus. The ridge leads to a minor saddle (0.5 mile, 760') directly above CA 1 for spectacular, unobstructed views of the coast.

From the saddle, the Buckeye Trail crosses arid slopes flanked with open grasslands and scattered yuccas, climbing northwest past a fence to the Soda Springs Trail junction (1 mile, 860'). While the Soda Springs Trail leads 0.5 mile to CA 1, offering a shorter route to Buckeye Camp, that trail is steeper and is often overgrown.


Tick Tips

In tick country, wear light-colored clothing to help spot them. Though not breathable, rain pants or nylon pants may thwart these pesky hitchhikers altogether. Check for ticks regularly on the trail. If you do find one burrowed into your skin, take a pair of tweezers, grip the tick as close to the skin as possible, and pull it straight out. Avoid squeezing the tick, as it may emit bacteria into the skin. While tick-borne Lyme disease remains rare in the northern Santa Lucia Range, that could change in the future. A tick must be attached for at least 24 hours to transmit the disease. If you develop a bull’s-eye rash, pain, fever, headache, or muscle aches after a tick bite, see your doctor immediately.



Past the junction, the trail crosses a bay-lined minor gully, which in the wetter months supports a small waterfall 30 feet northeast of the trail. You’ll quickly cross three more gullies fringed with oaks, maples, bays, toyons, and buckeyes, offering shady respite from the exposed coastal slopes.

Just past a cascading creek, you will reach an oak-clad minor ridge with impressive views. Cross another shady gully to a stand of ponderosa pines for views south toward Piedras Blancas, near Hearst Castle. Views open up to the north as you climb open oak and pine woodlands past a dry gully (3.3 miles, 2,060'). From here, the trail crosses a typically dry creek past a fence to the signed Buckeye Camp entrance at spacious Buckeye Meadow.

Skirting the oak-rimmed meadow, the trail then reaches the main site (3.4 miles, 2,060') in the shade of a large bay. This is an ideal spot for a group outing, with plenty of room for several tents. A reliable spring-fed creek passes just south of camp, though in summer the shallow, murky water may lose its appeal. To reach the smaller second site, continue northwest, threading a pair of valley oaks at the meadow’s edge. The site lies just downslope, offering a fire ring and room for up to two tents.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The Buckeye Trail offers grand vistas of Big Sur’s stunning and less visited southern coast. If you can arrange a shuttle vehicle, point-to-point trips include 1.5 miles to Soda Springs Trailhead via the Buckeye and Soda Springs Trails; 7.9 miles to the Cruikshank Trailhead via the Buckeye and Cruikshank Trails; and 8.4 miles to Alder Creek Camp via the Buckeye Trail. Regardless of your itinerary, Buckeye Camp is a highlight. Perched amid an open meadow, the camp is roomy enough for a group outing.



You can either return the way you came or loop north on the Buckeye Trail to the Cruikshank Trailhead along CA 1 (a 7.9-mile point-to-point trek from the abandoned Salmon Creek Station to the lower Cruikshank Trailhead). Be aware that this route is more difficult due to overgrown brush and the tread being obscured in places.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Drive the coast for an iconic coastal California experience. While the dedication of CA 1 in 1938 opened the Big Sur wilderness for all to enjoy, the construction project was also the source of devastating environmental damage. Residents have long lobbied on behalf of the region, motivated by environmental concerns and fears that tourism might lead to rampant development and commercialism. Soon after the highway opened, residents lobbied the local board of supervisors and county planning commission to ban billboards and similar visual noise. As a result, visitors today can still enjoy stunning, uninterrupted vistas from the many turnouts along CA 1. If you can carve out the time, don’t miss a classic iconic California experience to drive the 90-mile stretch of highway that defines Big Sur country.

Visit an off-the-grid ecoresort. Decades ago, founders John and Corinne Handy wanted to design a place that preserved the beauty and health of the land while allowing guests to immerse themselves in Big Sur’s natural beauty. Today, the yurts and campsites of Treebones (877-424-4787, treebonesresort.com) “perch lightly” with a smaller carbon footprint than other resorts along the coast. Innovative ideas put into practice here include recycling heat created by clean-burning microturbines. The heat is used for radiant-heated floors and to provide hot water for the resort and its pool and spa. Tree-bones also boasts two great restaurants of garden-to-table food. All kitchen scraps are fed to chickens or composted at the organic garden. Most of their vegetables are grown on site and supplement additional produce bought from neighbors and other local, high-quality purveyors. If glamping is your thing, Treebones is a premier spot to visit.
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A mound of serpentine, California’s state rock, creates a barren landscape where only endemic species survive.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Pine Falls
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PINE VALLEY

Analise Elliot Heid


DISTANCE: 12.2 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 1,347'/2,071' (one-way)

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY RATING: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 7

MAPS: Wilderness Press Big Sur Recreation Map; Jack Glendening Big Sur Trailmap (bigsurtrailmap.net)

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall, as temperatures are moderate and storms infrequent. Summer temps can reach the upper 90s (Fahrenheit), and flies and mosquitoes pose a nuisance. Winter temps can dip below freezing, and snow is common above 4,000'. If your timing is perfect, however, between winter storms the valley can hit the upper 60s, and you’ll likely have the valley all to yourself.

LOCATION: Ventana Wilderness, Los Padres National Forest

CONTACT: Big Sur Station: 831-667-2315, parks.ca.gov/?page_id=29838; Los Padres National Forest: 805-865-0416 (headquarters), 831-242-0619 (Monterey District Headquarters, King City), fs.usda.gov/lpnf



PERMITS

No wilderness permit is required. Fire permits are required for all stoves (preventwildfireca.org/Campfire-Permit). There’s no fee if you park at the turnout on Tassajara Road directly across from the China Camp entrance. If you park at the campground, there’s a $20/night fee. Dogs are allowed off leash, except in designated campgrounds, where a 6-foot or shorter leash is required.

CHALLENGES

Trail conditions are passable. However, the terrain is continuously exposed to fire and flood. Plants well adapted to these disturbances thrive, and each year brush vigorously encroaches on the trails. With continual budget constraints, the U.S. Forest Service cannot manage most of the trails in the wilderness (hence, the western span of the Pine Ridge Trail is closed for the foreseeable future and a transect across the Santa Lucia Mountains via this trail is no longer possible).

HOW TO GET THERE


CHINA CAMP CAMPGROUND & PINE RIDGE TRAILHEAD N36° 17.729' W121° 34.068'



From Monterey heading south on CA 1, turn left on Carmel Valley Road (County Road G16) in Carmel and head east. In 11.7 miles you’ll reach Carmel Valley Village, your last opportunity for gas, food, and supplies. Drive through the village and continue another 11.3 miles to the Tassajara Road junction (Tassajara Road may be closed during storms due to fallen trees or small mudslides). From the Tassajara Road junction, turn southwest and drive 1.3 miles to a fork with Cachagua Road. Take the left branch and continue 10.7 miles along Tassajara Road to the China Camp entrance. The pavement ends 1.8 miles from the junction, and 7.6 miles farther you’ll pass White Oaks Campground. From there it’s 1.3 miles to the entrance road at China Camp.

To reach the campground, hang a sharp right off Tassajara Road and drive 200 feet. If you’re not camping, park in the small lot across Tassajara Road from the camp entrance. Road conditions can be found at tinyurl.com/lpnfroadconditions. Park at the large turnout on Tassajara Road across from China Camp. The trailhead is on the camp side of the road, 100 feet south of the parking lot and 150 feet south of the camp entrance. The trail begins on a saddle above China Camp. There’s no water at the trailhead.

From Southern California heading north on US 101, turn off on US 101 Business, Greenfield’s southernmost exit. In 0.5 mile, you’ll turn left on Elm Avenue (CR G16) and head southwest 5.8 miles to Arroyo Seco Road (CR G17). The two roads merge for 6.5 miles and then fork. Take the right branch and continue 17 miles northwest on Carmel Valley Road to the Tassajara Road junction, and then follow the directions as described above.


Preventing Giardiasis

People often return from camping trips suffering from giardiasis, an infection of the small intestine that can cause nausea, diarrhea, and cramps. Symptoms generally begin one to two weeks after infection and may last two to six weeks. Caused by the parasite Giardia lamblia, it is contracted via contaminated food or water. Purify all found water with a portable filter, chemical treatment, or by boiling for 1–3 minutes.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

The route begins at a marked trailhead on a major saddle above China Camp (4,295'), 5.4 miles from Pine Valley and 24 miles from Big Sur. Like most trails in the Ventana Wilderness, this one is not regularly maintained and the lower half of the western span of the trail is closed indefinitely. With each successive fire scorching the area, fire-adapted species thrive and quickly encroach on the trails, but thankfully dozens of hearty Ventana trail volunteers help maintain the upper eastern span of the Pine Ridge trail each year.

After a gradual climb of 400 feet, you’ll immediately descend the same elevation through brush dominated by ceanothus and tan oak. In 0.6 mile, you’ll emerge from the worst of the overgrown sections at the route’s high point (4,750'). Views stretch south to the Black Cone Trail ridgelines and the Church Creek and Tassajara Creek drainages, west along the Coast Ridge, and southeast toward Cone and Junipero Serra Peaks. Rising nearly a mile above the Pacific, Cone Peak is perched atop the farthest visible ridge, 17 miles south. Dominating the horizon, 5,862-foot Junipero Serra rises high above the unseen Salinas Valley.

The trail gradually descends a scenic ridge across golden grasslands and past thickets of new growth sprouting from the remains of a charred forest. The ridge separates the Miller Creek drainage and the Church Creek drainage. You’ll continue through oak woodlands and grasslands speckled with yucca stalks of Our Lord’s candle, top a minor saddle, and climb the ridge to a prominent saddle. Views vanish briefly as the trail switchbacks southwest and then climbs north to the second-highest point along the route (2.1 miles, 4,740'). From here, the route is downhill to Pine Valley.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This trail leads past old-growth ponderosas amid an open meadow, ancient sandstone cliffs, buttes, boulders, and Pine Falls, which cascades 50 feet into an emerald swimming hole. Naturally, this is a popular year-round day hike, so it’s best to avoid it during major holidays. Though the valley lies within day-hike range, allow at least 6 hours for the round-trip to enjoy the scenery or visit Pine Falls for a refreshing swim.



Pause for glimpses through the bare branches of burned snags. Look west to spot the sandstone formation that parallels Church Creek Fault. The trail turns southwest on a steep grade, dropping 850 feet through open oak woodlands carpeted with vibrant spring wildflowers. After 1.5 miles, the trail switchbacks down to Church Creek Divide (3.6 miles, 3,665'). This divide marks the four-way junction of the westbound Pine Ridge Trail, the southeast-bound Church Creek Trail, and the northwest-bound Carmel River Trail to Pine Valley.

Forming a deep saddle between two west-trending ridges, the divide sits atop the 29-mile east–west Church Creek Fault. For millions of years, the North American and Pacific Plates have ground past one another here, creating Church Creek Canyon. From the divide, the fault continues northwest, following the Carmel River Trail to Hiding Canyon Camp, ascending the Puerto Suelo Trail to the prominent Puerto Suelo saddle and emerging at the Pacific near Kaslar Point. To the northwest lie the headwaters of the Carmel River, while to the southeast lie the headwaters of the Salinas River along Church Creek. Oddly enough, the latter winds some 80 miles north of the Carmel River before finding its way to sea.

From the divide, the Carmel River Trail turns right and leads 1.7 miles to the wildflower-strewn meadows and tall pines of Pine Valley. Over the first 0.3 mile, you’ll cross the typically dry headwaters of the Carmel River. As the grade levels off (4.5 miles, 3,160'), you’ll notice sandstone cliffs to your right and hear trickling water off to your left. The scene is reminiscent of the Sierras, with ponderosa pines rising from an open meadow beside steep sandstone cliffs.

You’ll continue through mixed evergreen and riparian forests, highlighted by the isolated stands of our rarest fir, the endemic Santa Lucia fir, at the valley’s east end. A large gate marks the official Pine Valley entrance (5.3 miles, 3,140'), at a junction with the Pine Valley– Pine Ridge Trail and the cross-country trail to Pine Falls. The main trail leads to a year-round stretch of the Carmel River. If you have time, don’t miss the side trip to Pine Falls.


SIDE TRIP: PINE FALLS

The 0.7-mile trail to Pine Falls is narrow, overgrown, and washed out in a few precarious places. Your payoff is a scenic waterfall oasis and swimming hole, among Ventana’s most spectacular sights.

From the Pine Valley–Pine Ridge Trail junction (5.3 miles, 3,140'), turn left and cross the river, heading downstream a few yards before recrossing past the first of three small, unofficial campsites. The trail closely follows the river, crisscrossing it multiple times on the way downstream past riparian forests and endemic Santa Lucia firs.

You’ll emerge at an overlook directly above 50-foot Pine Falls (6.0 miles, 2,700'). The descent to its base is hazardous, as you must clamber across slick boulders. Use the conveniently placed rope to negotiate the final 20 feet through a minor gully. The crystal-clear pool is wide and deep enough for swimming, but as temperatures only reach the high 50s Fahrenheit at best, your swim will be a quick one. Enjoy the brisk plunge, and return the way you came.



If you’re bound for the more spacious upper meadow, turn right at this junction onto the Carmel River Trail, following a decrepit sign marked BEAR BASIN. You’ll pass through a gate toward a small cabin on private land. A longtime Pine Valley resident, Jack English, lived and gardened on the small plot to your right. In years past, he welcomed weary, cold hikers into his cabin to share the warmth of the fire and his stories of the wilder days in the valley trapping lions for the U.S. Forest Service. Today, his spirit can be felt among the old-growth pines. English died at the age of 96 in 2016.

A hundred feet past the cabin, you’ll ascend a minor knoll then descend into upper Pine Valley and the official Pine Valley Camp (5.4 miles, 3,130'), equipped with a fire ring and room for up to three tents. Six or seven unofficial campsites also lie nestled amid the pine-studded meadow, each equipped with a fire ring and room for up to three tents. These fill up quickly on holiday weekends.

Scamper up the valley walls at dawn or dusk for spectacular pine-filtered views, highlighted by grazing deer and active woodpeckers. If the valley is deserted, you may even hear the cry of a lone coyote or happen across the tracks of an elusive bobcat along the riverbanks.


PINE VALLEY NATIVES

For thousands of years, fertile Pine Valley was home to the Esselen people, providing them with excellent hunting, gathering, and living grounds. The Esselen may have used fire to clear underbrush and maintain the pine stands and broad meadow, where deer, rabbits, antelopes, and even bears once commonly grazed. In the adjacent forest, doves, quails, and other game birds flocked beneath the abundant canopy of oaks, bays, pines, and madrones. Wild roses grow in dense thickets on the east edge of the valley, perhaps cultivated by the Esselen for straight, strong arrow shafts. Beneath the sandstone cliffs, women took harvested acorns from the surrounding oak woodlands and ground the nutritious meat into flour. Their mortar holes still pepper sandstone outcrops just downstream from the Pine Valley–Pine Ridge Trail junction. Today, few Esselen remain. Most of their people were decimated by disease brought by Spanish missionaries. Those who survived were often captured and sent to work in the Spanish missions. Others were killed. Sadly, much of their culture, language, mythology, and religion was also lost.



BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The Tassajara Zen Mountain Center (sfzc.org/tassajara) is nestled in rugged, mineral-rich Tassajara Creek Canyon. Humans have used these healing grounds for centuries. The native Esselen people used the hot springs as traditional ceremonial grounds, as depicted in surviving pictographs on cave walls in Church Creek Canyon.

In the 1860s, crews forged Tassajara Road and built the original resort cabins and pools along the banks of Tassajara Creek. Today the site is home to Zenshinji (Zen Mind Temple), a Soto Zen Buddhist monastery established in 1966. From May to August, Tassajara Zen Mountain Center welcomes guests to workshops, retreats, and work-study programs in this remote wilderness valley.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Stunning view west along the open coastal slope along the flanks of Cone Peak
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COAST TO CONE PEAK:
CA 1 to Vicente Flat and Cone Peak Loop

Analise Elliot Heid


DISTANCE: 25.6 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,700'/7,139'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: If you plan to use a shuttle vehicle along Cone Peak Road, drive to the junction of Cone Peak Road and Nacimiento-Fergusson Road (7.2 miles from CA 1). Head north on 6.6-mile Cone Peak Road. A saddle at Mile 3.7 marks the Vicente Flat Trailhead; the Cone Peak Trailhead is at Mile 5.2. Cone Peak Road is closed to vehicle traffic from roughly November to May. Contact the agencies below for details.

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderate

SCENERY: 8

MAPS: Wilderness Press Big Sur Recreation Map; Jack Glendening Big Sur Trailmap (bigsurtrailmap.net)

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall

LOCATION: Ventana Wilderness, Los Padres National Forest

CONTACT: California State Parks, Big Sur Ranger Station: 831-667-2315, parks.ca.gov/?page_id=29838; Los Padres National Forest: 805-865-0416 (headquarters), 831-242-0619 (Monterey District headquarters, King City), 805-927-4211 (Pacific Valley Station); fs.usda.gov/lpnf



PERMITS

Fire permits required for all stoves (preventwildfireca.org/Campfire-Permit). No wilderness permits required in Ventana Wilderness. Off-leash dogs are permitted, except in designated campgrounds, where a 6-foot or shorter leash is required. No horses or bikes allowed on trails.

CHALLENGES

Encroaching brush, poison oak, ticks (wet season), gnats (dry season).

HOW TO GET THERE


VICENTE FLAT TRAILHEAD (WEST END) N35° 59.400' W121° 29.706'



From the north, drive 54 miles south of Carmel on CA 1 to the Nacimiento-Fergusson Road junction, on the east side of the highway. From the south, drive 44 miles north of Cambria and 36 miles north of San Simeon on CA 1. Kirk Creek Campground is on the west side of the highway, 0.1 mile north of the junction. There are no facilities or water at the Vicente Flat Trailhead, but these can be found at Kirk Creek Campground across the highway. The trailhead is on the east side of CA 1 (across from Kirk Creek Campground).

If you’re driving north or south on US 101, take the Jolon Road exit, 10 miles south of Greenfield and a mile north of the Salinas River crossing. Take Jolon Road (County Road G14) 17.8 miles south to the Mission Road junction. Turn onto Mission Road and drive 0.2 mile to the Hunter Liggett Military Reservation gate (you’ll need to show your driver’s license and vehicle registration to enter). In 2.9 miles, turn left onto paved Nacimiento-Fergusson Road, which winds 17.9 miles to the signed junction with Central Coast Ridge Road (Cone Peak Road), 300 yards past the U.S. Forest Service Nacimiento Station. Turn right and drive north on Cone Peak Road if requiring shuttle vehicle. Otherwise, drive another 7.2 miles along Nacimiento-Fergusson Road until it ends at CA 1. The trailhead is on the east side of CA 1.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From its marked trailhead along CA 1 (190'), the Vicente Flat Trail—named after Vicente Avila, who grazed stock animals and built a small cabin at Vicente Flat—quickly climbs a series of switchbacks north past coastal scrub. Spring welcomes a profusion of wildflowers to the otherwise golden slopes. Watch for the rare and fragile, orchid-like chocolate lily, which blooms along the lower portion of the trail.

As you climb north, you will traverse sun-drenched grasslands and coastal chaparral as you weave briefly into several minor shady canyons. During the wetter months, you may hear trickling from a nearby spring lined with invasive blackberry and broom species (0.9 mile, 700').

The grade steepens as the trail passes scattered yuccas, attesting to the aridity of these exposed slopes and switchbacks. You’ll soon reach a ridge (1.4 miles, 1,000') that offers spectacular views of the vast convergence of land and sea. This is a favorite day-hiking destination from Kirk Creek Campground, as it offers iconic coastal views within the first 2 miles.

Onward, the trail enters the Ventana Wilderness and after 0.3 mile reaches shade beneath a canopy of oaks, madrones, and bays. Follow the ridgeline through four gullies past a dense band of redwoods. After a steep climb to a prominent ridge (2.9 miles, 1,610'), pause to rest and enjoy the views northwest towards Lopez Point. To the east are 5,155-foot Cone Peak and its neighbor, double-notched Twin Peak, which loom over Hare and Limekiln Creeks.

The trail descends from the ridge, veering northeast through varied microclimates that support a wide range of both drought-tolerant and moisture-loving plants. It’s a dramatic juxtaposition of yuccas dotting the open, arid slopes, while redwoods cluster in the moist gullies.

On your left, 100 yards past a major gully along an unreliable creek, you’ll reach a spur to Espinosa Camp, named for Louis Espinosa, who homesteaded here in the late 1890s. The spur leads 100 feet to the camp (3.2 miles, 1,720'), which sits atop a minor ridge in the shade of live oaks; bays; redwoods; and rare, endemic Santa Lucia firs. Two small flats can accommodate up to four tents. Rock outcrops offer unobstructed views toward the coast. This is an excellent picnic spot, although the gully nearest the camp is usually dry. Just 1.7 miles farther along the main trail, the roomier Vicente Flat Camp is adjacent to reliable Hare Creek.


TAKE THIS TRIP

From the Vicente Flat Trailhead on the east side of CA 1, this route ascends high above the wave-swept coast toward 5,155-foot Cone Peak. Golden terraces give way to Big Sur’s most dramatic coastal and canyon vistas as the trail climbs pastoral hilltops into the redwood-lined creeks of Hare and Limekiln Canyons. Hare is one of the world’s deepest gorges, while Limekiln has one of the California’s steepest coastal slopes on its climb to Cone Peak.



Beyond the spur to Espinosa, you’ll round a prominent ridge and contour 0.25 mile past camp to reach the first reliable water source: a creeklet that cascades past redwoods and lush ferns. Across the creeklet and through another gully, you’ll emerge on open, grassy slopes with ocean views. Here the trail veers east, tops out at 1,860 feet, and begins a gentle descent to Vicente Flat.

Soon you’ll cross three typically dry, rubble-strewn gullies (4.1 miles, 1,800'), whose confluence lies 100 feet downslope. In winter, water plunges from adjacent marble faces, misting the surrounding greenery of ferns and mosses. Beyond the next dry redwood gully, the trail contours north and enters dense forest a quarter mile from Hare Creek. Several notably large redwoods mark your arrival at Vicente Flat.

A few feet past the creek, a spur cuts upstream to Vicente Flat Camp (4.9 miles, 1,674'). The first site is perched amid redwoods atop a flat creekside bench, with room for up to three tents. The second, more spacious site sits along the north bank and includes a fire ring. The third and fourth sites lie just downstream past old-growth redwoods at the extreme southern limit of their range.

Onward, the trail leads to Vicente Flat itself (and most likely the site of Vicente Avila’s cabin) in what is now a small meadow that hosts two small sites with fire rings. Along the edge of the flat, two parallel paths through poison oak skirt west. The upper trail, the main Vicente Flat Trail, climbs 0.1 mile to the Stone Ridge Trail. The lower spur, with slightly less poison oak, detours 70 feet to two creekside sites and rejoins the main trail only yards from the signed junction for the Stone Ridge Trail (5.0 miles, 1,674').

From the nearly illegibly signed junction, the Stone Ridge Trail reads MIDDLE FORK 2 MILES, GOAT CAMP 6 MILES, AND GAMBOA 7 MILES. It begins northwest through dense redwoods and tan oaks into sun-dappled oak woodlands. Beyond a minor gully lined with poison oak, your climb offers views up and down sheer-sided Hare Canyon. As you skirt a ridge composed largely of marble, the narrow trail opens to a large grassy flat and unofficial campsite with spectacular views toward the summit of Cone Peak.

Onward, the trail reaches the saddle that divides Hare Canyon and Limekiln Canyon (5.4 miles, 2,030'). From the saddle, a 0.2-mile spur leads west atop a ridge for some of the best coastline views of the route. At the end of the spur trail, one small unofficial campsite is perched on the ridge dividing the two canyons thousands of feet down to the foamy surf.

Back on the main trail at the saddle, the route traverses along the steep north-facing slopes of the Limekiln Creek drainage. Be on your guard for poison oak along the increasingly steep switchbacks that lead down to deep redwood-lined gullies. The trail continues north to the crossing of Limekiln Creek (7.1 miles, 1,534'), which hosts a very small site at Middle Fork Use Camp. Windstorms have toppled several large redwoods, slowing the flow and creating small crystalline pools, making it a difficult spot to find a flat tent site.

Across the reliable headwaters, the trail leads 10 yards downstream, climbs the canyon’s steep west wall, switchbacks, and leads north. Following a seasonal stream west up the canyon, you’ll climb first past shady redwoods then beneath live oaks and bays to two unofficial campsites. Perched beside the stream, each offers room for one tent.


Rattlesnakes

Found throughout the Santa Lucia Range, these venomous snakes like to bask on warm rocks or sunny patches of dirt. They are most common in spring, when their food supply (mostly rodents) also peaks. Rattlesnakes usually flee when startled and will strike only if threatened.

To avoid being bitten, stay on paths, give snakes a wide berth, wear high-sided hiking boots, and carry a walking stick. When climbing, watch where you place your hands and feet.

If someone is bitten, keep the person as calm and still as possible, gently wash the area with soap and water, apply a clean bandage, and seek immediate medical attention. Do not apply a tourniquet or pack the bite area in ice, as both methods will block circulation. Do not use your mouth to suck out venom, as that may lead to infection. Following treatment, most snakebite symptoms resolve within a few days.



The trail beyond climbs southwest to an obvious oak-clad saddle (8.0 miles, 2,030'), then northwest along a nearly level ridge. A hundred feet past a minor gully lined with madrones, oaks, and bays, the trail emerges in the open (8.5 miles, 2,160'), and for the next half mile, you’ll enjoy sweeping views of the coast, Cone Peak, and sheer Hare and Limekiln Canyons. In spring, the otherwise golden hillsides are blanketed in lupines, poppies, buttercups, blue-eyed grass, mariposa lilies, shooting stars, and blue dicks. Watch the skies for common raptors, as well as the rare and endangered California condor, with its massive 9-foot wingspan.

Onward, the trail follows a gentle contour and meets a prominent ridge to an unmarked yet clearly defined four-way trail junction (9.0 miles, 2,270') with an unofficial trail named Sea to Sky that steeply traverses from Limekiln State Park to Cone Peak. The Stone Ridge Trail continues northwest past a cluster of live oaks and ponderosa pines to the head-waters of West Fork Limekiln Creek. Winding 0.8 mile through several shady gullies, the trail leads to a prominent gully (9.8 miles, 2,170') of exposed, weathered marble. In all but the heaviest downpour, it’s an easy hop across.

You’ll soon enter the canyon’s largest east-side gully along a boulder-strewn wash beneath a dense redwood canopy. The trail continues north across two more gullies, the second hosting a reliable creek. After veering 100 yards west to a grassy slope, you’ll turn northwest to the Goat Camp junction (10.7 miles, 2,470').

A short spur trail descends southwest to Goat Camp, nestled in the shade of oaks and sugar pines. Offering wonderful ocean views, this remote camp can accommodate up to three tents. During the wet season, the nearest water source lies only a minute farther along the Stone Ridge Trail. In dry months, you’ll need to return 0.2 mile to the large gully.

Fifty yards from the Goat Camp junction, the trail contours past Limekiln’s northern headwaters, which in the wet season supports a small creek that sustains a few staunch redwoods. In 0.1 mile the trail begins a steep climb past an overgrown section of trail where ceanothus, broom, and yerba santa dominate. Watch your footing on the loose tread, and be alert for ticks in spring. Switchbacks climb 500 feet to an obvious saddle and the signed three-way junction with the Gamboa and Ojito Camp Trails (11.9 miles, 3,510').


SIDE TRIP

From the junction, the unmarked Ojito Camp Trail heads north, dropping 600 feet in the next 0.6 mile to Devils Canyon. In 2019, encroaching brush and numerous fallen snags obstructed the route. It was passable, although slow going with faint tread. You’ll descend a gentle grade to a nearby saddle, then plunge steeply to the south bank of South Fork Devils Creek. A faint overgrown trail leads 200 yards downstream along the swift creek to Ojito Camp, which has room for up two tents. Those willing to venture cross-country will find solitude along tranquil pools and cascades during the wet season.



Back at the saddle and signed junction, the Gamboa Trail follows an ancient American Indian trading route past Coulter pines, Douglas-firs, and Santa Lucia firs. Filtered views overlook the South Fork’s remote swimming holes and the glistening Pacific beyond. Trail conditions along this stretch are dramatically better than on the Stone Ridge Trail. The route is well defined with no encroaching brush. Descend the gentle grade 1.6 miles to Trail Spring Camp and the Coast Ridge Trail junction (13.5 miles, 3,780').

Trail Spring Camp offers one small site on sloping ground beside the unreliable head-waters of South Fork Devils Creek. To find water in dry months, anticipate a steep 0.3 mile, 300-foot descent along the boulder wash. The Coast Ridge Trail continues 1.5 miles across the boulder-strewn gully to the end of Cone Peak Road. Twenty feet above camp is the signed Cone Peak Trail junction (13.5 miles, 3,790').

Short switchbacks climb quickly to a broad, boulder-lined creekbed, wet only during heavy rains. Here enormous sugar pines tower above an open canopy of scorched manzanitas, tan oaks, scrub oaks, and ceanothus. As you climb longer switchbacks toward the isolated summit, you’ll pass rare, endemic Santa Lucia firs, Santa Lucia bedstraw, and Santa Lucia lupines.

The trail reaches a narrow ridge between Devils and Limekiln Canyons that leads west to Cone Peak’s neighbor, 4,843-foot Twin Peak. Follow this ridge east to the Cone Peak Summit Trail junction (14.7 miles, 4,850'). The 0.3-mile spur climbs short, steep switchbacks to the 5,155-foot summit and is not to be missed.


SIDE TRIP: CONE PEAK SUMMIT

If you’ve made it this far, you should not miss the opportunity to bag the peak. The Cone Peak Summit Trail veers left and heads northwest at the signed junction (14.7 miles 4,850') atop a narrow ridge so steep it appears to fold in upon itself. The well-maintained Cone Peak Summit Trail climbs the remaining 325 feet in 0.3 mile. Start out southeast past drought-tolerant scrub oak, manzanita, sticky monkey flower, and yucca, which shoots forth stalks of densely clustered, edible white flowers. As the trail switchbacks to cooler north-facing slopes, the vegetation shifts to a cluster of endemic Santa Lucia firs, the rarest firs in the world, and an isolated stand of sugar pines. The switchbacks soon lead to a dramatic ledge (14.9 miles, 4,760') above a sheer rock face inhabited by cliff swallows, which dart skyward in search of tasty insects.

From the ledge, a final series of short switchbacks leads to the summit (15.0 miles, 5,155'). Climb the lookout tower for more encompassing views. Breathe deeply, relax, and enjoy. You have just traversed one of the deepest and steepest canyons in the country. Clockwise from the north are the barren peaks of 4,853-foot Ventana Double Cone and 3,709-foot Pico Blanco. To the northeast rises 5,862-foot Junipero Serra, the highest peak in the Santa Lucia Range. The ancient oak savannas of the San Antonio and Nacimiento Valleys stretch south and southeast. From the summit, a 3.2-mile ridge drops west to the Pacific, comprising the steepest coastal slope in the Lower 48—even steeper than the drop from 14,494-foot Mount Whitney to Owens Valley. On the clearest days, often after winter storms, you can see the Sierra Nevada peaks east across the Salinas and San Joaquin Valleys.



Returning from the summit to the Cone Peak Trail junction (15.3 miles, 4,850'), you will return in a lollipop loop fashion, taking Cone Peak Trail to Cone Peak Road (17.3 miles, 3,710'). At Cone Peak Road, turn right and descend 530 feet in 1.5 miles along Cone Peak Road to the marked Vicente Flat Trailhead (18.5 miles, 3,190') on your right. Then return along the 7.5-mile Vicente Flat Trail, passing Vicente Flat Camp in 2.4 miles (20.7 miles, 1,650'). Follow this trip’s trail description of the first 4.9 miles in reverse to return to your trailhead (25.6 miles, 190').

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Bathing in Big Sur moonlight: For a perfect bookend to the extreme topographical adventure along the flanks of Cone Peak, your body and soul deserve to experience the rejuvenating waters of Esalen Hot Springs. Now in its 57th year, Esalen has been a mecca for artists, seekers, and intellectuals looking to find renewal, deeper spiritual possibilities, and cultural experimentation within the healing waters. Esalen offers workshops, a variety of accommodations, and events within the 27-acre retreat center and educational institute.

Today, as it has for decades, it offers public night bathings from 1 to 3 a.m. Reservations are required and must be made online (esalen.org). The cost is $35 per person and must be booked the same day for the evening you wish to visit. Registration opens at 9 a.m. and can sell out quickly. Public night bathing is generally available every night.

Dining: Nepenthe (831-667-2345, nepenthe.com), an iconic Big Sur institution, has weathered fires, floods, and road closures since 1949. It has always been where locals and tourists gather on top of the world. Nepenthe, named after a mythical Egyptian drug that reduces sorrow, proves aptly named. Don’t miss the famous Ambrosia Burger, and toast the ghost of writer and former resident Henry Miller. Nepenthe serves lunch and dinner until 10 p.m. and its Café Kevah is open from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. (both offer outdoor seating and sweeping views of the Pacific Coast.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY

You can approach this primarily uphill route as either a scenic, strenuous day hike from Cone Peak Road to Cone Peak, an out-and-back overnight to Vicente Flat from either CA 1 or Cone Peak Road or a loop hike for grander tours of the wilderness via the Stone Ridge, Gamboa, and Cone Peak Trails with 2–4 nights to enjoy.
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China Hole photographed by Laura Schauger
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POVERTY FLAT AND LOS CRUZEROS LOOP

Kathleen Dodge Doherty


DISTANCE: 13.9 miles (via Jackass Peak Road); 13.6 (via Middle Fork and the Narrows); add 4.6 miles for a side trip to Lost Spring and Mahoney Meadows

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,160'/2,160'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude on outgoing leg; moderately populated– crowded on return leg on Manzanita Point Road

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Mount Sizer and Mississippi Creek; Pine Ridge Association Henry W. Coe State Park

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall (depending on water availability)

LOCATION: Henry W. Coe State Park

CONTACT: 408-779-2728, coepark.net



PERMITS

There is an $8 park fee at the Coe Ranch entrance, and backpacking fees are $5 per night. Contact Henry W. Coe State Park (see Contact). For campsite reservations, visit reservecalifornia.com or call 800-444-7275. Be sure to register with the park staff before starting your trip.

CHALLENGES

When you make your campsite reservation, inquire about the availability of water in the creeks, and be sure to carry a water purifier. Due to the heat and exposure, it’s best to get an early-morning start up Middle Ridge, and carry plenty of water. While no open fires are allowed, you can use a backpacking stove.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N37° 11.192' W121° 32.772'



From US 101 east of Morgan Hill take East Dunne Avenue 13 miles east, climbing via innumerable switchbacks, to park headquarters and the visitor center at Coe Ranch.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Start your trip on the Corral Trail, beginning just across the road from park headquarters near the stop sign. This trail goes left (downhill) into a little gully below the barn and heads toward Manzanita Point. In and out of oak-wooded ravines, the trail gently contours along the hillside where chaparral grows on the drier, south-facing slopes. In less than 0.5 mile you reach a tree-studded grassland, an oak savanna. The large black oaks growing on the north-facing slopes have shiny, deeply lobed, 6-inch-long leaves with sharp points. The new leaves, fuzzy and reddish in spring, become deep green in summer. By fall—especially in colder locations—they turn yellow tinged with red.

When the Corral Trail meets the Springs Trail at 0.6 mile, you veer left (north) to cross the wide Manzanita Point Road to a well-marked trail junction. You take the Fish Trail heading north, pass the Flat Frog Trail on the left, and note the Forest Trail taking off for Manzanita Point on your right. The latter would be a fine route on your return to headquarters. Heading north, you may see uphill to the right (east) the fences of a corral that Sada Coe built when she managed Pine Ridge Ranch. Today a backpack site, Old Corral Camp stands under the oak and pine trees just north of the corral.

The Fish Trail then bends around the hillside to enter a tight, shady little canyon. On a hot day this is a welcome, cool stretch under dark bay trees beside a watercourse that is dry by summer, as are several other small tributaries of Little Fork Coyote Creek that you cross. After a few switchbacks through the woods, you arrive at an open, grassy valley where deep-blue heads of tall brodiaea wave above the emerging oats in spring. In summer and fall, the magnificent specimens of valley oak here stand out darkly against the pale gold grass.

In the fall, you might watch for holes in the ground the size of a quarter, where the hairy-bodied, long-legged tarantula lines its little underground well with a silky web that catches the insects it eats. Also in Coe Park lives the tarantula hawk, an insect that stings the tarantula, paralyzes it, and lays its eggs in the victim’s body. Every October, the park hosts a Fall Tarantula Fest and barbecue at the park headquarters, featuring a live jug band made up of park volunteers.

Contouring along the east-facing hillside, you make a quick switchback down to boulder-strewn Little Fork Coyote Creek. Now you climb 0.6 mile through mixed woodland and chaparral on the south-facing slope to reach the Middle Ridge Trail junction at 2.8 miles.

Here, from your 2,480-foot vantage point on Middle Ridge, you see northeast to 3,000-foot Blue Ridge, which cuts diagonally northwest–southeast through the park for about 7 miles. The Middle Ridge Trail—for hikers and, when the ground is dry, bicyclists (horses are prohibited)—lies on the sloping plateau of Middle Ridge. Your route first goes through the shade of a dense growth of huge manzanitas. Their glistening, mahogany-red trunks support a broad canopy of leaves that casts a deep shadow. On a still, late-summer day you might hear the faint rustle of papery curls of bark peeling from the trunks and falling to carpet the ground.

Then the path emerges onto grasslands, which soon widen, and you walk through a magnificent, broad, undulating savanna with immense, widely spaced valley and blue oaks. The trail slopes down on the south side of the broad ridge past a few old oaks riddled with woodpecker holes. As you descend, your view south over the canyon of the Little Fork is of Pine Ridge. You can pick out the Poverty Flat ranch road winding up through rugged woodlands of the ridge’s north-facing slope, where this route will eventually take you.

About a mile from the Fish Trail junction, the trail turns northeast, crosses the ridge, dips into a few ravines, and then drops down the north side. Here the forest deepens, and trees of many species crowd the steep slopes—madrones, tall ponderosa pines, gray pines, and blue and black oaks interspersed with a few canyon oaks. Toyon, manzanita, and poison oak fill in the understory, and hardy, native bunchgrass flourishes on this hillside. You feel truly removed from civilization here, privileged humans in this wilderness. Often the only noises are the calls of many birds and the splashing of the creek in the canyon below.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This trip takes you around the western area of Henry W. Coe State Park, sampling high ridges, dense manzanita forests, oak savannas, and campsites beside two forks of Coyote Creek. You will climb two of the main ridges that run northwest–southeast and descend to historic American Indian and Spanish explorer sites. In years of plentiful rain, frocks of spring wildflowers clothe the hillsides, and swimming holes tempt hot hikers. By skipping the Los Cruzeros night and the exploratory side trips, you could do this trip as an overnight.



On many switchbacks, you continue southeast and down the steep slope for more than a mile. Arriving at the confluence of the Little and Middle Forks of Coyote Creek, you are on a narrow peninsula between them at 5.0 miles. Sunlight filters through the trees, and patterns of light dance on the waters of grass-edged pools.

The first Poverty Flat backpack camp is just across the Middle Fork on a broad flat under great oaks. Hop across on the rocks; there’s no bridge. Four other campsites are downstream beyond the ford where the Poverty Flat Road crosses. These campsites now are served by a very modern outhouse, something that one early, unnamed homesteader did not have. The story goes that this settler held out for years against Henry Coe, who wanted to purchase this pleasant site—thus the name Poverty Flat. Here, also, was one of the park’s largest Ohlone settlements, with abundant fish and game, and berries and other fruit nearby.


Know Your H2O

The myriad of water filtration devices available is dizzying. Before setting off, consider whether you’re filtering out sediment, viruses, or bacteria. If your water comes out of a spigot, then your traditional backpacking pump is inconvenient. If your water comes from a sediment-laden pond, then a UV pen will leave you with murky drinking water, and you’ll long for a pump. And always carry a backup, such as iodine tablets and a packet of flavored drink crystals.



On your second day out, heading for Los Cruzeros Camp, you have two options: one cross-country, the other a road. The first is the shortest and entails less uphill but can be difficult, depending on the season and the depth of water in the Middle Fork. It requires more than a mile of scrambling downstream over rocks and boulders in the narrow confines of the creek’s passage between the two promontories of Jackass Peak and Manzanita Point to reach China Hole. (This shortcut is not shown on the park map.) If the weather is warm, you might try a dip in one of the deep pools at the confluence of the Middle and East Forks there. From China Hole it is another mile of off-trail rock-hopping or walking over the gravelly streambed (if the water is low) along the Narrows of East Fork Coyote Creek to reach Los Cruzeros at 6.6 miles. When the water is high, you should not attempt either of these interesting scrambles.

The second option requires a stiff 0.8-mile pull up Poverty Flat Road as it switchbacks up the north side of 1,760-foot Jackass Peak. Do this climb in the early part of a hot day to take advantage of the intermittent shade of overhanging valley oaks and occasional blue oaks. Coe Park’s wide patrol roads can be hot at midday, so carry plenty of water. At the road’s highest point there is an informal trail heading to the right toward the tree-topped summit of Jackass Peak, but this trip continues on the main road, passes the Jackass Trail coming down from Blue Ridge on the left, and then reaches the junction with Mahoney Meadows Road. Here Poverty Flat Road veers left, but you bear right on Mahoney Meadows Road at 6.5 miles.

Descending rapidly through rolling grasslands, you see northeast to Willow Ridge and the ragged Eagle Pines atop it, and south to the long Mahoney Meadows ridgelands. In spring, the hillsides are gloriously strewn with an array of yellow, blue, and orange wildflowers. The meadows to the northeast, known for their brilliant spring flower displays, are called Miller Field, named for former land baron Henry Miller, who grazed great herds of cattle here.

In less than 0.5 mile, Mahoney Meadows Road crosses the East Fork Coyote Creek and heads uphill, but you can follow a narrow trail south along the east bank of the creek to its confluence with Kelly Cabin Creek. Situated on broad flats above the East Fork and shaded by sizable valley oaks are the three Los Cruzeros campsites at 6.9 miles.

When the explorer Juan Bautista de Anza and his men came through here from the San Antonio Valley, they named this place Arroyo del Coyote. The Spanish word crucero, meaning “crossing,” or cruz, meaning “cross,” might be the basis for its present name, Los Cruzeros. Maybe it was named for the creek crossing, or perhaps the small band of explorers set up a cross for prayer here before continuing on their journey. Today’s travelers will find the site of their second night’s stay a peaceful place, where several white-trunked sycamores survive and three beautiful valley oaks flourish on a gravel bar in the middle of the creekbed. The presumed Anza campsite at Los Cruzeros is now quite eroded by the floods of recent years, but the other campsites are fine.

Because the trip to Los Cruzeros from Poverty Flat is short, you may want to leave your pack and camping gear here, explore upstream along the East Fork’s gravelly creekbed, and join the Schafer Corral Trail at the base of Miller Field. Or you could visit the Lost Spring campsite on the flanks of Mahoney Meadows.


SIDE TRIP: LOST SPRING

If you choose the latter, continue uphill (south) 0.4 mile on Mahoney Meadows Road, past the original Los Cruzeros campsite, and then veer right (southwest) on the Lost Spring Trail, zigzagging uphill through light shade. The campsite at Lost Spring, just 0.7 mile from Los Cruzeros, is in a shady, black-oak woodland with a picnic table and fairly reliable year-round water.

If you feel like continuing farther, follow the well-graded trail 0.6 mile up to the junction of the main Mahoney Meadows Road and the China Hole Trail. Here on the wide, rolling grasslands are 360-degree views—ridge after ridge of mountains—and on either side the canyons of Coyote and Kelly Cabin Creeks. In spring the grasslands are ablaze with color—blue lupines contrasting with yellow johnny-jump-ups. In fall, too, there is brilliant color—poison oak turned red, pink, and orange and the gray-leaved, scarlet California fuchsia.

You could return to your Los Cruzeros campsite from the Mahoney Meadows Trail junction by way of the 2.2-mile China Hole Trail and the Narrows (if the water is low enough), descending on switchbacks through a cover of bay trees, with occasional black oaks towering overhead. At the base of the trail, you come out on the east side of Coyote Creek and bear right (north), upstream to the deep pools and rocky beaches of China Hole, which invite you to stop for a swim or a snack. At the confluence of Middle and East Fork Coyote Creeks, you bear right (east) for 1 mile through the Narrows to reach Los Cruzeros—a 4.6-mile side trip.



To return to Coe Park headquarters after your stay at Los Cruzeros, take the Narrows route to China Hole (unless high water forces you to return via Poverty Flat and the 0.7-mile Cougar Trail along the north side of Manzanita Point). Then proceed downstream over and around rocks and under willows, alders, and young sycamores 0.1 mile on the west side of Coyote Creek at 8.0 miles. Pick up the well-graded China Hole Trail and zigzag up the south-facing, grassy hillside, shaded by great oaks. In spring, blue-flowered irises bloom beside the trail; in fall, the small purple-flowered aster brightens the trailside. Then you walk into a 1994 prescribed-burn area now regrown with chaparral plants—chamise, ceanothus, and mountain mahogany, surmounted by skeletons of tall, dead manzanita.

Beyond the burn, you step back into a mature manzanita forest of mahogany-red trunks and gray-green leaves, where occasional madrone and black oak trees pierce the manzanita canopy. At 10.6 miles you pass the Cougar Trail coming in on your right and continue on the China Hole Trail 0.8 mile to reach Manzanita Point Camp 7 at 11.4 miles. Take the wide, unpaved Manzanita Point Road back toward headquarters. At the junction of Poverty Flat and Manzanita Point Roads (12.3 miles), you can turn right (northeast) on the shady 1.1-mile Forest Trail—your best trail for a hot day—or take the 1.0-mile Springs Trail on the left (southwest side of ridge). Each trail contours gently back to its junction with the 0.6-mile Corral Trail, on which you continue to headquarters at 13.9 or 14.0 miles, depending on your route.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

To fill your belly after a few days in the backcountry, look no further than Morgan Hill’s aptly named Trail Dust BBQ (17240 Monterey Road, 408-776-9072, traildustbbq.com), where pulled-pork sandwiches, a multitude of craft beers, and finger-licking ribs await.

If all you crave is a cold one, then the outdoor patio, foosball, shuffleboard, and beer flights at Running Shop and Hops (669-888-3900, therunningshopandhops.com) might be just the ticket. Housed in the granary at 17500 Depot St., the bar is the brainchild of a husband-and-wife duo who wanted to honor their love of both running and beer—an unlikely combo that works incredibly well.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The golden hills of Henry W. Coe State Park reward intrepid hikers with uncrowded trails past majestic grasslands and creeks where the Ohlone Indians once made their home.
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REDFERN POND LOOP

Kathleen Dodge Doherty


DISTANCE: 11.5 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3 days (if climbing Vasquez Peak)

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 1,970'/1,950'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude to campsite; solitude on trip to Vasquez Peak

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Gilroy Hot Springs; Pine Ridge Association Henry W. Coe State Park

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall

LOCATION: Henry W. Coe State Park

CONTACT: 916-653-6995, coepark.net



PERMITS

There is a $6 park fee at Hunting Hollow, and backpacking fees are $5 per night. Self-issued permits are required; complete and pay by check or cash at the Hunting Hollow parking lot.

CHALLENGES

Be sure to treat pond water before drinking it, and use a stove instead of a campfire for cooking. The trail is quite exposed; carry lots of water and be careful of overheating in summer and early fall when water sources may have dried up. Poison oak is common.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N37° 04.544' W121° 27.981'



From US 101 on the north side of Gilroy, take Leavesley Road east about 1.7 mile to New Avenue and turn left (north). In 0.6 mile, turn right (east) onto Roop Road, which becomes Gilroy Hot Springs Road after 3.2 miles, where you pass Coyote Creek County Park Road on the left. From the Coyote Creek County Park Road junction, continue 3.3 miles on Gilroy Hot Springs Road, staying left at the intersection with Cañada Road at 2.6 miles, to reach the large Hunting Hollow parking lot on your right. Here you pay a state park fee at the kiosk and register for overnight camping, which you should have already reserved.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

This trip begins through the gate at the southeast end of the Hunting Hollow parking lot. The first half mile along one of the tributaries of Coyote Creek is along a dirt road, through a wide valley with magnificent sycamores growing in the creekbed and huge bay trees nearby. In the fall, ground squirrels busy themselves gathering winter supplies in the meadow near the creek. The trail crosses back and forth over the creek four times in the first half mile. In a wet spring, you might get your shoes wet; carrying a hiking stick can help you across to dry ground.

After 0.5 mile, you reach the junction of Lyman Willson Ridge Trail on the left—actually a wide trail that was once a ranch road. If you hear a squeaking noise here, it will not be a worried animal but a windmill, pumping water into a nearby horse trough. Beyond the junction under a large oak, a small fenced camping spot complete with picnic table, cupboard, and barbecue makes a good starting place for an equestrian trip.

Following the Lyman Willson Ridge Trail through a gate, past a corral shaded by walnut trees, your route heads east steeply uphill. You are now in oak woodland with typical Henry W. Coe open grassland visible on Middle Steer Ridge left across the canyon. In spring, iris, brodiaea, and buttercups are everywhere; in fall, the smell of tarweed permeates the air. As you ascend the ridge you see to the south the tree-covered slope of the next canyon, part of Phegley Ridge, and at an open spot catch a glimpse of distant Pacheco Peak and Lovers Leap near the Pacheco Pass Highway. If you look downcanyon west across the Santa Clara Valley, you can see Loma Prieta, the highest peak in the Santa Cruz Mountains.

After an uphill mile, some rocks in the shade of blue oaks provide a convenient rest stop. Then comes a long stretch of open grassland before the trail contours to the right into the shade of some black oaks. As you climb, scan the trail for tracks of deer, coyotes, foxes, and bobcats, plus an occasional horse or human.


TAKE THIS TRIP

In the more recently opened southwestern corner of Henry W. Coe State Park, this trip takes the backpacker up high, steep-sided ridges above tree-shaded canyons, and through remote grasslands dotted with oaks and punctuated by rocky outcrops. Equestrians also use this area, as it has easy access for horse trailers, but its beauty deserves much wider acquaintance. Despite being Northern California’s largest state park, Henry W. Coe is a bit of an undiscovered gem, and hikers will often have large swaths of it to themselves. Once home to the Ohlone Indians, the grasslands today contain an abundance of birds, squirrels, deer, wild turkeys, and coyotes. While mountain lions are present, it’s extremely rare to see one. Numerous small ponds are remnants of the cattle-grazing era, and this trip’s overnight destination of Redfern Pond is one of the park’s most attractive.



After 1.5 miles, the trail levels out a little and crests a knoll on the ridge, where there are wide views east, south, and west. While Vasquez Peak to the east is the highest nearby point at 2,210 feet, from here it’s a rounded grassy knob. The trail crosses open grasslands for another mile to the junction with the Bowl Trail at 2.6 miles. The Lyman Willson Trail continues straight uphill; the northward branch of the Bowl Trail, apparently little used, contours left. Your route goes right, following the eastward-trending branch of the Bowl Trail. Yellow tarweed smells very strong in the fall. You see two dammed cattle ponds, one below to the right, one immediately left. Grazing is no longer permitted in this part of the park, but wild animals also appreciate getting a drink.

Increasing numbers of rocky outcrops—a part of the Franciscan Formation composed of blue schist—add interest to the scene. Oaks grow picturesquely around these rocks. After passing a small nearby spring and attaining the trip’s highest elevation (2,208'), the trail—now a rough road—begins to drop down to Willson Camp, the former cattle ranch of Lyman Willson, at 3.5 miles. Nestled in the shade of a huge live oak tree, the old house looks south across grasslands and canyons toward Pacheco Peak. It takes about 2.5 hours to reach this place, the remains of which include an old cowshed, two derelict house trailers, various shacks, and remnants of waterlines. An outhouse, nearby water spigot (water needs treating), and shaded picnic table make this a perfect stop for a snack.

Lyman Willson was the son of an early Gilroy pioneer, Horace Willson, who emigrated from New Hampshire in 1853 to what was then known as San Ysidro. Horace accumulated large landholdings by homesteading and purchase in the Diablo Range east of Gilroy. His sons Edwin and Lyman ranched property of their own near Gilroy Hot Springs. While bringing a deer down Middle Ridge to Hunting Hollow from the family hunting camp in 1915, Lyman was thrown from his horse and killed. Edwin lived until 1937, but the ranch was sold eight years earlier. (The peak named for the Willson family and their ranch location is spelled with only one l on the USGS Gilroy Hot Springs quad.)
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Shady oaks dotting the knolls surrounding Redfern Pond provide sun protection for overnight campers or the perfect spot of shade for a midhike siesta.

From Willson Camp, continue a short distance southeast to a trail junction with Wagon Road, a graded dirt road that follows Steer Ridge. As you head right (south) along the ridge, note the sign at the junction that says it is 7 miles north to Pacheco Camp and 2 miles north and then east to Vasquez Peak. Great views east, south, and west stretch before you. Looking below the trail at another stock pond, you may catch a glimpse of a wild pig and piglets quenching their thirst. These descendants of escaped domestic pigs crossed with wild European boars have proliferated in the Diablo Range; you frequently see their rootings in the ground. Their tracks are similar to those of deer. Do not approach too closely because boars can be aggressive, as can a sow with piglets.


Portable Powder Room

To be sure, carrying used toilet paper in your backpack is kind of gross. But grosser still is seeing other folks’ unmentionables littering the trail. It’s easy to keep it clean by making your own handheld out-house. In one resealable bag, pack clean toilet paper and a little bottle of hand sanitizer. Use a separate resealable bag to carry out used paper (or biodegradable wipes if you’re feeling fancy). Bring a shovel for digging waste holes.



At another trail junction at 4.6 miles, the Long Dam Trail leads north and then east toward Vasquez Peak for about a mile of undulating climbing from Willson Camp. If you’re not peak bagging or you’re saving that climb for the following morning, continue south, alternately descending steeply to cross three creeks and then again endeavoring steeply uphill, as wafts of wild sage scent the air. At 5.8 miles, an unsigned track cuts off right toward the Redfern Pond Trail. In some seasons, this may be hard to find, so continue on Wagon Road to the main junction at 6.0 miles. Here, next to a small stock pond, the Phlegley Ridge road to Redfern Pond heads right (north), rising gently uphill across the open grasslands of Phegley Ridge. Signage here can be confusing as the next junction shows Redfern Pond trail heading off to your left, but this trail returns to Hunting Hollow. Stay right on the main trail and descend gently toward Redfern Pond, a large linear pond about 1.5 acres in size, partly encircled by tall reeds. The small dam is at the far end, and the pond drains to the west. Songs of red-winged blackbirds rise from the inviting bowl, and you may hear the cry of a red-tailed hawk cruising high above. Overnight campers are often treated to a bullfrog serenade. Blue- and live-oak trees dot the grassy knolls above the pond, providing many inviting shaded campsites. The state park map suggests a campsite above the pond to the right and another beyond the pond left of the trail.

You have the option of camping here two nights and taking a 5.2-mile round-trip day hike east to Vasquez Peak, partly on roads and partly on a trail. To take this hike, return north on Wagon Road 1.4 miles and turn right on the Long Dam Trail. Curving around past a stock pond (Long Dam Pond), the trail climbs past Edith Pond and, 1.2 miles from Wagon Road, reaches Vasquez Road near Vasquez Peak.

When you continue your loop trip the next day, return from Redfern Pond to Wagon Road, which the route follows all the way to Hunting Hollow. First the road climbs steeply uphill, with very little shade until the ridgetop. Here you feel on top of the world (or at least Henry W. Coe Park) before making your final descent south to the tributary of Coyote Creek, along which you began your hike.

Turn right at the junction to walk the final 3 miles along the valley via Hunting Hollow Road, with numerous creek crossings as you head northwest. Here again are the ground squirrels and brush rabbits that like meadows and bushes. In the fall, tarantulas emerge from their holes looking for mates; they aren’t dangerous, but give them room to escape your tread. Among other tracks in the dust are linear grooves; these are made by snakes—occasionally rattlers—so watch your step.

At 10.5 miles, you have completed the loop to the junction with the Lyman Willson Trail. Retracing your steps another half mile gets you to the trailhead parking. While this entire loop trip can take 6–8 hours and be done by strong hikers in a day, it makes a relaxing weekend getaway to a little-visited part of the Bay Area wildlands.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

While nearby Gilroy is known for its annual garlic festival, fewer folks realize that it’s also part of the Santa Clara Valley Wine Trail and boasts over 30 family-owned wineries. Just 15 minutes away from the trailhead, the whimsical Satori Cellars (2100 Buena Vista Ave., 408-848-5823, satoricellars.com) prides itself on being the antithesis of wine-country snobby. They are known for their reds, as well as their colorful outdoor tasting cabana, bocce court, and roaming family dogs.

For heartier fare, get to OD’s Kitchen (28 Martin St., downtown Gilroy; 408-847-3818) before 2 p.m. closing,; locals are willing to wait for their rib-sticking brunch offerings like the Kitchen Sink.

At writing time, the Gilroy Yamato Hot Springs were still under serious restoration. For an update, check gilroyyamatohotsprings.org to see when the historic baths will be reopened to the public.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Fall color on the trail
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THE OHLONE WILDERNESS TRAIL

Kathleen Dodge Doherty


DISTANCE: 19.5 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 6,500'/6,150'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 24.3 miles

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 7

MAP: East Bay Regional Park District (EBPD) Ohlone Wilderness Regional Trail Permit and Map, Sunol Wilderness Regional Preserve, and Del Valle Regional Park; USGS La Costa Valley and Mendenhall Springs

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall

LOCATION: Sunol Regional Wilderness, Ohlone Regional Wilderness, Del Valle Regional Park

CONTACT: EBPD, Reservations Department, 888-327-2757, ebparks.org/parks/ohlone



PERMITS

An Ohlone Wilderness Regional Trail Hiking Permit/Map is required to use the Ohlone Trail. The permit is good for the entire year and is available at Sunol and Del Valle Parks for in-person purchase for $2; online or by phone for $4; or by mail by sending your name, address, phone number, and a $4 check (payable to EBPD) to Ohlone Wilderness Trail, East Bay Regional Parks District, 2950 Peralta Oaks Court, PO Box 5381, Oakland, CA 94605-0381. If purchasing a permit online, via phone, or by mail, allow at least seven days for mailing.

Camping is permitted only at the five designated backcountry camps: Sunol Backpack Area, Doe Canyon Horse Camp, Maggie’s Half Acre, Stewart’s Camp, and Boyd Camp. Reservations are required; contact the East Bay Regional Park District reservation office Monday–Friday, 8:30 a.m.–4 p.m. ($5 per person per night, plus a one-time reservation fee of $8). Dogs and campfires are prohibited.

CHALLENGES

The summer can be intense, with miles of exposed trail. Water can be scarce in the fall but is usually available at the five designated trail camps mentioned above. Obtain water at the Sunol Trailhead; none is available until the Sunol Backpack Area. If the water fountain by the parking lot is dry, there will be water available by the Wilderness Cabin past the picnic tables. Once you leave the trailhead, all water on the trail must be treated, despite coming out of a spigot. Also, keep an eye out for poison oak and stinging nettle, common nemeses on this hike.

HOW TO GET THERE


SUNOL TRAILHEAD N37° 30.910' W121° 49.823'

DEL VALLE TRAILHEAD N37° 34.712' W121° 41.847'



Sunol (starting) Trailhead: From the intersection of CA 238 and I-680 in Fremont, take I-680 east 4.4 miles to the Calaveras Road exit and proceed 4.2 miles south on Calaveras Road to Geary Road. Turn left on Geary Road, reaching the entrance kiosk in 1.9 miles. The trailhead is just past the visitor center.

Del Valle (ending) Trailhead: From I-580 in Ulmar, take Exit 55 for Vasco Road. Follow signs for Vasco Road South and follow it 3.1 miles. Turn right on Tesla Road and at 0.8 mile turn left to follow Mines Road 3.5 miles. Continue straight on Del Valle Road (Mines Road turns left) 3.5 miles to the park entrance. Continue 0.8 mile past the entrance and turn right toward the Lichen Bark Picnic Area and Ohlone Trail Parking Area.


How to Stay Dry

Storms can whip up unexpectedly. To stay comfy, stuff your sleeping bag in a waterproof trash bag to ensure your bed is warm if your pack is soaked. Keep a dry set of clothes in a waterproof, resealable bag for when the rain stops. And always make sure your headlamp and rain gear (pack cover and poncho or jacket) are within reach for fast action in inclement weather. If your stove requires a match or lighter, have backups in a waterproof case.



If you left a car at the Del Valle Trailhead and need to return to a car at the Sunol Trailhead, exit the park on Del Valle Road and stay left for 6.1 miles (Del Valle Road becomes Mines Road at 3 miles). Turn left on Tesla Road, go 1 mile, and turn left again to follow Concannon Boulevard 2 miles. Take another left on Holmes Street, which becomes Vallecitos Road, and go 2 miles. Turn left to take CA 84 west 5.4 miles to the Sunol/Dumbarton Bridge exit. Turn left onto Calaveras Road at the stoplight and drive 4.2 miles before turning left again on Geary Road. Proceed 1.9 miles to the parking lot.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The Ohlone Wilderness Trail is a route made up of several different trails. Many of the junctions will be posted to indicate the direction of the Ohlone Trail, and most are numbered to correspond with the Ohlone Trail permit and map. Register at the Ohlone Trail sign-in board and head across Geary Road to the wooden bridge over Alameda Creek. The smooth, mottled gray trunks and twisting branches of California sycamores line the gurgling stream, which drains more than 700 square miles (it is the largest watershed in the East Bay). With their broad leaves, sycamore trees can lose up to 50 gallons of water per day and grow only where such large volumes of water are available; watch for them throughout the hike.


BAY AREA BLONDS LOOKING FOR LOVE

Autumn trekkers have the opportunity to witness the migration of Aphonopelma smithi, known as the Bay Area blond tarantula. The lighter-colored females remain in their burrows, while the darker males emerge to sniff out a mate. Upon detecting a female pheromone, the male will begin drumming on the ground with his legs in the hopes of luring her out for courtship. Lucky hikers may also witness females dragging their egg sacs into the sun to warm them.



Cross the bridge, bear right, and continue straight on the Canyon View Trail as it passes junctions for Hayfield Road at 0.1 mile, the Indian Joe Nature Trail at 0.2 mile, and the Indian Joe Creek Trail at 0.3 mile. The Canyon View Trail soon climbs away from the creek and into a drier environment populated primarily by blue oaks. The most drought-tolerant oak species, blue oak is easily recognized by the shallow lobes and bluish hue of its leaves. You pass through the first of many cattle gates and reach a four-way intersection with the McCorkle Trail (0.8 mile, 700'). Cows are still permitted to graze along much of the Ohlone Trail and are commonly seen in this area.

Go left on the McCorkle Trail, a more overgrown path that steadily climbs the ridgeline before turning east to traverse through chaparral, a shrubbier plant community that flourishes in more arid environments. Common species include coyote brush, toyon, sticky monkey flower, bracken fern, coffeeberry, and plenty of poison oak. Valley oak begins to appear along this section as well, identified by its 2- to 4-inch, deeply lobed leaves. It is not uncommon to see a covey of California quail, the state bird, along this stretch. Often the trail splits into multiple unmarked paths that reconnect with one another; when in doubt, bear left. You pass beneath some huge coast live oaks—look for their spiny, curled-under leaves—and then reach wide Cerro Este Road at 1.7 miles (1,180'). Bear left on Cerro Este Road, which steadily climbs to the next junction with the McCorkle Trail at 2.1 miles. Bear right to continue on the single-track McCorkle Trail, traversing steadily across open slopes with outstanding views west of Mission Peak and south toward Calaveras Reservoir, the Upper Alameda Creek Watershed, and the more distant peaks of the Diablo Range. The path makes a steep switchbacking drop into the “W” Tree Rock Scramble and then continues its traverse to reach Backpack Road (3.4 miles, 1,150') and gated edge of the Sunol Backpack Area.

Just past the gate, the Cathedral and Oak View campsites lie off the path leading to the right. The Ohlone Wilderness Trail bears left and climbs very steeply up the hillside past spur paths to Sycamore, Stars Rest, Hawks Nest, Eagles Eyrie, and Sky Camp backpacking sites boasting stellar views amid the California buckeye trees. Keep your eyes peeled for white-breasted nuthatch and hummingbirds as you climb, and listen for the distinctive sound of the acorn woodpecker, common in the area. Those staying overnight will notice that airplane traffic from the surrounding airports competes with the lulling sound of the katydids as the sun sets. An outhouse awaits on the trail amid the sites, and a water source is located just past Hawks Nest camp. The route continues climbing, where a gate marks the edge of Sunol Regional Wilderness. For the next 2 miles, the hike passes through land leased from the San Francisco Water District—please stay on the trail during this section. Enjoy far-reaching views as you undulate through open grasslands dotted with rock outcrops and multitudes of spring wildflowers and then wind above the distinctive promontory of Goat Rock and turn uphill. The smell of tarweed permeates the air in the fall. Bear left at the first unposted junction with Goat Rock Road (5.3 miles, 2,170') and right at the second junction (5.5 miles) to continue west on Mid Road.

You quickly pass through another gate and enter Ohlone Regional Wilderness just before reaching a four-way junction with Billy Goat Road (5.8 miles). Continue straight on Mid Road as it begins rising slowly toward the ridgeline above. The cities of the South Bay begin to appear in the distance, while intermittent views of distant South San Francisco can be spotted to the northwest. The route turns left on Bluff Road at 7.1 miles and then climbs to the ridgeline to meet Valpe Ridge Road (7.4 miles, 2,840'). Turn right on Valpe Ridge Road, through another gate, and proceed along the airy slopes. The trail curves left where it meets Portuguese Point Road at 7.7 miles, dropping into the headwaters of Indian Creek, a tributary of Alameda Creek.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The Ohlone Trail journeys through some of the Bay Area’s most remote terrain, a point-to-point adventure remarkable for its far-reaching views, majestic oak woodlands, abundant wildlife, and profuse spring wildflowers. This adventure connects Sunol Regional Wilderness with Del Valle Regional Park via Ohlone Regional Wilderness, a hidden, high-elevation wonderland accessible only by trail. Five designated backcountry camping areas provide a variety of overnight options.



After crossing the creek, you resume climbing and soon crest 3,000 feet for the first time. Views open up to the north; the massif of Mount Diablo (3,849') can be easily spotted more than 25 miles away. Black oaks also appear for the first time. A common denizen of higher elevations around the state, black oak is relatively uncommon in the Bay Area and is found only at higher elevations in the Diablo Range and Santa Cruz Mountains. You will recognize it by the large, lobed leaves with pointy bristles at the leaf points. In spring its new leaves emerge a brilliant red. In fall the dropping leaves expose large clumps of parasitic mistletoe hanging in many of the trees.

You next pass the wooded junction for Doe Canyon Horse Camp (8.9 miles, 3,380'), where a short, steep side trip 200 feet down leads to the campsites’ large clearing, water source, and outhouse. The hike next reaches another junction with Portuguese Point Road at 9.3 miles; proceed straight to quickly reach a spur trail on the left for Maggie’s Half Acre at 9.5 miles, located 0.25 mile down the forested north slopes of Rose Peak.

The trail to Maggie’s Half Acre rejoins the main route 0.6 mile past the campsites but bypasses Rose Peak summit (3,817'), a side trip not to be missed. The hike’s highest point, Rose Peak is only 32 feet lower than Mount Diablo and offers an exceptional 360-degree view from the hilltop picnic table. On a clear day, you can peer from San Francisco to the Sierra Nevada. To tag the summit, remain on the Ohlone Trail, which passes just below the oak-studded high point.

Past Rose Peak, the trail passes the unmarked far junction for Maggie’s Half Acre (10.2 miles, 3,590') and then briefly parallels the fenced park boundary. A private road splits right at 10.5 miles, but the route curves left to begin its northern journey toward Del Valle Regional Park. You next plummet more than 400 feet and cross the shady North Fork of Indian Creek. As you climb the opposite slopes, look down the Indian Creek drainage to spot the diminutive Coyote Hills on the edge of the Bay. Alameda Creek flows into the Bay immediately north of them.

The route passes Wauhab Ridge Road on the left (11.5 miles) and then cuts back to attain the ridgetop before dipping into Box Canyon, shaded by alder and bay trees. The trail passes a cattle pond, climbs along the park boundary, turns left on Rose Flat Road at 12.4 miles, and then gently undulates north past maple trees and gray pine to reach the junction with the Greenside Trail at 12.9 miles. To reach Stewart’s Camp, turn left on the Greenside Trail and descend 0.6 mile. The small campsite is unmarked but easily found on a spur trail just up the hillside next to the outhouse and water source. At night, coyotes can often be heard howling in the distance. Those staying overnight can rejoin the Ohlone Trail by continuing on the Greenside Trail and bearing right at the three-way intersection, following signs to Murietta, where the eponymous falls lie off an unmarked path 0.5 mile from camp. Bear right again on Springboard Road to reach Johnny’s Pond.

Continuing hikers should remain on the Ohlone Trail as it proceeds across the open meadows of Shafer Flat to reach the Jackson Grade Trail (13.3 miles, 3,460 feet'). Head left (northwest) along the ridgeline that hems in the valley of upper La Costa Creek, where gigantic blue and black oaks punctuate fields flush with wildflowers. You encounter Johnny’s Pond at a three-way intersection with Springboard Road (14.0 miles), where distant views reach north to Mount Tamalpais, the Golden Gate, and Mount Diablo.

At this point, consider making the detour to nearby Murietta Falls (2,990'), a thin rivulet dropping 60 feet over a cliff face. Though the waterfall is seldom more than a trickle except after heavy rains, the rocky outcrops and required scramble are still exciting. The falls are located along the Greenside Trail, a mile from Johnny’s Pond via Springboard Road and the Greenside Trail. To find the cascade, head downstream along La Costa Creek from its intersection with the Greenside Trail along an unmarked path.

From Johnny’s Pond, the Ohlone Trail continues straight on the Jackson Grade Trail and offers ever-vaster views of San Francisco, the East Bay Hills, Mission Peak, and north to your final destination, Lake Del Valle. Enjoy these final high-elevation views—the junction for the Big Burn is just ahead at 14.6 miles. Turn right and immediately begin a plummeting descent of the single-track trail, enjoying the shaded path among maples.

On this north-facing slope, dense vegetation encroaches on the path in places, and poison oak once again rears its ugly leaves. Dropping endlessly on numerous switchbacks, the trail loses 1,400 feet of elevation in 1.7 miles before finally reaching the bottom of Williams Gulch at 16.3 miles. Here you pass beneath sycamores and alders and cross the ephemeral creek. The trail gradually widens as it ascends via steep switchbacks out of Williams Gulch, passes through fields of blue oak, and reaches the Rocky Ridge Trail at 17.0 miles.

Continue straight and resume the steep drop, quickly reaching somewhat barren Boyd Camp and an outhouse in 0.2 mile in a shrubby forest. From here, the trail takes a direct, knee-jarring line downward, soon passing the junction for water on the Stromer Spring Trail (17.6 miles, 1,940'). Coyote brush becomes increasingly common, and manzanita appears for the first time as the descent approaches its end.

Take time to sign the logbook at the Ohlone Trail sign-in panel by the Vallecitos Trail junction (18.5 miles, 1,190'). Vallecitos Trail heads to the right down a creek gully toward the campground, while the Ohlone Trail continues straight on a steadily descending traverse to finally reach trail’s end at Lichen Bark Picnic Area at an elevation of 750 feet.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Your efforts have certainly earned you a reward, and the beautiful, sprawling grounds of nearby Wente Vineyards (5565 Tesla Road as you head out of the park, wentevineyards.com) await with a variety of tasting rooms and light bites to enjoy on the sun-drenched patio. If you feel too stinky for a winery, locals swear by the burgers at First Street Alehouse (2106 First St., 925-371-6588, firststreetalehouse.com) in the heart of downtown Livermore. Constantly rotating beer taps ensure that there’s something for every taste. A few blocks away, Tequilas Taqueria (160 S. Livermore Ave., 925-371-1191, tequilastaqueria.net) has been drawing regulars with hearty portions of Mexican fare since 2001. They earn bonus points for having a jukebox, although it can get a little loud.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Pescadero Creek Flat just above Shaw Flat crossing
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PESCADERO CREEK LOOP

Michel Digonnet


DISTANCE: 29.2 miles (including side trips)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,560'

TYPE OF TRIP: Figure eight

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 7

MAPS: USGS Mindego Hill, La Honda, Franklin Point, and Big Basin

BEST SEASON: Year-round

LOCATION: Sam McDonald County Park, Pescadero Creek County Park, and Portola Redwoods State Park

CONTACT: San Mateo County Parks, 650-879-0238, parks.smcgov.org



PERMITS

A camping permit is required, with sites assigned on a first-come, first-served basis (i.e., you could be given a permit yet arrive to find the campground full); contact the San Mateo County parks department at 650-879-0238.

CHALLENGES

Watch for poison oak on narrow trails; it is quite common. Check yourself for ticks regularly. The camps have no drinking water. Bring your own, or purify/filter the creek water, which is otherwise a biological hazard. Come prepared for possible heavy rains in winter. You will follow oversigned trails the whole way, so with a park map it would take special skills to get lost.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N37° 17.772' W122° 15.894'



The trailhead is in Sam McDonald County Park, a small redwood preserve that borders Pescadero Creek County Park. From Menlo Park, take the Sand Hill Road exit on I-280 and head west about 2.1 miles to Portola Road, on the right at the bottom of a grade. Turn right onto Portola. At the Y-junction 0.2 mile farther, make a left and continue 0.6 mile to a stop sign. Make the sharp left onto La Honda Road (CA 84), which climbs the Santa Cruz Mountains 3.4 curvy miles to Skyline Boulevard at the crest. Cross Skyline Boulevard and continue down CA 84 for 6.8 miles, a little past the sleepy town of La Honda, to Pescadero Road on the left. After 1.1 miles, in the sharp right hairpin bend at the junction with Alpine Road, stay right with the main road. Go another 0.5 mile to the inconspicuous entrance to Sam McDonald County Park on the right (a small sign announces it just before you reach it). Proceed up to the large paved area at the ranger station (usually closed), and park.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The Pescadero Creek watershed is prime redwood country, part of a pristine system of forested ridges, hillsides, and valleys that stretches across the western Santa Cruz Mountains all the way down to the Pacific Ocean. From the high rim of the creek’s remote canyon, you wind down on steep, lonesome trails through oak stands and ancient Douglas-fir forests, in a blissful mixture of sun and shade, until you reach the magnificent grove of giant redwoods by the edge of the creek. The nearby campground is sheltered under old-growth redwoods high above the creek, peaceful and secluded.

The next day, you hike with a light pack the long loop trail to remote Butano Ridge, a no-man’s-land suffused with palpable solitude. On the final day, you return along a network of beautifully wooded trails, past a derelict mill, an awe-inspiring giant redwood, a curious creek where crude oil naturally oozes into the stream, and groves of ancient trees. So much nature so close to one of the continent’s largest metropolises is a miracle.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

At Sam McDonald County Park, the trail starts on the south side of the parking lot, across from the ranger station. It ends shortly at the road you drove in on. Cross the road and continue on the old logging road directly across it (Towne Fire Road). Over the next 0.7 mile the trail climbs 350 feet through a dark old-growth forest. At the road junction, make a left, then a right shortly after, leaving the horse camp to your left. Continue up through a rolling meadow 0.3 mile to a foot trail on the right that cuts through a grassy pass. After 150 yards, the trail splits at a beautiful viewpoint overlooking the spacious forested canyon you are about to enter. The high ridge on its far side is Butano Ridge, your farthest destination. At the bottom of this lush valley, hidden from view, flows the mastermind of this grand scenery, Pescadero Creek.

Take West Brook Trail, on the right. It descends 750 feet in long switchbacks through a forest of live oak, tan-bark oak, bay laurel, and madrone, with a mixed understory of huckleberry, blackberry, and poison oak. Year-round you are likely to see wildflowers, including hound’s-tongue, forget-me-nots, irises, and sticky monkey flowers. After 1.6 miles, the trail crosses the wooden bridge over Towne Creek, at the end of a dim, narrow canyon lined with old redwoods. In the fall, the creek shrivels to disconnected pools, but most winters it is a vigorous stream, sometimes strong enough to ferry fallen giants.

The trail ends shortly in the sharp curve of an abandoned logging road. Make a right to a connecting trail on the left 125 yards farther. Follow it 100 yards to the Pomponio Trail and make a left. For a short distance, these two trails overlook Jones Gulch, here a narrow channel winding between low sandstone walls covered with moss, its bottom coursed by a stream cloaked in perpetual darkness. Just past it, a narrow bridge swings above Towne Creek, overlooking a slender waterfall where Jones Creek empties into it. On the far side of the bridge, a short overgrown track drops to Towne Creek. The creek’s slippery bank leads downstream to the foot of the waterfall, along bedrock gauged with impressively deep cauldrons—a delightful spot to cool off on a warm day.

The Shaw Flat Trail Camp, 1.4 miles east on the Pomponio Trail, is a peaceful backcountry campground. Located on a wide shelf high above Pescadero Creek and usually empty, it seems to be days from civilization. Most of its eight sites are spacious and secluded. There are stumps to sit on, a fire ring with a grill, free firewood by the chemical toilet, and nonpotable water to put out your fire.

Do not miss the short walk down to Pescadero Creek; continue east through Shaw Flat Trail Camp until the road becomes a single-track trail and curves tightly down to one of the park’s grandest redwood groves. The mighty little river flows just below it, lined with an inviting sand beach. A roaring torrent of mud in winter, a bubbling brook of limpid water in summer and fall, it is always faithfully there, snaking between the abrupt forested walls of its narrow canyon. Large crayfish crawl along the pebbly bottom, and steelhead trout float in midwater.

The next day, hike east on the Pomponio Trail. This is a beautiful redwood trail, smothered in a darkness that intimates silence. At midday, the light has the magical reddish hue of Sequoia sempervirens forests, dim yet strangely vivid, as if the forest were glowing from within. Stay on this trail for 1.75 miles to the paved Camp Pomponio Road. This is the access road to a low-security county jail, so do not go right or you will be searched and questioned. Turn left instead, cross the steel bridge, and take the Pomponio Trail, on the right 150 yards beyond it. In 0.3 mile the trail reaches a four-road junction. Make a right and head down 200 yards to Tarwater Trail Camp, where you can set up camp for the second night. Although overgrown and not as charming as Shaw Flat, it is just as desolate and quiet. For water access, walk back to the four-way junction and take Bridge Trail to the old steel bridge over Pescadero Creek, where a narrow trail drops to the stream.

To hike the Butano Ridge loop (11.6 miles from the camp and back), continue past the bridge up to the Old Haul Road Trail, turn left and walk 0.15 mile to the signed Butano Ridge Trail on the right. This one is steep: in 3.5 miles it ascends 1,670 feet to Butano Ridge, the middle part a succession of tight switchbacks. Under the cover of second-growth forest, this trail is wild, far away from everything. Near the summit it passes by a curious ledge of sandstone undercut by erosion.

The trail ends on an old logging road that traces the crest of Butano Ridge. Turn right and follow it 1.9 miles along the ridge’s undulating crest. Up there, the air is cooler, and the walking mostly downhill and much easier. A short distance down the road, in a bend facing a dry, exposed slope, grows a healthy stand of scraggly knobcone pines, one of only a few in the area. Much of the ridge is lined with groves of mature Douglas-fir and redwoods. Through the stately trees you can catch glimpses of the rarely visited Butano Creek watershed to the north, one of the largest remaining swaths of unprotected land on the peninsula. Nature lovers will enjoy the majesty of the trees, the frequent switch from sun to shade, and the exhilarating sense of isolation.

A sign on the right marks the loop’s downhill trail segment. It snakes down 2.4 miles through a second-growth forest that gets darker deeper down, to end at the Old Haul Road Trail. To cool off, take the short Shaw Flat Trail across the road down to Pescadero Creek. Return on the Old Haul Road Trail. The scenery alternates between densely packed, spindly trees and old-growth stands bathed in sunlight. The horizontal slots cut in some of the stumps were made over a century ago to hold the springboards on which loggers stood to saw the enormous trunks. After 1.9 miles, watch for the signed Snag Trail on the left, a 0.4-mile shortcut that passes by an enormous snag deprived of its bark. Where it ends at Bridge Trail, turn left and go half a mile back to Tarwater Trail Camp.

The return on the last day starts on the Tarwater Loop Trail, one of the park’s most diverse. At the four-road junction, turn left (north) and look for the trail sign on the right in 0.1 mile. This leg of the trail climbs to a high point on Camp Pomponio Road (1.9 miles). It traverses fern-lined old-growth stands, especially in its lower reaches, inter-spaced with mixed hardwood. In the late 19th century, a mill was operated about 0.3 mile in. It produced shingles instead of boards, which were easier to haul out from such remote locations. Its rusted boiler and hefty support timbers are visible in the woods just off the trail on the left. The highlight is the gargantuan redwood 1 mile up the trail. Shaped like a candelabra, crowned with vertical limbs thicker than most of the park’s trees, it is one of the biggest on the peninsula. At higher elevation, the forest gradually changes to oak, madrone, and fir. At the top, cross Camp Pomponio Road, and start the second leg (1.6 miles) on the gated dirt road. Make a left on the foot trail 0.25 mile down. It descends gently through bucolic meadows to a decaying barn under looming eucalyptus trees, and an abandoned orchard. These are the remains of Tie Camp, a small dairy farm that once supplied milk products to local residents. The trail then enters the forest and ends a little farther on at a dirt road lined with giant redwoods.

Turn right on Canyon Trail. The narrow stream the trail crosses 200 yards away is Tar-water Creek. It is the site of a rare natural phenomenon: crude oil oozes out of the creek-bed in slender, sticky threads that often gather into thick black coatings. Farther on, the trail first follows a dark creek lined with large redwoods, then climbs on tight switchbacks about 0.7 mile to Bear Ridge Trail and turns right. At one point this narrow path contours a deep, precipitous slope covered with towering giants, offering an unusual perspective from the treetops down their massive trunks. When you first reach the ridge, look for a bench under venerable Douglas-fir, then a picnic table, to the right of the trail. They both command grand views of the canyon you just explored.

About 0.5 mile from this overlook, on the edge of an open meadow, a sign points north to Heritage Grove Trail. This majestic path is a befitting end to this trip. First it descends into the Alpine Creek watershed then forks left and winds another mile, at approximately constant elevation, through a stately forest back to your starting point. You will be walking under looming redwoods and Douglas-firs with tall, straight trunks more than 6 feet in diameter. In summer, orchids bloom all along the trail.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

On the way in, I like to stock up on carbs and proteins with a hearty ranch-style breakfast at Alice’s Restaurant (650-851-0303, alicesrestaurant.com), a lone local landmark at the intersection of Skyline Boulevard and CA 84. The waiters are friendly, the burger menu innovative, and the back patio beautifully landscaped and restful. In the warmer months you can eat outside at picnic tables, and in the winter you can warm up in the rustic dining area.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Pescadero Creek below Shaw Flat
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Peters Creek at north end of Peters Creek Loop photographed by Enkeleda Balliu
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SKYLINE TO BIG BASIN

Michel Digonnet


DISTANCE: 24.3 miles (including side trip)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,060'/6,420'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 15.7

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 7

MAPS: USGS Mindego Hill and Big Basin

BEST SEASON: Year-round

LOCATION: Long Ridge Open Space Preserve (Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District), Portola Redwoods State Park, Pescadero Creek County Park, Redtree Partners LP, and Big Basin Redwoods State Park

CONTACT: San Mateo County Parks, 650-363-4000, parks.smcgov.org



PERMITS

A permit is required for camping, on a first-come, first-served basis (i.e., you could be given a permit find the campground full when you arrive); contact San Mateo County Parks at 650-363-4000. Campfires are not allowed at the campgrounds.

HOW TO GET THERE


HICKORY OAKS TRAILHEAD N37° 16.158' W122° 08.466'



On I-280 in Palo Alto, take the Page Mill Road exit. Drive Page Mill Road 8.6 miles south to Skyline Boulevard at the crest of the Santa Cruz Mountains. Turn left and follow Skyline Boulevard 5 miles to the signed entrance to the Long Ridge Open Space Preserve, on the west side. If you are coming in from the south, from the town of Saratoga take CA 9 west and drive 7.3 miles to Skyline Boulevard at Saratoga Gap. Turn right on Skyline Boulevard and proceed north 1.4 miles to the signed entrance to the Long Ridge Open Space Preserve. Parking overnight at or near this location is prohibited, so arrange to be dropped off.

To be picked up in Big Basin Redwoods State Park, from Saratoga Gap on Skyline Boulevard drive southwest on CA 9 for 6.1 miles to its junction with CA 236 at Waterman Gap, and then drive this narrow, very windy road 8.2 miles to the park headquarters.

CHALLENGES

All trails are well marked, so route finding is easy. Watch for poison oak on narrow trails, as it is quite common. Check yourself for ticks regularly. The camps have no drinking water, so bring your own or purify/filter the creek water. Come prepared for possible heavy rains in winter.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From Skyline Boulevard, first head down Hickory Oaks Trail. This old ranch road crosses a pastoral landscape of grass-covered hills studded with venerably old oak trees. Some very large specimens thrive on these cooler heights, their wide crowns tangles of misshapen limbs. This is a prime example of California’s famous coastal oak woodlands, its sloped grassland bright gold in the long dry season, tender green in winter. This area commands distant vistas of the surrounding summits, including Butano Ridge to the southwest, which you will cross on this trip.

After 1.1 miles, where the trail ends at Ward Road, turn left. There is more grassland for a while, then the road ducks into a mixed forest of laurel and oaks. It opens up again as it drops steeply along an open slope covered with chaparral. This stretch commands superb views down into the deep watersheds of Pescadero Creek and Oil Creek, a panorama of unspoiled canyons and ridges covered with a continuous mat of tall evergreen. After passing the gate into Portola Redwoods State Park, the road descends along a steep ridge. You will pass by an abandoned ranch, then enter the cover of an oak and Douglas-fir forest, dropping along abrupt inclines interspaced by short terraces.

About 0.7 mile into the park, the steel gate of Redtree Partners blocks further progress. Just before it, a small sign on the right points to Slate Creek Trail. You enter a thick forest of redwood and fir, its understory a lush cover of fern and blackberry interspaced with carpets of decaying needles. Dark second-growth areas logged decades ago alternate with pockets of mature trees that seeded hundreds of years ago. After about 1 mile, the trail makes a sharp left and dips over man-made stairs to Slate Creek. The next stretch is beautiful and serene. The canyon brightens a little as the tree cover thins down to a long grove of ancient redwoods coursed by the lively creek. The steep canyon slopes disappear under green carpets of redwood sorrel. This idyllic passage ends at the site of Page Mill, marked by an aging sign. This is one of two mills that lumberman William Page operated in this vicinity around the 1860s. No structure remains of this historic venture, but it is a great spot to sit by the bubbling creek and enjoy the soothing silence.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This is the most scenic and offbeat wilderness route across the Santa Cruz Mountains. From the range’s crest you descend across a typical California rolling grassland studded with large ancient oaks to the densely forested canyon of Pescadero Creek, then climb on the far side to lofty Butano Ridge, and finally drop along restful Opal Creek to the redwood heart of Big Basin. The side trip into the Peters Creek watershed, home of the San Francisco Peninsula’s tallest tree, is unparalleled in the entire range for its seclusion and outstanding groves of towering redwoods.



Another 0.25 mile up the trail, past steep road cuts and fallen trees, is Slate Creek Camp, on the left at a major crossroad. Its six sites are spread down a gentle slope covered with low shrub, under the high roof of tall fir, madrone, and spindly redwoods. Privacy is limited, but chances are good that you will be on your own.


SIDE TRIP: BEAR AND PETERS CREEKS

The next day, take a day off lugging your backpack and hike to Peters Creek. After hiking the Santa Cruz Mountains for 40 years, I yet have to find a more magnificent destination. Take the Bear Creek Trail, on the right just past the camp. Ignore the alarmist sign at the trailhead: this loop is anything but strenuous. It is only 6.5 miles for an elevation gain of 1,550 feet, most of it gradual except for one 0.4-mile, very steep slope a ranger once called Cardiac Hill. The trail first climbs gradually as a road to a low pass, then switchbacks down into the Peters Creek watershed, all of this in a mixed forest of redwood, fir, oak, laurel, and madrone. The road then turns into a foot trail, drops down Cardiac Hill, and reaches Bear Creek.

Words fail to describe the majesty, seclusion, and haunting silence that permeate the confluence of Bear and Peters Creeks. This area is home to one of the largest concentrations of giant redwoods in these mountains. You walk in awe through a high-vaulted cathedral supported by the massive, straight trunks of the trees, craning your neck to gaze up at a canopy tens of feet up. Where the trail reaches Bear Creek, amble a short distance up along the narrow stream. Funneled between precipitous canyon slopes, its limpid water spreads over gravel beds, scoots under fallen tree trunks, and tumbles over small cascades. A little past Bear Creek, the trail reaches Peters Creek Loop. Head north (right), on a broad bank within sight of the gurgling waters of Peters Creek. The first creek crossing, at the north end of the loop, is a great place for lunch. The tallest redwood on the peninsula grows near here, but enormous trees are so numerous that it is impossible to tell which one it is. From there the trail climbs to, then follows a bench 50 to 100 feet above the creek with awesome plunging perspectives of the furrowed elephantine trunks of the local giants. At the second crossing, Peters Creek is wider and rocks are fewer. You might get a little wet, which is fun in the right season.



On the third day, take gently sloped Slate Creek Trail 1.25 miles to Summit Trail, under a redwood forest lined with thickets of huckleberry and wax myrtle. Then head down Summit Trail’s long switchbacks 0.8 mile to a paved service road at the bottom of Portola Redwoods State Park. To refill with city water, turn right on this road and walk 0.5 mile to the fountain outside the ranger station. Otherwise turn left, cross the bridge over Pescadero Creek, and climb the short grade to Long Haul Road Trail.

Portola Trail starts right across the old haul road. From there to Basin Trail just below Butano Ridge, it is a hefty 1,580-foot climb in 3.4 miles. The lower segment, on Portola Trail, is comparatively gentle and suffused with a restful mood. For a little while it follows Fall Creek, which always has a good flow. At one place, the stream leaps into a narrow cleft and gives birth to a singing waterfall. The enormous dam of fallen trees just above it is a vivid reminder of the phenomenal forces such meek streams can develop when swollen by heavy rainstorms. At the first junction, make a left on Butano Ridge Trail. Much steeper, it shoots up a sloppy ridge, culminating in a couple of dozen heart-pumping switchbacks—a satisfying grind, and the most physically demanding part of this trip.

At the next junction, turn left on the signed Basin Trail. Although all of it is on high ground, this trail is mostly under tree cover. The one good viewpoint is 0.4 mile in: it commands a glorious vista of sprawling ridges, a crisp patchwork of grass meadows, and dark-green forests. Look carefully for the hollow tree that grows in this vicinity, along the left side of the trail. It is an uncommon natural occurrence: a fire burned its core all the way through to its top—and the tree is still alive. You can step inside it and look straight up at the sky. After 0.8 mile, the trail enters an easement on Redtree Partners land. Stay on it 1.5 miles as it gently meanders on or near a ridge covered with mixed hardwoods. It ends at China Grade Road, at the northern boundary of Big Basin Redwoods State Park.

Lane Trail Camp is 0.2 mile down the trail that starts across the road. It has six sites defined by logs, in a dimly lit setting of skinny madrone and oaks. This is not the most scenic camp around, but it is peaceful and far away from everything.

The last segment, on the fourth day, is first down Hollow Tree Trail, then south on Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail to the park’s headquarters. This well-signed route, about 5.6 miles long, crosses the northern corner of Big Basin Redwoods State Park, created in 1901 to preserve what was still then a little-known natural wonder—extensive groves of exceptionally large trees. Thanks to this visionary early preservation, this beautiful area witnessed very little logging, and today it is home to an unusually high density of virgin redwood stands. Hollow Tree Trail has its share of majestic trees. Gentle and mostly downhill, it is a tranquil finale to a memorable trip. Most of it follows Opal Creek, a quiet little stream that tumbles lazily through a mixed woodland at first, then through increasingly impressive redwoods as the elevation drops. The trail’s namesake is another hollow tree near the top of the trail, shortly after a creek crossing. Silt particles in suspension in the creek’s water scatter light from within like an opal. This peculiar iridescence is especially noticeable in the creek’s lower reaches, along Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail. Some of the redwoods along the final mile or so are simply gigantic.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

At the end of your trip, do not miss the unforgettable Redwood Trail. It begins just across the road from the park headquarters. In half a mile, this easy loop packs in one of the densest collections of colossal redwoods on the peninsula, including the Mother and Father of the Forest. Drive CA 236 east a few miles to the town of Boulder Creek for a selection of restaurants to recharge your batteries in a quaint setting.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Walking south along Limantour Beach
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COAST TRAIL

Matt Heid and Jessica Lage


DISTANCE: 15.6 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,150'/1,900'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 25

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Crowded

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Inverness and Double Point; Wilderness Press Point Reyes National Seashore and West Marin Parklands; Tom Harrison Point Reyes National Seashore

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall

LOCATION: Point Reyes National Seashore

CONTACT: 415-464-5100, nps.gov/pore



PERMITS

Permits are required for campsites in the national seashore. On this route, camping is allowed only at Coast and Wildcat Camps, 1.5 and 9.1 miles from the trailhead, respectively. As in other national parks, you can make reservations online at recreation.gov or by phone at 877-444-6777 up to six months in advance. Reservations are highly recommended, as these campsites fill up quickly and far in advance, due to their proximity to the urban Bay Area. If your desired trip is less than two days away, you must apply for a reservation in person at the Bear Valley Visitor Center and hope for a same-day vacancy or last-minute cancellation. Even if you have reserved a permit in advance, you must pick up your permit at the Bear Valley Visitor Center on your arrival date. You will also get an overnight parking pass when you pick up your permit. For after-hours check-in (with advance reservation), contact the park at 415-464-5100 before 4 p.m. to let them know how many parking passes your party will need. Park staff will leave your parking passes and camping permit in a small wooden box on the information board in front of the Bear Valley Visitor Center.


Protective “Gloves”

Cover your hands with plastic bags before untying your shoes if you have brushed against low-lying poison oak along the trail.



Most campsites have a maximum capacity of six, but larger group sites are also available. Campsites cost $20 per night for 1–6 people, $40 per night for 7–14 people, and $50 per night for 15–25 people. For more information on camping at Point Reyes National Seashore, visit nps.gov/pore/planyourvisit/camping.htm. You can also call 415-464-5100 for general information on camping in the park.

CHALLENGES

Point Reyes is an extremely popular destination; most trail camps fill up months in advance for Friday and Saturday nights. This hike also requires a car shuttle; the two trailheads are 45 minutes–1 hour apart by road.

HOW TO GET THERE


PALOMARIN TRAILHEAD N37° 56.046' W122° 44.832'

BEAR VALLEY VISITOR CENTER N38° 02.472' W122° 48.012'

LIMANTOUR BEACH TRAILHEAD N38° 01.728' W122° 52.932'



Palomarin Trailhead (endpoint): From CA 1 at the northwest tip of Bolinas Lagoon, head southeast on the unsigned Olema-Bolinas Road. In 1.2 miles, the road reaches a T-junction; go left and continue 0.5 mile on Olema-Bolinas Road. Turn right on Mesa Road and follow it 4.6 miles to the large parking lot at road’s end, passing the Point Blue Palomarin Field Station (formerly the Point Reyes Bird Observatory) along the way. The last 1.3 miles are unpaved.

Bear Valley Visitor Center (permit pickup): After leaving a car at the Palomarin trailhead, return to CA 1 and drive north 9.1 miles, until you reach a stop sign at Sir Francis Drake Boulevard in Olema. Proceed 0.1 mile from this intersection, and then turn left on Bear Valley Road. In 0.5 mile, turn left again to reach the visitor center in 0.2 mile.

Limantour Beach southern parking lot (starting point): After leaving the Bear Valley Visitor Center, turn left (northwest) on Bear Valley Road, and after 1.3 miles turn left on Limantour Road. Follow it 7.5 miles and turn left just before the main Limantour Beach parking lot. Proceed 0.4 mile to the southernmost parking area.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Head toward the water from the trailhead, following the obvious path past common members of the coastal scrub plant community: coyote brush, coffeeberry, blackberry, lupine, yarrow, ceanothus, cow parsnip, and a few creekside alders. On clear days, Chimney Rock is visible to the west across Drakes Bay, marking the east end of the Point Reyes Headlands. To the south, a large, lone eucalyptus tree indicates the location of Coast Camp.

Head south along the beach, keeping an eye out for harbor seals in the surf and herons, ducks, and shorebirds in the nearby marshy wetlands. You can follow the beach all the way to Coast Camp, though the loose sand makes for strenuous going at times. The Coast Trail offers easier walking and can be accessed just past the marsh where a lone bishop pine rises from the sandy dunes, about halfway to Coast Camp.

You encounter Coast Camp at 2.0 miles and 40 feet in elevation, in a small valley, the site of a long-abandoned ranch. Several campsites border the trail; more-secluded sites are on a small knoll above. To continue your journey, head south on the broad Coast Trail as it climbs briefly out of the camp. For the next 4 miles, the Coast Trail travels atop the headlands; cliffs and steep drainages hem the coastline below. The trail curves around Santa Maria Creek, the first of several creek gullies, and passes the Woodward Valley Trail on the left at 2.1 miles. The Coast Trail next encounters a wide junction at 2.3 miles that provides access to a small cove at the south end of Sculptured Beach.


SIDE TRIP: SCULPTURED BEACH

The short walk to Sculptured Beach from the main trail is a worthwhile side trip. Follow the narrow path and stairway down to the ocean, where the loosely consolidated Drakes Bay Formation tops outcroppings of Monterey shale. (A sequence of sedimentary layers up to 8,000 feet thick, the Monterey Formation was deposited on the granite bedrock of Point Reyes National Seashore over the past 20 million years.) At low tide, it is possible to travel from here to Coast Camp past the many formations of Sculptured Beach. Extreme caution is in order—there is no exit from the beach to escape encroaching waves.



Continuing south on the Coast Trail, the route loops around a small creek and passes through an area that burned in the 1995 Vision Fire. You will still see a few blackened snags on the hillside, but it is now a fully regenerated landscape, with hardy coyote brush, ceanothus, and bush lupines joined by sage and morning glory. The trail curves around several more small drainages then gradually descends to reach an enormous eucalyptus by another creek. A remnant of a ranch that once occupied this site, this tree marks the access point for Kelham Beach at 4.9 miles, a remote and cliffy strand. From the beach, you’ll get views south toward the sea stacks offshore from nearby Arch Rock and beyond to distant Double Point.

Continuing on the Coast Trail, you pass the Sky Trail on the left at 5.1 miles shortly before reaching Bear Valley Trail near Arch Rock. This landmark, once accessed by many paths that crisscrossed the bluff, has been closed since 2015, when the arch collapsed. (Heed park warnings about off-limits trails. Coastal cliffs are unstable and prone to crumbling and erosion. One person died and another was seriously injured when the arch collapsed.)

The southbound Coast Trail next crosses Coast Creek and climbs to an open ridgeline. Expansive views open up as the trail reaches 300 feet in elevation and encounters a path on the right, where a short 20-yard detour leads to a small knoll and gravestone for Clem Miller, a local congressman who fiercely advocated for the creation of the National Seashore. Miller Point below is named in his honor. The views become ever more thrilling as you continue the ridgeline ascent. Your climb eventually levels out at one of the best vistas in the entire seashore.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This trip travels the length of Point Reyes’ Phillip Burton Wilderness on the Coast Trail. You never leave the ocean side as you journey by secluded beaches with exceptional views and sleep in coastal camps. A side trip to an impressive waterfall, gentle trails, and ready access from the Bay Area make this trip especially appealing. For a relaxed pace, spend the first night at Coast Camp and the second at Wildcat Camp; if you have only one night, you can reach Wildcat Camp in a long first day.



Looking north, the long arc of Limantour Beach and Drakes Beach terminates in the prominent mass of Point Reyes itself. On clear days, the sharp points of the Farallon Islands are visible to the southwest. On days of exceptional visibility, you can spot the three lumpy rocks of the seldom-seen North Farallones to the west and southwest. To the south, Wildcat Beach and its southern terminus at Double Point are visible. A short distance farther, you encounter the North Spur Trail.

Remain on the Coast Trail as it leaves the vistas behind and enters a dense world of coastal scrub. The trail parallels the headwaters of a deep creek drainage and then gently ascends to the South Spur Trail on the left at 8.0 miles and 840 feet. Bear right to continue on the Coast Trail, which turns south to offer additional ocean views before curving east above the deep valley of Wildcat Creek.

Wildcat Camp is located below you, at the mouth of the creek. Look for Wildcat Lake and Pelican Hill to the south as you traverse down to meet the broad Stewart Trail entering from the left at 8.4 miles. Turn right and follow the Coast Trail (now a wide fire road) as it winds through a forest of bay and Douglas-fir, switchbacks steeply down, and arrives at the open blufftop of Wildcat Camp. Wildcat Camp, at 20 feet above the sea, is the most remote and the smallest of the campgrounds in the seashore, with only seven sites.


SIDE TRIP: ALAMERE FALLS

If conditions permit, this impressive waterfall, tumbling almost 30 feet from the cliffs above the beach, is worth a visit. The falls are a 2.2-mile (round-trip) detour along the beach from Wildcat Camp. (There is no longer a way to reach the trail to continue your backpack trip from the falls; you must retrace your steps back to Wildcat Camp.) This side trip is possible only during low tide, and even then, during winter and spring, waves may reach the base of the cliff. Do not attempt the trip under these conditions. During high tides or periods of heavy surf, the beach is inundated and there is no exit between Wildcat Camp and Alamere Falls, so plan your trip carefully. Check tidesandcurrents.noaa.gov for tide information and forecast.weather.gov for high surf advisories and other hazard warnings.



To continue to your final destination, pick up the Coast Trail again at Wildcat Camp as it begins to climb through a thick corridor of willow and vetch to reach the Ocean Lake Loop at 9.3 miles and 220 feet elevation. Bear right on this more scenic alternative that rejoins the Coast Trail in 1.1 miles. The narrow path ascends past brush-lined and inaccessible Wildcat Lake, reaches a bench with views north to Wildcat Beach, and then drops to bank around marshy Ocean Lake. A gentle rise returns you to the Coast Trail. Bear right on the Coast Trail and descend into the Alamere Creek drainage, where alder, elderberry, and thimbleberry thrive in a moister environment.

The route curves around the stream valley, begins climbing, and reaches an unposted spur trail on the right at 10.9 miles. Some maps show this unmaintained and overgrown path that leads to Alamere Falls, but the park emphatically discourages hikers to use the trail, as it is hazardous for hikers and damaging to the vegetation.

Continuing south on the Coast Trail, you immediately reach another unposted spur trail on the right that climbs 0.3 mile to the top of Pelican Hill (480'). This trail is also unmaintained, and the park discourages hikers from taking it. In the region around Double Point, large chunks of Monterey shale, which overlays the granite bedrock, were swept away by a huge landslide nearly 4 miles long and at least 1 mile wide. The landslide created the depressions that became the freshwater lakes such as Pelican and Bass Lakes.

From here, the Coast Trail makes a rising traverse above beautiful Pelican Lake and passes a junction for Crystal Lake on the left at 11.6 miles. Next up is larger Bass Lake, a great freshwater swimming opportunity and popular with nudists; a short spur path leads to an open area on its north shore. Continuing, the Coast Trail gradually rises above the lake and then winds through a dense forest of Douglas-fir punctuated by several swampy ponds. You pass the Lake Ranch Trail on the left at 12.4 miles, drop over a small divide, and curve around a creek gully choked with willows, horsetail, watercress, and bracken ferns. Several more small creeks follow as the trail winds near the open blufftops. Good views south open up as you proceed. Just before reaching the trailhead, the trail enters a thick eucalyptus grove where a few enormous trees hulk; one huge Hydra-like specimen watches your final steps home.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The town of Point Reyes Station, relatively close to where you will drop off and pick up a car on this shuttle trip, offers the best variety of food options. At the Bovine Bakery (11315 Shoreline Highway, 415-663-9420, bovinebakeryptreyes.com), you can stop in for a sweet (cookie, muffin, scone) or savory (pizza, soup) treat. Side Street Kitchen (60 Fourth St., 415-663-0303, sidestreet-prs.com) offers hearty lunches and dinners and has an outdoor patio. The Palace Market (11300 CA 1, 415-663-1016, palacemarket.com) sells locally sourced bread and cheeses, among other food supplies.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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View of Drakes Bay and Point Reyes from Coast Trail south of Arch Rock
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BEAR VALLEY LOOP

Matt Heid and Jessica Lage


DISTANCE: 15.8 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,000'/2,000'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Crowded

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Double Point; Tom Harrison Point Reyes National Seashore

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall

LOCATION: Point Reyes National Seashore

CONTACT: 415-464-5100; nps.gov/pore



PERMITS

See previous trip.

CHALLENGES

Point Reyes is an extremely popular destination; most trail camps fill up months in advance for Friday and Saturday nights.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD (BEAR VALLEY VISITOR CENTER) N38° 02.472' W122° 48.012'



From CA 1 just north of the town of Olema, head west on Bear Valley Road. In 0.5 mile, turn left to reach the Bear Valley Visitor Center and trailhead parking. Park in the gravel parking lot on the left (east) side of the access road close to the Bear Valley Trailhead, not in the paved parking lot adjacent to the Bear Valley Visitor Center.

West Marin Stagecoach Route 68 makes several daily trips from San Rafael to Inverness, stopping at Bear Valley Visitor Center along the way. (Check marintransit.org or call 415-499-6099 for schedules.)

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the Bear Valley Trailhead (80'), head north on the Morgan Trail, which runs parallel to the fenced margin of the Morgan Horse Ranch and quickly passes the Woodpecker Trail on the left at 0.1 mile and 170 feet elevation. Established to breed and train horses for national parks around the country, the Morgan Horse Ranch once had a herd of nearly 80 animals. Today individual parks maintain their own stables, and the Morgan Horse Ranch keeps only a few horses for trail patrol and maintenance in the seashore.

The trail soon enters a mixed-evergreen forest of Douglas-fir, tan oak, and bay, and at 0.4 mile reaches a junction that leads to Kule Loklo, a reconstructed village of the Coast Miwok, the area’s first inhabitants. Continue on the Morgan Trail, which gently descends to the Horse Trail by a wooden bridge at 0.6 mile. Turn left on the Horse Trail and prepare to ascend.

As you start the climb, look for the sinuous limbs of coast live oaks twining among the drooping branches of bay trees and the stout trunks of Douglas-firs. Stinging nettle, fuzzy-leaved hazel bushes, blackberry tangles, soft thimbleberry leaves, and wood and sword ferns fill the understory. Wreaths of poison oak climb the trees. The single-track trail becomes steep and rutted as it steadily climbs to 900 feet, where it briefly levels out. Granite rocks, part of Point Reyes’ bedrock core, can be found here in the trail.


A MIGRANT PIECE OF LAND

The deepest bedrock of the Point Reyes Peninsula is granite, formed approximately 85 million years ago, many miles south of where the peninsula now lies. When the San Andreas Fault became active 28 million years ago, the land west of the emergent fault, including Point Reyes, began to slowly migrate north at the rate of 2–3 centimeters per year, traveling hundreds of miles over the ensuing millennia. Point Reyes continues its northward march today.



After a final ascent, the Horse Trail crests Inverness Ridge, contours south through a more open area, and passes the Z Ranch Trail on the left at 2.5 miles. You walk past some loose, layered out-crops of Monterey shale, which caps the bedrock granite throughout most of the wilderness area. In some gaps in the forest, you will have views east, to the hills across Tomales Bay. The Horse Trail ends at the wide fire road of the Sky Trail at 2.9 miles and 1,020 feet elevation. Turn left on the Sky Trail, which takes you to Sky Camp at 3.7 miles. From its perch on the slopes of Mount Wittenberg, Sky Camp affords views of Drakes Bay, Chimney Rock, and the lighthouse point, if the day is clear.


Coastal California Weather

Weather along the coast may be nearly the opposite of what you’d expect in the mountains. Summer mornings and evenings (and sometimes all day) are notorious for fog, even when the sun is shining just a few miles inland; the moisture can be bone chilling, so bring appropriate clothing. Summer rain is unlikely, but don’t leave your tent’s rain fly at home: fog drip, especially in coastal forests, can drench grasses and create puddles reminiscent of winter rain. Fall and spring along the coast often bring the sunniest days.



Continue south past Sky Camp on the easygoing Sky Trail, which passes the Mount Wittenberg and Meadow Trails on the left at 4.0 miles and enters a section of mature mixed-evergreen forest. Douglasfirs tower overhead and strain moisture from the fog, keeping the environment lush and green year-round. Moss-bearded branches and tree-bound ferns droop above elderberry, huckleberry, blackberry tangles, and sword ferns. In September, the huckleberry bushes dangle with abundant—and deliciously edible—blue-black berries.

The Sky Trail next passes the Woodward Valley Trail on the right and climbs briefly to reach the Old Pine Trail on the left at 5.0 miles. Remain on the Sky Trail as it gently descends and then crests a small rise where you emerge from the forest into low-lying coastal scrub. Here the Baldy Trail splits right at 6.4 miles to drop into Bear Valley, but you remain on the Sky Trail and descend toward the increasingly visible ocean. The route passes a few burnt snags—remnants of the 1995 Vision Fire—and reaches a small saddle cloaked with coyote brush. The descent continues, becoming steeper near the end as it makes a final drop via two switchbacks to reach the Coast Trail at 7.9 miles and 130 feet.

Bear left on the wide and sandy Coast Trail. (A right turn on the Coast Trail leads to an enormous eucalyptus 0.2 mile north. The eucalyptus, situated by a small creek, marks the access point for Kelham Beach, a remote strand of cliffs and sandy solitude.) Heading south on the Coast Trail, you soon reach the Bear Valley Trail at 8.4 miles and the distinctive landmark of Arch Rock on the seaside cliffs. Arch Rock, previously accessed by many paths that crisscrossed the bluff, has been closed to the public since 2015, when a portion of the bluff crumbled and the arch collapsed. (Heed park warnings about off-limits trails. Coastal cliffs are unstable and prone to crumbling and erosion. One person died and another was seriously injured when the arch collapsed.)


THE VISION FIRE

In September 1995, a small campfire that wasn’t fully extinguished grew into what became the Vision Fire, which eventually burned 12,000 acres in Point Reyes National Seashore. The fire swept through the bishop pine forest on Inverness Ridge and down the coastal slope. Bishop pines are uniquely adapted to fire and in fact need fire to regenerate: fire releases Bishop pine seeds from the resin-sealed cones, and the seedlings quickly germinate in the mineral-rich postfire soil. Other plants also reappeared the spring after the fire, and within a few years the slopes of Inverness Ridge were covered with a verdant mass of coyote brush, ceanothus, huckleberry, lupine, and ferns. Though the Vision Fire burned more than 20 years ago, the aftermath is still visible, not only in the burned tree trunks but also in the lush vegetation they stand above, and in the tunnels of small Bishop pines vying for space in the postfire landscape.



Heading south on the Coast Trail, your route crosses Coast Creek and then climbs to the open ridgeline. Expansive views open up as the trail climbs to 300 feet and encounters a path on the right, where a short 20-yard detour leads to a small knoll and gravestone for Clem Miller, a local congressman who advocated fiercely for the creation of this national seashore. Miller Point below is named in his honor. The Coast Trail continues to ascend, and the views become ever more thrilling. The granite bedrock is visible along the trail and in several outcroppings as you climb Inverness Ridge. Your climb eventually levels out at one of the best views in the seashore.

Looking north, the long arc of Limantour Beach and Drakes Beach terminates in the prominent mass of Point Reyes itself. On clear days, the sharp points of the Farallon Islands are visible to the southwest. When the weather provides exceptional visibility, you can spot the three lumpy rocks of the seldom-seen North Farallones to the west and southwest. Wildcat Beach and its southern terminus at Double Point are visible to the south.

Just past the viewpoint, you encounter the North Spur Trail at 9.8 miles and 760 feet. Turn left, take the North Spur Trail inland to the Glen Trail in 0.2 mile. Bear right, and proceed on the level Glen Trail to the Glen Camp Loop Trail on the left at 10.4 miles. Follow the Glen Camp Loop Trail past the Greenpicker Trail on the right, and slowly descend through a young forest. The trail banks right and drops steeply into Glen Camp at 11.2 miles and 740 feet. The campground, nestled in a protected valley surrounded by Douglas-firs, is the most out-of-the-way of the seashore’s campgrounds.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Explore the full spectrum of Point Reyes National Seashore on this loop hike. You’ll tour the lush forest atop the peninsula’s highest ridgelines, descend with far-reaching views, and then explore the salt-swept coastline before returning inland via Bear Valley. For a more relaxed pace, make it a two-night trip and pitch a tent at Sky Camp and Glen Camp. For an overnight trip, a long first-day hike takes you all the way to Glen Camp; the next day you’ll have an easy hike back to the trailhead.



From Glen Camp, you continue your journey on the Glen Camp Loop Trail, which narrows to single-track as it rises briefly past eucalyptus and huckleberry bushes and then traverses above a deep gully. The trail skirts a clearing, crosses a small stream, and meets the Glen Trail at 12.1 miles and 460 feet. Turn right and follow the Glen Trail, which briefly runs level and then descends through mixed-evergreen woods to emerge in a clearing of coastal scrub and coast live oak. The trail curves right, drops parallel to Coast Creek into a lush riparian world, and reaches the Bear Valley Trail by a bike rack at 12.7 miles and 170 feet.

Turn right on the broad trail and head inland alongside alder-choked Coast Creek. The arching branches of massive bay trees shade your journey to Divide Meadow at 14.2 miles and 320 feet, a pleasant rest stop. Ringed by coast live oaks, the meadow sits on the divide between the Olema Valley and Coast Creek watersheds and is the only low-elevation gap through Inverness Ridge. A hunting lodge owned by the Pacific Union Hunting Club of San Francisco once sat in the northwest corner, a backcountry base for pursuing bears and mountain lions from the 1890s until the Great Depression. The lodge has long since been removed; two huge introduced Monterey pines and a few patches of exotic pink flowers are all that remain.

Continue on the Bear Valley Trail and enter one of the seashore’s most majestic forests. California bays, alders, and tan oaks thrive. Mighty Douglas-firs rise above, each unique in form and character. Bracken ferns, thimbleberry, blackberry tangles, sword ferns, elderberry, five-finger ferns, and gooseberry grow abundantly beneath their crooked branches. On your way out, you pass the Meadow Trail at 15.0 miles, and just before passing the Mount Wittenberg Trail at 15.6 miles, you emerge into open grasslands. Around a bend in the trail, you have a view of Black Mountain in the distance. The Bear Valley Trailhead is just ahead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

See previous trip.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The Sky Trail along Inverness Ridge on a foggy morning
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Approaching Hat Rock
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LOST COAST TRAIL NORTH:
Mattole River to Black Sands Beach

Mike White


DISTANCE: 24.8 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3–4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 200'/100'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 49

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 10

MAPS: USGS Petrolia, Cooskie Creek, Shubrick Peak, Honeydew, and Shelter Cove; BLM King Range National Conservation Area and Lost Coast

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall

LOCATION: King Range National Conservation Area

CONTACT: 707-986-5400, blm.gov/programs/national-conservation-lands/california/king-range-national-conservation-area



PERMITS

Permits are required for trips into King Range National Conservation Area and are available through recreation.gov for a nominal fee. Each permit will cover up to 5 people, with a maximum of 15.

CHALLENGES

While hikers need not worry about significant elevation gains and losses, walking on some of the beach sections can be tiring at times. In addition, hikers must pay attention to the tides, as three sections of the trail are not passable during high tide. Make sure you are aware of the tide table, and plan your timing of these sections accordingly. Heavy rain can turn streams into raging torrents and may be difficult or impossible to cross; obtain an accurate weather report prior to departure and keep an eye on the sky. Rattlesnakes, although uncommon, are present in this community. Poison oak and ticks (particularly in spring) may also be present in the vegetation above the beach. Traveling north to south keeps the prevailing winds at your back. Bear canisters are required for overnight travel within the King Range National Conservation Area and can be rented from the ranger station on Shelter Cove Road, the Shelter Cove General Store, or the Petrolia Store. Campfires are often banned—check with the ranger station for current conditions. Be aware that the shuttle between the ending trailhead at Black Sands Beach in Shelter Cove and the starting trailhead at Mattole River will require a nearly 2-hour drive. If you prefer to use a shuttle service, find a list of permitted shuttle services on the Bureau of Land Management’s King Range website (see Contact)

HOW TO GET THERE


MATTOLE RIVER TRAILHEAD N40° 17.340' W124° 21.358'

BLACK SANDS BEACH TRAILHEAD N40° 02.720' W124° 04.630'



Leave US 101 in Garberville at Exit 639B and follow Redwood Drive 2.5 miles to the town of Redway. Turn left (west) onto Briceland Road and proceed 12.1 miles to Thorn Junction, where the road straight ahead is Shelter Cove Road. Continue another 8 miles to the beach resort town of Shelter Cove and an intersection with Beach Road on your right. Proceed on Beach Road 0.9 mile and then follow signed directions into the parking lot for Black Sands Beach Trailhead.

As your hike begins from the Mattole River Trailhead, backtrack to Shelter Cove Road and drive 10.8 miles to a left turn onto Ettersburg Honeydew Road. Follow this road 6 miles to an intersection with Etter Ranch Road. Continue ahead, now on Wilder Ridge Road, another 13.5 miles to a junction with Mattole Road in the tiny burg of Honeydew. Head straight onto Mattole Road and proceed westbound 13.7 miles to a left turn onto Lighthouse Road. Follow this narrow paved then gravel road 0.4 mile to the Mattole Trailhead parking area.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Avoid the tendency to follow the path toward the beach, and veer left near a closed gate, following an inland trail offering more solid footing than the beach alternative. However, at low tide this stretch of beach to the south offers some fantastic tide pools that will more than make up for the more difficult hiking on the sand. Following the inland trail, you soon pass by an archaeological site and then continue across sand dunes for quite a while. At 1.3 miles, the trail crosses a seasonal stream coursing through Smith Gulch and then continues for a while until dropping onto the sandy beach, 1.6 miles from the trailhead.

A relatively short walk along the beach leads around the promontory known as Windy Point. After another 0.7 mile, you skirt Punta Gorda (the name means “fat point”), which is impassable at high tide, and then forsake the sand to return to the bluffs directly above the beach. Reach a ford of Fourmile Creek at 2.5 miles, just beyond two old cabins located on a strip of private land. At 0.4 mile from Fourmile Creek is a junction with the Cooskie Creek Trail, which climbs 2,000 feet above the coast and provides a more than 12-mile, grueling alternative to an upcoming section of the Lost Coast Trail that is impassable at high tide.

Another 0.3 mile of easy hiking from the junction leads to the Punta Gorda Lighthouse, where a short side trail leads up to two structures with an interpretive sign. Spring visitors will experience a colorful display of wildflowers gracing the slopes around the lighthouse.


The Ultimate Camp Shoes

Even with light and comfortable backpacking footwear, your feet are apt to be tired after several hours on the trail. A pair of lightweight sandals or flip-flops will provide a welcome respite at camp. If suitable for use in water, they can also keep hiking boots from getting soaked at stream crossings. I reluctantly purchased a pair of Crocs on the advice of several backpackers, who assured me they were the best camp shoes on the planet. After setting up camp, my friend and I changed into our Crocs for a leisurely afternoon stroll, which led to a scramble route to an upper lake requiring a 15-foot, Class 3 rock climb. Still clad in our Crocs, we went up and down this obstacle without ill effect, which inspired us to dub them our “go anywhere, do anything” shoes. Despite such a ringing endorsement, don’t chuck your hiking boots altogether.




PUNTA GORDA LIGHTHOUSE

Although a lighthouse was requested as early as 1888 to warn mariners of Windy Point, a rock spur jutting dangerously into the ocean, actual construction was delayed until 1910. A foghorn was operational a year before the lighthouse was finally completed in 1912. Between 1899 and 1907, nine vessels were lost at sea near here. The Punta Gorda Lighthouse was operational until 1951, when it was replaced by a navigational buoy. Neighboring outbuildings that used to house the lighthouse keepers and their families were burned down by the Bureau of Land Management in 1970 to discourage squatters, which left just the lighthouse and oil house still standing. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1976, the lighthouse was restored in 1989 and is preserved today by the Honeydew Volunteer Fire Department.



Heading away from Punta Gorda Lighthouse, the trail rolls along the steep, grass-covered hillside above the beach on the way to a stiff descent into Sea Lion Gulch, 3.8 miles from the trailhead. Just before the crossing of the creek is a small campsite, the last place to pitch a tent before a stretch of beach that’s impassable at high tide. Offshore, you are likely to hear a chorus of barking sea lions from a group of rock outcroppings aptly named Sea Lion Rocks. The trail heads briefly downstream along the creek onto the sand and the beginning of a nearly 4-mile section of beach that should be traveled only at low tides.

Sandwiched between the steep bluffs to the left and the pounding surf on the right, the Lost Coast Trail follows a sandy strip of beach about 0.25 mile toward Hat Rock, where a promontory jutting into the sea blocks forward progress. Lacking an officially designated trail, you must scramble up and over this obstacle via one of a number of possible routes to reach the beach again on the far side. Once across, be assured that this brief scramble is the most technically difficult part of the northern section of the Lost Coast. Just south of Hat Rock is a junction with the Cooskie Spur Trail, a 1.2-mile connector to the Cooskie Creek Trail mentioned earlier. From the junction, you could bypass the rest of the beach route by following the spur up to the Cooskie Creek Trail, heading 5.2 miles east to the Spanish Ridge Trail junction, and then descending 2.9 miles back to the beach.

Beyond the Cooskie Spur Trail junction, the Lost Coast Trail continues along the narrow beach for 1.1 mile to a crossing of Cooskie Creek. Campsites may be available upstream above the high-tide line if necessary.

Another 2 miles of beach hiking leads to Randall Creek and the end of the section, impassable at high tide. After fording the creek, the trail briefly climbs onto a grassy bench, a popular camping area with several scenic campsites adorned by California poppies in spring.

Beyond Randall Creek, the trail stays above the beach on an extended journey across a bench covered by tall grasses known as Spanish Flat. After 1.2 miles, you reach a junction with the Spanish Ridge Trail, which climbs 2,000 feet in 2.9 miles to connect with the Cooskie Creek Trail.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Ocean beach is the dominant landform of the north section of the Lost Coast Trail, as the route is either directly over the black sand or immediately above on grassy benches. As expected, the trail’s proximity to the ocean permits glorious views of the Pacific Ocean, the undeveloped coastline, and the towering King Range above. Along with magnificent scenery, the area is teeming with an abundance of wildlife. Offshore animals commonly seen include harbor seals, sea lions, migrating gray whales during January and February, and tide pool life during low tides.

If you don’t see any black-tailed deer or black bears, their prints will almost certainly be seen in the sand near where streams spill into the ocean.

Birds are everywhere, including gulls, pelicans, cormorants, terns, herons, sandpipers, ravens, and the occasional bald eagle. Spring visitors will be treated to a fine wildflower display. The decommissioned Punta Gorda Lighthouse provides a touch of historical interest.



Another 0.7 mile of hiking through similar terrain leads to a log crossing of Spanish Creek and some nearby campsites. Beyond the creek, the trail passes below a private home on the way to a usually easy ford of Oat Creek. Farther on, 1.4 miles from Spanish Creek, you reach a junction with the Kinsey Ridge Trail, a 4-mile, 2,000-foot climb leading to the Kinsey Ridge Trailhead.

Shortly past the Kinsey Ridge junction, the trail drops back onto the beach near another private residence. Along the way, dead snags on the hills above give testament to a past forest fire. Approaching the next canyon, the trail enters the wide mouth of Big Creek, 1.7 miles from Kinsey Creek, where a few possible campsites will tempt overnighters. A couple of logs provide a usually straightforward crossing of the stream.

South of Big Creek, the Lost Coast Trail returns to the beach for a lengthy romp above the surf. Although bear prints and scat are common sights on the sand near Big Creek, the likelihood of actually seeing a bear remains slim and typically decreases the farther you travel from the creek.

Eventually, the trail forsakes the sandy beach for a route across the high and fairly wide, grass-covered bench of Big Flat. Near one of the seasonal streams draining the slopes of Shubrick Peak above, erosion forces the trail back onto the beach, which at this point is covered with ankle-twisting cobbles. Fortunately, this stretch is short; after a bit a sandy trail angles steeply away from the beach and up onto the bluffs. The extended journey along Big Flat continues along the course of an old road and then an abandoned landing strip. Near the far end of the strip, you pass by what must have been a fairly impressive home in its heyday on the way to a marked junction with the Rattlesnake Ridge Trail. This infrequently used trail climbs 4.9 miles to Bear Hollow Camp and then another 0.8 mile to a junction with the King Crest Trail.

At the junction, the Lost Creek Trail goes sharply right toward the beach and then makes either a log crossing or a ford, depending on the current conditions, of Big Flat Creek, 2.8 miles from Big Creek. Numerous campsites are possible nearby, either on Big Flat before the crossing, or above the south side of the creek channel on Miller Flat.

Away from Big Flat Creek, the route traverses Miller Flat for 0.6 mile, passing below a newer landing strip mowed out of the thick grass. From the edge of the flat, the trail plunges steeply down to a 4.5-mile stretch of beach that is impassable at high tide.

The going may be slow along this stretch of beach, as much of the surface is covered with small rocks. Cliffs even steeper than on the section south of Sea Lion Rocks provide no hope for escape for anyone unfortunate enough to disregard the tide tables. The first possible exit occurs 1.9 miles from Big Flat Creek, where the narrow canyon of Shipman Creek offers some fine campsites on both banks. Another 1.4 miles of beach hiking lead to Buck Creek, with one decent campsite located on a bench above the south bank. Shortly beyond the creek is a junction with the Buck Creek Trail, a 3.6-mile, 3,000-foot ascent to a connection with the King Crest Trail near Saddle Mountain. Another 1.5 miles of walking on the beach is necessary to travel out of the impassable-at-high-tide zone. If you happen to be here at very low tide, there are some excellent tide pools on the way to the narrow canyon of Gitchell Creek. Campsites may be available on the beach above the high-tide line on the south side of the creek, tucked directly below a bluff.

Now, less than 4 miles of beach hiking separates Gitchell Creek from the Black Sands Beach trailhead. Although the route to the south is generally passable at any tide, lower tides are preferable, as some of the initial stretches are quite narrow and hemmed in by cliffs. While the route is straightforward, it can also be somewhat tiring, depending on the condition of the sand and the fact that much of the beach is covered with pebbles. At 1.9 miles from Gitchell Creek is a junction with the Horse Mountain Trail, a 4.2-mile climb to a trailhead on King Peak Road. Just beyond the junction is the canyon of Horse Mountain Creek, where a last night’s camp could be made.

Another 1.8 miles across Black Sands Beach brings you to the north edge of the town of Shelter Cove. Hop across Telegraph Creek, ignoring a very steep gash of sand climbing up the bluff above; continue down the beach a short distance; and then turn up the canyon of Humboldt Creek to where a path switchbacks up to the Black Sands Beach Trailhead and the handicapped parking lot. If your car is parked in the overnight lot, walk steeply up the road to the signed parking area.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The small town of Shelter Cove has a variety of establishments that may be of interest to backpackers. The Shelter Cove General Store (7272 Shelter Cove Road, 707-986-7733, sheltercovegeneralstore.com) has a fine selection of backpacker foods and supplies, including bear canister rentals. Lodging options include Inn of the Lost Coast (205 Wave Drive, 888-570-9676, innofthelostcoast.com), with excellent accommodations that offer gorgeous coastal views. Delgada Pizza and Bakery and the Fish Tank Espresso Gallery are also on site. Across the street from the inn is Mi Mochima, with unique servings of Venezuelan food for dinner Thursday–Sunday, and lunch on weekends. Gyppo Ale Mill (1661 Upper Pacific Drive, 707-986-7700, gyppo.com) is the town’s family-owned gastropub entry, serving good grub and beers. The Shelter Cove Oceanfront Inn (26 Seal Court, 707-986-7002, sheltercoveoceanfrontinn.com) offers pleasant rooms and suites, with ocean views and dinner at the Cove on Thursday–Sunday nights. The Shelter Cove RV Campground and Deli (492 Machi Road, 707-986-7474, sheltercoverv.net), near Mario’s Marina Motel at the town’s marina, serves a hearty portion of fish and chips.

Although Shelter Cove does have some commercial establishments, mentioned above, the larger towns on US 101 of Willits; Ukiah; and, to a lesser extent, Garberville, will have a better selection of supplies, groceries, and tourist facilities.

Near the north trailhead, the Petrolia General Store (40 Sherman Road, 707-629-3455) has a decent selection of last-minute supplies and sandwiches.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY

[image: image]
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View of Jackass Cove from the trail
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LOST COAST TRAIL SOUTH:
Hidden Valley to Usal Beach

Mike White


DISTANCE: 29.3 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3–4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 8,850'/8,850'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 64

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 9

MAPS: USGS Shelter Cove, Bear Harbor, Mistake Point, and Hales Grove; Wilderness Press California’s Lost Coast

BEST SEASON: Spring and fall

LOCATION: King Range National Conservation Area and Sinkyone Wilderness State Park

CONTACT: 707-986-5400, blm.gov/programs/national-conservation-lands/california/king-range-national-conservation-area; 707-247-3318, parks.ca.gov/?page_id+429



PERMITS

Permits are required for overnight stays within Sinkyone Wilderness and can be obtained by self-registration at the Needle Rock Visitor Center or Usal Beach Trailhead. You must stay in designated campgrounds, and there is a fee of $5 per night for trail camps and $25 per night at environmental campgrounds (Bear Harbor, Orchard, and Railroad). Backpackers starting at the Hidden Valley Trailhead will need to wait and register for their permit at Needle Rock, 9.3 miles into the trip.

CHALLENGES

Rattlesnakes, although not common, are present in this community, as are poison oak and ticks (particularly in spring). Traveling north to south keeps the prevailing wind at your back. Shuttling to both trailheads without two vehicles or having a kind friend willing to commit to a multihour drive is possible by using one of the Bureau of Land Management (BLM)–permitted commercial shuttle companies servicing the Lost Coast. However, be prepared to shell out a few hundred dollars. If you prefer to use a shuttle service, find a list of permitted shuttle services on the BLM King Range website (see Contact).

HOW TO GET THERE


HIDDEN VALLEY TRAILHEAD N40° 01.872' W124° 01.536'

USAL TRAILHEAD N39° 50.634' W123° 50.634'



From US 101 in Garberville, head west at Exit 639B to follow Redwood Drive 2.5 miles to the town of Redway. Turn left (west) onto Briceland Road and proceed 12.2 miles to Thorn Junction, where the road straight ahead is Shelter Cove Road. Continue another 5.2 miles to the intersection with Chemise Mountain Road and turn left. Drive 0.3 mile to the signed Hidden Valley Trailhead parking area on the right.

The ending trailhead at Usal Beach will require about a 2-hour drive from the Hidden Valley Trailhead. Return to US 101 and head south to the junction with CA 1 near Legget. Head west on CA 1 and continue 14.9 miles to an unsigned junction with Usal Road (County Road 431) at milepost 90.88 (3 miles north of Rockport). Turn right and follow this narrow dirt road 6.2 miles to the Usal Trailhead, passing through Usal Campground on the way. Usal Road should be passable for the typical sedan during dry weather, but prolonged rain may make it impassable for all but four-wheel-drive vehicles. For a $25-per-night car campground, the Usal Campground is sort of a dump, with very primitive outhouses, no running water, and no trash pickup.


Keep Your Sleeping Bag Clean

At camp in the morning, turn your sleeping bag inside out on a large boulder or slab to allow the sun and fresh air to refresh it while you attend to chores. A sleeping bag liner is another great way to keep your bag clean. Although it’s one more thing to throw in your pack, the extra comfort is well worth the minimal weight.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

A gently graded trail leads away from the Hidden Valley Trailhead through a typical coastal forest composed of Douglas-firs (the most common coastal evergreen), Jeffrey pines, Pacific madrones, and tan oaks. Soon, the path skirts the tall grasses of lush Hidden Valley along the forest edge on the way to a stiff, switchbacking climb up the north slope of Chemise Mountain, the first of many steep climbs you’ll encounter on the southern section of the Lost Coast Trail. From the top, you follow the undulating ridge to a junction with the Chemise Mountain Trail on the left coming 1.5 miles up from the Nadelos and Wailaki Campgrounds along Chemise Mountain Road.

At the Chemise Mountain Trail junction, continue ahead on a gradual ascent of the ridgeline for 0.8 mile to a junction on the left with a short lateral to a viewpoint. Although a fine view can be had from this vantage of numerous Northern California ridges and peaks to the east and south, trees block any potential ocean vista.

Away from the junction, you continue along the ridge, soon reaching a junction with the Chinquapin Loop Trail on the right, a 2.1-mile detour offering much better scenery than the 1.4 mile, featureless stretch of Lost Coast Trail ahead.

If you’re in a hurry, then proceed ahead on an undulating, mostly downhill journey to the south junction of the Chinquapin Loop. Otherwise, turn right and moderately descend for a mile or so, enjoying some fine views of the ocean along the way. After a short ascent to the crossing of a rivulet, you soon come to the spur to Nicks Camp, where you can pitch your tent and enjoy an excellent view of the coast. From the camp junction, the Chinquapin Loop Trail climbs 0.7 mile back up to its southern junction with the Lost Coast Trail, passing more fine vistas along the way.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Unlike the beach route of the northern half of the Lost Coast Trail, the southern half moves inland and at times climbs steeply over mostly forested ridges between intermittent forays to the ocean. Although the ocean views are less frequent, they’re arguably more impressive, as the higher vantage points provide for longer-range vistas. Where the trail does reach the beach, the scenery is quite striking. In contrast to the Mattole-to-Shelter Cove section, the southern portion of this route passes through some redwood groves. At the coast, the marine wildlife is abundant, including harbor seals, sea lions, migrating gray whales (January– February), and tide pool life. Farther inland, you may see black-tailed deer, black bears, or Roosevelt elk (reintroduced to the area in 1982). A profusion of birds may include brown pelicans, black oystercatchers, cormorants, sandpipers, terns, gulls, ravens, and an occasional bald eagle.

The remote location and resulting potential for solitude today belies the resident human population of the late 1800s and early 1900s, when a dairy was in the Needle Rock area, a wharf and narrow-gauge railroad operated out of Bear Harbor, and a lumber mill was at Usal Beach. While most evidence of human activity around Bear Harbor and Usal Beach is gone, the Needle Rock Visitor Center occupies the old dairy’s ranch house. A road (closed by landslide in 2019) provides vehicle access to the visitor center (and an alternate trailhead), which is about one-third of the way into the hike, increasing the likelihood of encountering other people nearby. Otherwise, you’ll likely see few other souls out on the trail.



From the southern junction of the Chinquapin Loop Trail, the Lost Coast Trail makes an initially mild ascent along the spine of Chemise Mountain, followed by an often steep, 2,000-foot descent via some long-legged switchbacks toward Whale Gulch below. Reaching a small meadow, a post marks the crossing from the King Range Conservation Area into the Sinkyone Wilderness. Nearby are the crumbling remains of an old structure, perhaps a residence of some sort that must have had an incredible coast view before the surrounding trees matured. Fortunately, a short distance farther down the trail, you’re treated to your own fine ocean vista. Just beyond, the approach to an occupied private home may be heralded by the sound of barking dogs. A series of switchbacks then drop away from the house and the canine commotion on a steep descent to the bottom of Whale Gulch, (7.1 miles from the Hidden Valley Trailhead), where either a boulder hop or a ford awaits. This crossing may be impassable in winter.

Once across the stream in Whale Gulch, the grade eases considerably as you head downstream toward the ocean. Soon the trail passes above a small, rocky beach, offering fine coastal views of the high cliffs to the north. Beyond a faint use trail leading to the driftwood-choked lagoon, the Lost Coast Trail passes a slim marsh and then traverses grassy meadows above the beach for nearly 2 miles to the Needle Rock Visitor Center. Excellent ocean views accompany you on this pleasant stroll. This lovely setting is also the location for two trail camps, complete with picnic tables, fire rings, and primitive outhouses. The first is Jones Beach Camp, with four sites near a stream shaded by eucalyptus trees, occupying the site of an abandoned ranch house. From the camp, lovely Jones Beach Cove is accessible via a 0.25-mile lateral. A quarter mile beyond Jones Beach Camp, the trail crosses Low Gap Creek and then continues another 0.5 mile to a short spur to Streamside Camp near an unnamed creek. This camp has three sites, two in the trees and one on a grassy bench with an incredible 180-degree view of the coastline. In addition to the spectacular scenery, elk are often seen in this area, especially in the morning and early evening hours. Another 0.25 mile of easy hiking leads past a view of the area’s namesake feature, Needle Rock, a rock arch that used to be topped by a spire, as well as Barn Camp, where for $30 per night you could spend the evening under a large shelter.

Soon after Barn Camp, you arrive at the Needle Rock Visitor Center. In the 1920s, the Needle Rock area was the site of a dairy and shipping point owned by Calvin Cooper Stuart. Buildings included a school, a store, a hotel, and a number of homes for the families of the dairymen. Located in the former ranch house, the visitor center has running water (although possibly not up to state standards), information, and exhibits. You can also pay park fees and self-register for a camping permit here.

From the visitor center, the relatively easy hiking continues, as you follow the course of often-closed Briceland Road, a narrow dirt road providing vehicle access to Orchard Creek Camp. When it is open, only vehicles with a valid camping permit can use the road, so automobile traffic is either very light or absent altogether. Sections of the road routinely wash out during heavy rains, and repairs seem to take some time. Without adequate funding, the road may end up being decommissioned permanently, which would limit its use to foot and horseback travel exclusively. For the next 2.7 miles, the road rolls up and down toward Orchard Creek Camp, crossing Flat Rock Creek and passing by the promontory of High Tip along the way. Beautiful ocean views frequently accompany the journey. The road ends at a large, grassy parking area, with Orchard Creek Camp a short walk upstream along the trickling brook.

From the parking area, the Lost Coast Trail makes a bridged crossing of Orchard Creek and heads downstream for 0.2 mile to reach Railroad Creek Camp, where three sites are tucked beneath some eucalyptus trees. Cross Railroad Creek on a bridge and continue another 0.2 mile downstream on a pleasant grade to Bear Harbor. Of the three camps in the vicinity, Bear Harbor is by far the most attractive, with four sites with beach views of the ocean.

You now leave Bear Harbor, the beach, and the easy hiking behind, climbing stiffly up a lush side canyon, crossing a stream, and then scaling a steep, forested ridge. After gaining about 700 feet, the trail loses about half that elevation on a descent into Duffy’s Gulch. On the way, you pass beneath the first coast redwoods seen on the trip, a part of the J. Smeaton Chase (1864–1923) Grove, named for an early California author whose most famous work was California Coastal Trails. A short climb leads to a fine coastal view, the first of a handful of such vistas ahead on an up-and-down romp, where the trees part just enough, or where the trail crosses some small open patches of grass. Eventually, the trail begins a steady descent toward North Fork Jackass Creek and the old townsite of Wheeler, plunging downhill through more redwoods from the School Marm Grove.
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Elk herd near Streamside Camp


Lighten Up

Your three heaviest items are your backpack, tent, and sleeping bag. If you can get them down to about 2 pounds each, you’ll save a ton of weight. The first pounds are easy to shed, but squeezing out the last ounces can become expensive as you go to high-tech materials and high-quality down.



At the bottom of the descent is a green valley where an old logging town sprang up in the 1950s. Although all of the buildings have gone, you may spy an old artifact or two still lying around the old Wheeler townsite. Several campsites are spread around the immediate area near the crossing of North Fork Jackass Creek, 4.3 miles from Bear Harbor, but more-attractive sites wait farther down the trail, which continues another 0.3 mile to a somewhat obscure junction. Go straight at the junction, and then boulder-hop the main branch of Jackass Creek to the camp area. The trail continues a short distance to a grass-covered bench above a small stretch of beach near Wheeler Cove.

The Lost Coast Trail departs Wheeler Cove on another stiff ascent up a gulch and then zigzags 650 feet to the crest of a ridge above Anderson Cliff. Fine coast views and spring wildflowers will hopefully raise your spirits along the way. Don’t neglect the unmarked use trail shortly leading to a grassy knoll and a superb, expansive view of the coastline in both directions.

From the ridge, the trail bounces up and down but mostly downhill for the next 0.3 mile to the crossing of a small creek. A stiff ascent follows, as the trail winds up to the crest of a 1,100-foot ridge. Just as steeply, the trail then plunges through alternating sections of meadow and forest almost all the way to the ocean, reaching a junction above Little Jackass Creek near a dilapidated outhouse.

At the junction, the right-hand path drops shortly down to the beach at Little Jackass Cove, one of the more picturesque spots on the trip. The steep cliffs above Mistake Point frame the coastline view to the north, while a rock arch provides a fine focal point for watching the crashing surf. A cluster of offshore rocks harboring a sea lion colony highlights the southern view. If the weather is accommodating, a campsite just off the beach offers a near-idyllic setting. More-protected sites under the trees can be had by walking upstream along the main trail for 0.2 mile.

From the junction with the trail to the beach, the Lost Coast Trail heads upstream into the forest past some campsites and then attacks the south side of the canyon on a steep, switchbacking climb. At the top of the ridge, the trail traverses the head of Northport Gulch, crosses a ridge, and then descends via switchbacks to a crossing of the stream in Anderson Gulch. Just before the creek is Anderson Gulch Camp, perhaps the least scenic camp area in Sinkyone Wilderness. Additionally, beach access is nonexistent.

A relatively short, 250-foot climb leads out of Anderson Gulch, followed by a gentle downhill jaunt that switchbacks across open, grassy slopes with excellent views of the coast. However, this picturesque segment is short-lived, as the trail dives into Dark Gulch to eventually cross its little stream.

The last major ascent now lies before you, a mile-long, 1,000-foot, switchbacking climb to near the top of Timber Point across grass-covered slopes and through redwood-dotted forest. Beyond, a mostly enjoyable ramble makes an undulating descent over open, grassy slopes blessed with long-ranging coast vistas. The less enjoyable part of this nearly 2-mile section concerns the condition of the trail, which is frequently sloping, oftentimes overgrown, sometimes steep, and occasionally washed out. Eventually, the trail enters the woods for good, where the grade eases before a steeper half-mile descent leads to the Usal Trailhead and the conclusion of your epic adventure.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

There’s not much to recommend in the immediate vicinity of either trailhead as far as amenities are concerned. However, along US 101 are a few establishments of note. Near the bank of South Fork Eel River, the historic Benbow Inn offers upscale lodging and dining. The Peg House (69501 US 101, 707-925-6444, thepeghouse.com), across from Standish-Hickey State Recreation Area north of Leggett, is a funky old structure where patrons can nosh on burgers acclaimed as some of the best by Sunset magazine. When available, the barbecued oysters are quite a treat as well. Live music sometimes accompanies the outside dining, and the general store has a deli and lots of desirable items. In Garberville, the Eel River Cafe (801 Redwood Dr., 707-923-3783, facebook.com/eel.river.cafe) is the place for breakfast and lunch.

Provided the road is open, shortening the trip by almost 9 miles is possible by starting at the Needle Rock Visitor Center instead of Hidden Valley.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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KLAMATH MOUNTAINS



The remote Klamath Mountains cover a large portion of northwestern California and southwestern Oregon, a region rich in diversity spanning the spectrum from coastal forests to alpine heights. Two of California’s most pristine wilderness areas are found within the Klamath Mountains. The Trinity Alps Wilderness, northwest of Redding, contains 515,000 acres of rugged backcountry with more than 500 miles of trails. The Marble Mountain Wilderness, southwest of Yreka, contains 227,000 acres, about half the size of the Trinity Alps but with nearly the same trail mileage. Because these wilderness areas are well away from major population centers, they are not heavily visited. Some trails in the Klamath Mountains are more popular than others, but the opportunity for solitude is much higher here than in the Sierra Nevada. While you may not encounter many other people on the trail, you might see some cattle, as grazing is allowed during certain periods (check with the U.S. Forest Service for exact dates if you wish to avoid these bovine invasions). With a thousand miles of trail, the Klamath Mountains present a plethora of backpacking opportunities beyond the handful of trails in this guide. Not many other areas in California present such geographic diversity within such proximity, spanning the range from coastal forests to alpine heights. The region is more than worthy of consideration for backpacking adventures beyond the routes described here.

THE TRINITY ALPS

The Trinity Alps are characterized by rushing streams, high waterfalls, mountain lakes, granite peaks, and cool, deep forests. Set aside as a primitive area in the 1930s, the Alps were officially added to the wilderness system in 1984. Three national forests (Shasta-Trinity, Klamath, and Six Rivers) oversee the administration of the Trinity Alps. Three trips are described in this guide within the Trinity Alps. The trail to Canyon Creek Lakes is perhaps the most heavily used path in the otherwise lightly used wilderness, providing a suitable weekend (or longer) trip to a trio of scenic high lakes tucked into a granite cirque in the central Alps. A much longer journey follows the tumbling course of the North Fork Trinity River and Grizzly Creek to spectacular Grizzly Falls and picturesque Grizzly Lake within the shadow of Thompson Peak, at 9,002 feet the highest summit in the wilderness. The third trip is a long weekend or multiday trip to lovely Caribou Basin in the Coffee Creek area. Although wilderness permits (and campfire permits) are required in the Trinity Alps, quotas do not exist, and permits can easily be obtained by self-registration at any ranger station.

THE MARBLE MOUNTAINS

The Marble Mountains were set aside as a primitive area in the early 1930s, reclassified as wilderness in 1953, and then included in the original Wilderness Act of 1964. Klamath National Forest is solely responsible for the administration of the Marble Mountain Wilderness. Rising in the heart of their namesake wilderness, the Marble Mountains, vertical cliffs of layered marble, plummet more than 1,000 feet into the valleys below. The first trip described in this section visits the Sky High Lakes basin, which lies directly southeast of the Marble Mountains. Several bodies of water speckle the flat and idyllic basin, providing an ideal base camp for exploring the surrounding peaks and gaining picturesque views. The other Marble Mountains trip in this guide is a loop that visits two of the more popular lakes in the area, as well as some of the least visited spots in the wilderness. Wilderness permits are not required in the Marble Mountains, although campfire permits (available at any ranger station) are required.
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The Canyon Creek Lakes are some of the most scenic in the Trinity Alps.
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CANYON CREEK LAKES AND L LAKE

Mike White


DISTANCE: 16.5 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,500'/100' to L Lake; 2,500'/100' to Lower Canyon Creek Lake

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Mount Hilton; USFS A Guide to the Trinity Alps Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Trinity Alps Wilderness

CONTACT: Shasta-Trinity National Forest, 530-623-2121, fs.usda.gov/main/stnf/home



PERMITS

A wilderness permit is required for all overnight trips in the Trinity Alps Wilderness, and a campfire permit is also required if you plan to have one. Both permits can be obtained by self-registration at the ranger station in Weaverville.

CHALLENGES

Because this is perhaps the most popular trail in the Alps, get an early start on the weekend to secure the best campsites. Better yet, take this trip during the week to minimize the crowds. Campfires are prohibited in the upper Canyon Creek watershed, beginning 500 feet beyond the Boulder Lakes Trail junction.

HOW TO GET THERE


CANYON CREEK TRAILHEAD N40° 53.250' W123° 01.460'



From Weaverville, which is about 45 miles west of Redding, continue westbound on CA 299 for 8 miles to the tiny town of Junction City, and turn right (north) onto Canyon Creek Road. Drive 13.2 miles on Canyon Creek Road to the large parking area at the road’s end. The trailhead is equipped with a pit toilet and picnic table.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the well-signed trailhead, the Canyon Creek Trail branches left from the Bear Creek Trail, as you head north on slightly rising tread. Soon leveling off, the trail then makes a moderate descent among big-leaf maple and dogwood to a boulder hop of Bear Creek. From the creek, the trail climbs around the shoulder into the main canyon, well above Canyon Creek. A long, steady ascent ensues, where you pass through the dry vegetation of an open, mixed forest of canyon and black oaks, incense cedars, Douglas-firs, and ponderosa pines. The climb continues uninterrupted until you reach an informal junction with a use trail heading down 200 yards to a large flat and the relocated McKay Camp just below the Sinks, a large rockslide where the creek adopts a subterranean course. For interested backpackers, McKay Camp offers fine campsites and good fishing nearby.

From the junction, a moderate climb leads to the first source of water since Bear Creek, where a pleasant little stream glides across the trail through a narrow swath of vegetation. As refreshing as this water may appear, you might want to hold off on acquiring any for a little while, as the trail soon crosses this stream two more times via a pair of switchbacks. Leaving the thrice-visited stream behind, continue the ascent up the east side of the canyon. The old trail followed the creek bottom past spectacular Canyon Creek Falls, but nowadays hikers must settle for the distant roar of the falls and perhaps an incomplete and unsatisfying cross-canyon glimpse through dense brush and moderate forest. Farther up the trail, you draw near to the creek and pass by Lower Canyon Creek Falls, a less prestigious fall but one with a wonderful swimming hole at the base, offering a great way to beat the heat on a hot afternoon.

Another stretch of climbing leads to a level stretch of trail with some pleasant, shaded campsites nearby. Just beyond the campsites, you stroll through waist-high ferns alongside the quiet surroundings of Upper Canyon Creek Meadows. In early season, the marshy meadows are carpeted with a wide array of flowers. Early evening may provide a good chance to see some deer grazing on the lush foliage.

From the meadows, the moderate climb resumes through light to moderate forest cover, crossing some usually dry seasonal streams along the way. Near the 5-mile mark, you climb over granite ledges and soon reach a large, forested flat littered with boulders, where some decent campsites are not far from the creek. For the adventurous, a rugged and steep cross-country route leaves this flat and climbs the gulch to the east to Smith and Alta Morris Lakes, a pair of beautiful subalpine lakes situated at the southeastern base of craggy Sawtooth Mountain. The beginning of the route is the most difficult section, as you must force your way through heavy brush at the base of the ridge. Once you get above this band of brush, the way is much easier but still requires a good dose of stamina, route-finding skill, and a bit of mountaineering ability. Although the total distance from the flat to Smith Lake is only 1.5 miles, plan to spend the better part of a morning or afternoon making the rugged, cross-country ascent.

At the far end of the flat, just before a steep ascent up a cliff, a faint use trail branches west through the trees for about 0.1 mile to the base of Middle Falls, a dramatic series of cascades tumbling over granite ledges and finally plunging into a deep bowl. From the use-trail junction, the main trail turns east and begins a series of switchbacks across the cliff, following the course of a little creek up the slope. The grade eases above the cliff in a forested azalea dell and then proceeds up gently graded trail to a junction with the Boulder Creek Trail, 5.7 miles from the trailhead. From the junction, a short, steep descent on the Boulder Creek Trail leads to some excellent campsites on forested flats alongside Canyon Creek at 6.75 miles.


SIDE TRIP: BOULDER CREEK LAKES

If the main trip isn’t enough for you to get your fill of the Alps, you could climb 1.5 miles southwest to a set of delightfully scenic lakes at the junction with the Boulder Creek Lakes Trail. Compared to Canyon Creek Lakes, the Boulder Creek Lakes see far fewer visitors, perhaps due to a section of trail that is among the steepest in the Trinity Alps and gains about 600 feet in 0.5 mile. However, perseverance often brings great reward, which is surely the case here, as the picturesque lakes and a host of smaller ponds fill glacier-scoured depressions in a nearly treeless granite basin. Beautiful vistas from the basin of rugged peaks and ridges abound. A side trip to the Boulder Creek Lakes adds a distance of 3 miles and an elevation gain/loss of 1,650/200 feet to your trip.



Remaining on the Canyon Creek Trail, you near the creek again and pass some more good campsites before reaching the end of the azalea dell (and the easy walking) at the base of another set of switchbacks. Climb around the next falls on Canyon Creek, where there are more campsites near the stream and scattered around the cliffs above the falls. Continue upstream to a crossing of Canyon Creek, which can be made either by fording the stream or by crossing a fallen log. Proceed through the trees to the base of another falls and the last campsite before the lakes. From there, a winding ascent over granite slabs leads to the shore of Lower Canyon Creek Lake.

The pristine-looking waters of Lower Canyon Creek Lake fill a deep granite bowl that is sprinkled with a smattering of weeping spruces, red firs, and Jeffrey pines clinging to the limited pockets of soil scattered around the basin. The lack of a dense forest grants visitors the delight of widespread views in every direction. To the east, steep hillsides rise up toward the sky, culminating at the top of rugged Sawtooth Mountain. Lower cliffs to the west offer vistas of snowcapped Mount Hilton, while to the north, filling a notch at the head of the canyon, is the jagged summit of 9,002-foot Thompson Peak, the highest peak in the Trinity Alps.

Although numerous campsites dot the shoreline, camping at Lower Canyon Creek Lake is not recommended, as most of the sites are way too close to the water’s edge. In addition, the lack of deep soil for adequate waste decomposition, combined with the lake’s popularity, creates a potentially serious environmental problem. The U.S. Forest Service is reluctant to institute an outright ban on camping at Lower Canyon Lake, so the proper response of earth-friendly backpackers would be to camp in the forest below and day hike up to the lake.
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L Lake

If your goal is Upper Canyon Creek Lake or L Lake, turn northwest from the southern tip of the lower lake and climb toward the low ridge above. Many years ago, orange blazes were sprayed on the rock to help delineate the route, but most of these marks have fortunately faded away over time, replaced by a series of ducks (cairns). Follow this scramble trail, which eventually turns north and surmounts the cliffs high above the west side of the lower lake. Beyond the lake, the path rounds a rock rib, shortly ascends a gully, and then tops out on the dike between the lower and upper lakes, where even grander views than those from the lower lake greet you. Joining Thompson Peak, jagged Wedding Cake springs into view, along with the arcing expanse of the upper canyon, where myriad waterfalls, born from springs and snowfields high above, spill across the steep granite walls of the horseshoe-shaped basin. Above the east shore of the upper lake, you can catch a glimpse of the stream draining L Lake 800 vertical feet higher. At the far end of the upper lake, the inlet creek meanders through the pastoral scene of a deep-green, grassy delta. As at the lower lake, campsites along the water’s edge should not be used. With a little effort, more appropriate sites can be found near the far edge of the delta or sprinkled around the upper basin beyond the lake. The verdant delta was formerly submerged when miners built a wood-timbered dam, raising the level of the lake 6–8 feet. Today the only evidence of the former dam is the white bathtub ring on the granite walls surrounding the lakeshore. Despite heavy traffic, fishing for fair-size eastern brook and rainbow trout is still reported to be fairly good at Upper Canyon Creek Lake.


TAKE THIS TRIP

A hiking companion posed this question on a recent trip: “If you could hike in only one mountain range for the rest of your life, which one would it be?” After careful consideration, I responded firmly, “The Trinity Alps!” From dense, low-elevation coastal forests to glaciated granite peaks reaching 9,000 feet and everything in between, the Trinity Alps possess a wide range of diversity found within few other mountain ranges in California.

The Canyon Creek Trail takes backpackers into the best of the Alps: sapphire-blue lakes, tumbling creeks, dramatic waterfalls, abundant wildflowers, rugged granite peaks flanked by permanent snowfields, exquisite scenery, and splendid vistas are all here in abundance. Beyond the backpacking, peak baggers, amateur naturalists, anglers, rock climbers, and cross-country enthusiasts will find diversions aplenty in the heart of the range. The Canyon Creek Trail is popular by Trinity Alps standards—for good reason—but perhaps is the best sampling of what makes this area so spectacular and unique.



A defined path continues around the southeast shore to the outlet stream’s exit from the lake. To get across the fast-moving creek, you'll either have to make a knee- to waist-high ford or be very agile and quite bold as you jump the rocky gorge (if you choose the latter option, be very careful not to fall into the creek—such a fall could be disastrous). Beyond the creek, a faint path continues a short distance and then dead-ends at a strip of beach below an illegally close campsite. Just above this campsite, a use trail climbs steeply up the hillside, beginning the ascent to L Lake.

Most backpackers are content to go no farther than the Canyon Creek Lakes, satisfied with the rewards that their moderate effort has reaped. The ascent to L Lake—at least while burdened with a backpack—is another story altogether. Although a path of sorts leads to the lake and the distance is less than a mile from Upper Canyon Creek Lake, the route can hardly be considered an improved trail, and the elevation gain is nearly 1,000 feet. Campsites at L Lake are limited as well, but the few and hardy souls willing to make the journey should have a good shot at solitude, at least after the last of the day hikers have headed back to lower realms.

To reach L Lake, follow the use trail from the campsite near the strip of beach along the northeast shore of Upper Canyon Creek Lake up a steep gully for a short distance, and then head northeast, making an upward traverse across the top of the first granite knob. Continue to climb across open terrain on the east face of the canyon, following a ducked route over sloping granite ledges and across steep gullies, until you reach the outlet stream from L Lake, about a mile from the shore of Upper Canyon Creek Lake. Along the way, you’ll be blessed with splendid views of Canyon Creek Lakes, the Canyon Creek drainage, and Mount Hilton dominating the western skyline. Turn east-northeast and climb along a ducked route up the outlet for about 0.4 mile to the lake. As you approach the lake, you enter light forest and pass a narrow strip of meadow alongside the creek.

Obviously the lake was named for its shape, which resembles the letter L, although a small circular pond near the northeast shore must have at one time been part of the lake, when the shoreline didn’t bear this resemblance. Shallow at the west end, L Lake gains depth at the far end, providing a fine home for a healthy population of eastern brook trout. Mountain hemlocks, weeping spruce, and red fir grace the shoreline, adding a somewhat somber effect to the lake’s ambiance. The 2-acre lake is jammed into the narrow cleft of a cirque, the deep chasm veru nearly surrounded by steep rock walls. The southeast flank of the basin rises up sharply to culminate in the summit of towering Sawtooth Mountain, 2,350 feet above. Permanent snowfields below the peak give the area a decidedly alpine feel, even though the lake is only 6,525 feet above sea level. The northern rim of the basin sharply divides the Canyon Creek drainage from that of the equally popular Stuart Fork.

Campsites near the lake are somewhat limited but seemingly sufficient for the low number of backpackers willing to lug their gear all the way up here. The best, forested spots occur near the meadows below the lake, while more exposed sites with grand views can be found on top of a rocky hill south of the outlet. During the few weeks in midsummer when mosquitoes can be a nuisance, a campsite on top of the hill may offer the benefit of a breeze.

At 8.25 miles from the trailhead, a base camp at L Lake affords backpackers an extra day or two and many additional opportunities to further their adventures. For those with mountaineering skills, a climb of Sawtooth Mountain and the incomparable view from the summit can be quite rewarding. However, be aware that the final pitch requires Class 3–4 climbing skills, and possibly crampons, an ice ax, and a rope, depending upon the conditions. Cross-country enthusiasts have the option of following a strenuous route north across a saddle in the ridge and down the other side to Mirror and Sapphire Lakes. Even if you lack the skill or desire for such rigorous pursuits, L Lake can be a great spot for simply whiling away the hours in relaxation. At the conclusion of your stay, retrace your steps to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The town of Weaverville offers hikers the opportunity to grab a meal at one of the many dining establishments lining Main Street. Although franchises (Subway, Burger King, Round Table, and Starbucks) have spread their tentacles into the area, plenty of independent restaurants remain, especially in the historic section. One of note is Red Dragon (401 S. Main St., 530-623-5370), a Chinese-Thai establishment appropriately located across from the historic Joss House Museum. Fresh and wholesome deli fare is available from Trinideli, just off the main drag (661 Main St., 530-623-5856). Susie’s Bakery (1260 Main St., 503-623-5223) is the town’s traditional bakery, where you can pick up standard carbo-loading fare. Also on the east part of town is the area’s only bona fide shopping mall. The highlight for hikers is Tops Super Foods (1665 Main St., 530-623-2494), an excellent grocery store that’s especially well stocked with a diverse assortment of food products for a town of this size.

A number of rustic resorts are sprinkled around the outskirts of the wilderness. The closest to the Canyon Creek Trailhead is the Trinity Alps Resort (530-286-2205, trinity alpsresort.com), located off CA 3 on Trinity Alps Road. The resort offers weeklong cabin rentals from Memorial Day to Labor Day weekends. Reservations for the 43 cabins and three lodge rooms are hard to come by and usually need to be made a year in advance. The resort has a general store and the Bear’s Breath Bar and Grill, which operates on a limited schedule. Additional resorts are spread around Trinity Lake and along Coffee Creek Road.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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NORTH FORK TRINITY RIVER TO GRIZZLY LAKE

Mike White


DISTANCE: 35.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 5–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 6,775'/6,775'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 9

MAP: USGS Thurston Peaks, Cecil Lake, and Thompson Peak; USFS A Guide to the Trinity Alps Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Trinity Alps Wilderness

CONTACT: Shasta-Trinity National Forest, 530-623-2121, fs.usda.gov/stnf



PERMITS

A wilderness permit is required for all overnight trips in the Trinity Alps Wilderness, and a campfire permit is also required if you plan to have one. Both permits can be obtained by self-registration at the ranger station in Weaverville.

CHALLENGES

While camped at Grizzly Meadows, be sure to protect food from the critters—deer and marmots seem to be more of a problem here than bears. Since you will have to ford some significant streams along this route, check with the U.S. Forest Service about current conditions, and pack along an extra pair of lightweight, quick-drying footwear.

HOW TO GET THERE


HOBO GULCH TRAILHEAD N40° 55.645' W123° 09.144'



From Weaverville, which is about 45 miles west of Redding, continue westbound on CA 299 for 14.8 miles to a bridge over North Fork Trinity River and a turnoff on the right for Helena. Head north for 1.1 miles. North of the townsite, a narrow, paved road crosses the North Fork Trinity River and then continues up the East Fork of the North Fork 2.8 miles to a junction. Turn left onto Hobo Gulch Road, and follow the narrow, very crooked, and sometimes steep gravel road on an 8-mile-plus climb to the top of a ridge between the North and East Forks. From there, a steep downgrade leads 5 miles to the trailhead, 0.3 mile above the primitive Hobo Gulch Campground.


Know Your Terrain by Compass

GPS is great for giving locations, but to learn and even foresee the terrain around you, a map and compass remain primary. The basic skill starts with knowing to define your surroundings in a 360-degree circle around yourself. Then sight a compass bearing to a given landmark, align the compass to your location on the map, and voilà, you can see on the map what landmark you’ve sighted. A compass with a rotating dial on a base plate is pretty much essential, as is a declination adjuster. A sighting mirror also adds accuracy.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

The trail starts out almost level from the trailhead in dense, mixed forest, leads 0.2 mile to a junction with a spur from the campground, and then climbs moderately steeply for a short distance before descending to a crossing of Backbone Creek. A somewhat confusing three-way junction greets you on the north bank. Farthest to the right, Trail 11W07, signed RUSSELL CABIN, heads northeast up Backbone Creek. The trail to the left, leading almost straight beside the river and signed PAPOOSE LAKE-LOW WATER TRAIL, BEAR WALLOW MEADOWS, travels upstream a short distance and fords the North Fork Trinity River. The trail then splits: one branch turns west up Whites Creek and to Bear Wallow Meadows, and another faint low-water trail continues alongside the west bank of the North Fork through brush and soggy ground to a ford farther upstream. Your trail, signed solely PAPOOSE LAKE, is the middle path, which turns slightly right and heads steeply uphill.

The steep climb eventually moderates as you head up the spur ridge between Backbone Creek and the North Fork, then travels north along the east side of the canyon. Climb above the canyon bottom through a pleasant, open forest of madrones, canyon oaks, and an occasional sugar pine, as well as the more common Douglas-firs and ponderosa pines. Descend to a beautiful flat shaded by incense cedars and Douglas-firs.

Soon you drop down to meet the trace of the low-water trail. An entire army could seemingly set up camp between here and China Creek and still have an adequate supply of firewood. Another flat with excellent campsites is higher above the river just north of China Creek, 2.3 miles from the trailhead.

The trail divides again at the upper end of the flat above China Creek. The left trail drops down to the river and more campsites. Veer right on the main trail, which climbs up and down and then passes the remnants of Strunce Cabin. About 0.3 mile farther, you reach a junction with the Rattlesnake Creek Trail in a broad flat with plenty of campsites.

From the junction, follow the left trail, signed GRIZZLY CREEK, to a ford of Rattlesnake Creek (difficult in high water) and campsites on the north bank. Then climb the ridge north of the creek in five moderately steep switchbacks before curving around the nose of a ridge to continue north well above the North Fork. Follow the contour for a while, and then make a steeply descending traverse, as the trail cuts across an almost vertical rock face. After another level stretch of trail, you descend to a flat below Morrison Gulch and Morrison Cabin. A sign posted at a nearby junction reads RATTLESNAKE LAKE to the left and GRIZZLY LAKE to the right.

Veer right at the junction and climb from the upper end of the flat well up on the steep east bank of the river, as the trail makes a horseshoe bend around the spur ridge on which perches Morrison Cabin. The grade is almost level through deep woods until it breaks out into the open again at Pfeiffer Flat, delivering you almost to the doorstep of Jorstad Cabin, 8.2 miles from the trailhead. George Jorstad built this cozy little cabin back in 1937 and lived here while hand–placer mining his claim until passing away in 1989 (hand–placer mining is done by either panning for gold or running water through a sluice box). The cabin, now under the care of the U.S. Forest Service, has so far escaped the two most common calamities of such structures: fire and vandalism. This idyllic site certainly deserves your utmost consideration and respect. Away from the cabin, an easy amble under towering ponderosa pines, incense cedars, and Douglas-firs leads to Pegleg Camp at 8.7 miles near the confluence of Grizzly Creek and the North Fork Trinity River, with plenty of firewood and room for a few tents.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Starting at an elevation near 3,000 feet, with the potential of reaching 9,002 feet on top of Thompson Peak, the Trinity Alps’ highest summit, this route exposes visitors to some of the diversity for which the area is renowned. For the first 10 miles the elevation gain is a paltry 1,000 feet, as the trail follows the gentle route of the North Fork Trinity River and lower Grizzly Creek through a wide range of trees, ferns, and flowers. Along the way are a number of old cabins and plenty of relics left over from the mining days. The last 7.5 miles gain nearly 6,000 feet, passing through mountain meadows and mixed conifer and red fir forests on the way to extraordinarily scenic, subalpine Grizzly Lake, nestled into a granite cirque below jagged Thompson Peak.

Immediately below the lake, spectacular Grizzly Falls shoots over the lip of the basin and plummets nearly 100 feet toward verdant Upper Grizzly Meadow at the head of a U-shaped canyon.

This is the long way to Grizzly Lake, as an incredibly steep but short route from the remote China Gulch Trailhead on the north side of the wilderness will get you there in a mere 7 miles. Consequently, this relatively short trail combined with the incredible scenery draws a high number of admirers; don’t expect to be alone at the lake. However, you can reasonably expect a generous dose of solitude all the way from the trailhead to the China Gulch junction.



Leaving the North Fork, the trail turns east from Pegleg Camp to follow the narrower canyon of Grizzly Creek on good tread, built up on the south slope, as the canyon bottom is steep and choked with alders. After nearly a mile, a ford, without any log footbridges nearby, takes you to the north side of the canyon. From there, you climb moderately steeply above more alders and willows and then level off in a jumble of rock piles that marks the old mining site of China Gardens.

Beyond the diggings, climb steeply for 200 yards to an old ditch, walk along it 0.3 mile to a tributary stream and another steep pitch, and then ascend more gradually to Mill Gulch, 3 miles from Pegleg Camp.

Trail junctions are close together in Mill Gulch: At the creek, a seldom-used and never maintained trail, signed TRAIL 11W02, CECIL LAKE, climbs upstream. Just beyond the creek, another trail, signed PAPOOSE LAKE, SPECIMEN CREEK, NORTH FORK, HOBO CAMP, heads across Grizzly Creek and up Specimen Creek. Your trail, which continues upstream along Grizzly Creek, is clearly defined at all junctions with signs as well.


SIDE TRIP: PAPOOSE LAKE

If you have an extra day or two, you might as well visit the lovely Papoose Lake, 8 miles up the Rattlesnake Creek Trail. If you choose to visit Papoose Lake after Grizzly Lake, avoid the temptation to take the shortcut from the Grizzly Lake Trail up the Specimen Creek Trail to Bob’s Farm and then down the other side, as this is one of the steepest and roughest trails in the entire wilderness. You’re better off going the full distance from Grizzly Lake back down Grizzly Creek and the North Fork Trinity River to the Rattlesnake Creek Trail junction.

To travel to Papoose Lake, head northeast from the junction on an old, level wagon road across the wide floor of lower Rattlesnake Creek Canyon. Where the canyon narrows, follow single-track trail moderately up the southeast wall away from the old road. After a brief diversion into Martin Gulch, the trail rejoins the road and continues to a series of log rounds that block further progress and divert traffic to the left through rock debris to a ford of Rattlesnake Creek, 1.7 miles from the junction. A campsite is along the creek immediately past the ford.

From the ford, climb up to the old road again, now on the northwest side of the canyon, and then ascend moderately with a few steeper pitches through mixed forest to a junction with the brutally steep trail to Bob’s Farm. Continue ahead (east) to a manzanita-filled clearing, and then climb steeply and drop just as steeply to a crossing of Mill Creek, where a single campsite lies next to the creek.

Climb moderately away from Mill Creek on good tread for 0.5 mile to a crossing of Middle Fork Rattlesnake Creek, which usually combines a boulder hop and a logjam to complete successfully. Another 2 miles of stiffly ascending trail veer southeast to red fir–shaded Enni Camp, located on a glacial moraine 6.3 miles from North Fork Trinity River.

The trail continues southeast up the canyon, climbing steeply east of the creek. About 0.75 mile from Enni Camp, you encounter large granite boulders and cross to the south bank as the creek turns east. Discernible tread deteriorates, and ducks show the way east across a sloping bench through ceanothus and manzanita and over more boulders. At the end of this bench, a steep climb leads along the top of a cliff above the creek. At the bottom of a vertical face of metamorphic rock, you follow the trail south and then double back to zigzag up a crack to a ledge above. Cross this ledge eastward, climbing over boulders, and look for ducks leading south to two less-vertical faces with a ledge in between. Above the third rock face, continue south along the west edge of a deep gorge through which the outlet falls from the lake. Beyond a hump of solid granite, you overlook gorgeous, teardrop-shaped Papoose Lake. A number of campsites near the outlet are badly overused—look for excellent spots farther upslope in the rocks above the northwest shore.



[image: image]

At the brink of Grizzly Falls at the outlet of Grizzly Lake

The trail up Grizzly Creek gets steeper between the Specimen Creek junction and the China Spring junction, which is just beyond a clear, cold little stream cascading down a gully to the north. From this junction, the China Spring Trailhead is a mere 2.5 miles north over the Salmon River Divide, 1,350 feet up to the crest and 1,600 feet down the other side. Continuing up the canyon, you begin to turn south in thick woods well away from the creek. At 1.3 miles from the junction, the trail climbs out of the trees and over a glaciated, metamorphic rock outcrop, offering your first far-ranging views since leaving the trailhead. The higher valley above reveals the typical U shape left by glaciers, in contrast to the V shape of the nonglaciated canyon below.

Proceed up the valley on traverses alternating with switchbacks that gain altitude across patches of brush and broken rock. From openings about 3 miles from the China Spring junction are the first glimpses of Thompson Peak and the permanent snowfields clinging to the northern flank. Small meadows, willow flats, and groves of red firs soon replace the brush on the more level floor of the upper valley, with good campsites above and below a spring flowing across the trail. Climb moderately steeply over exposed rock and through stands of firs to the north edge of Upper Grizzly Meadow. Directly ahead, beyond lush grasses and wildflowers, the outlet from Grizzly Lake leaps from a precipice to dissolve in cascades of white foam and mist in the tumbled blocks of granite below—one of the more dramatic sights you’ll see in the Trinity Alps. Good to excellent campsites in shady groves of red fir are on the south and west sides of the meadow and between the trail and the creek below the meadow at 17 miles from the trailhead.

The route up to Grizzly Lake from the meadow has been designated a “scramble” trail, the purpose of which is to define a single route up the very steep slope while discouraging people from carrying backpacks up to camp at the lake. Only experienced hikers should attempt the steep and strenuous route. Above the lower talus at the head of the canyon, a virtual granite staircase has been constructed, marked by periodic cairns. Approximately halfway up the slope, a spring-fed stream flows down a rock channel, beyond which you can pick up a dirt trail that leads to a rock outcrop. Behind the outcrop, a steep path passes through a cleft leading along the upper channel of the stream and across a field of wildflowers. Cross another branch of the stream to where an easier trail, somewhat indistinct, passes over boulders, through lush vegetation, and across another watercourse, before following an angling traverse across the slope. The trail eventually becomes distinct again in an area of scattered conifers and leads to the north shoreline of spectacular Grizzly Lake.

Here, the full expanse of deep, blue Grizzly Lake and its magnificent basin lies before you. Nearly level slabs of granite ease into the water west of the outlet, offering splendid opportunities for pondering the scene, sunbathing, or taking a quick dip into the chilly waters. Scattered mountain hemlocks, red firs, foxtail pines, and whitebark pines grow in cracks and pockets of soil around the granite basin. Lush gardens of wildflowers bloom in tiny pockets of meadow long after their lower counterparts have faded in the valley below. Above the cliffs to the southeast, a large, higher cirque and shelf on the north face of jagged, 9,002-foot Thompson Peak hold perpetual snowfields.

For rugged backpackers willing to haul their packs up the steep scramble route, a handful of usable campsites at Grizzly Lake are found on rock slabs along the north shore and among trees on a ridge and peninsula above the northwest shore. Firewood is scarce and what little wood you might find should not be burned.

Rock climbers will find plenty of good vertical and overhanging rock both above and below the lake. For the more prosaic, who desire to reach the highest summit in the Alps, the route from Grizzly Lake is straightforward: From the north shore, work above the cliffs to the southwest, and then angle across granite slabs above, which may be snow-covered in early season, to the low point on the ridge leading up to the summit. Follow the back side of this ridge to the top, where views are superb. For those who desire a closer look at Thompson Peak but have neither the desire nor the time to reach the summit, excellent views can be had at the top of the ridge above Lois Lake, including a panorama with Mount Shasta to the east.

For cross-country enthusiasts, the route to diminutive Lois Lake can be traversed in a short time. The route climbs clefts in the ridge southwest of the north shore of Grizzly Lake until reaching the top of the ridge. From there, turn left (west) and follow the ridge to a saddle, where another ridge meets it from the northwest. Carefully drop down southwest from the ridge to where you can see Lois Lake below, sitting serenely in a small cirque, descending approximately 350 feet to the shore. After a satisfying stay at Grizzly Lake, retrace your steps 17.5 miles to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

See previous trip.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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CARIBOU BASIN AND SAWTOOTH RIDGE

Mike White


DISTANCE: 16.6 miles (new trail); 13.6 miles (old trail)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,075'/650' (new trail); 3,425'/1,575' (old trail)

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate (new trail); moderately strenuous (old trail)

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 9

MAPS: USGS Caribou Lake; USFS A Guide to the Trinity Alps Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer

LOCATION: Trinity Alps Wilderness

CONTACT: 530-623-2121, fs.usda.gov/stnf



PERMITS

A free wilderness permit is required for all overnight trips in the Trinity Alps Wilderness, and a campfire permit is required if you plan to have one or use a backpacking stove. Both permits can be obtained by self-registration at the ranger station in Weaverville.

CHALLENGES

Due to the incredible scenery, Caribou Basin is one of the more heavily visited areas in the Trinity Alps. However, the basin is quite large with the capacity to adequately distribute many parties. The basin feels more crowded than it really is due to the tendency of visitors to crowd around Snowslide Lake and tiny Middle Caribou Lake. Look for campsites farther afield, and you should achieve a modicum of solitude.

HOW TO GET THERE


BIG FLAT TRAILHEAD N41° 04.062' W122° 56.058'



From Weaverville, which is 45 miles west of Redding, follow CA 3 north about 40 miles. Immediately after the Coffee Creek bridge, turn west on Coffee Creek Road. The Coffee Creek Ranger Station is about 300 yards down the first road to the right after turning off the highway. Continue on well-graded road past Goldfield Campground and several trailheads to the Big Flat Trailhead beside Big Flat Campground, 20.5 miles from CA 3 and 0.7 mile past the road to Trinity Mountain Meadow Resort. If you reach a gate across the road and signs for a private subdivision, you’ve gone 0.3 mile past Big Flat. Parking is available for about two dozen vehicles. While conveniently located near the trailhead, Big Flat Campground is small, primitive, and usually overcrowded on summer weekends. Car camping is much more pleasant in developed campgrounds near Trinity Lake.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

If the trail sign is missing from the parking area, you may be confused as to which direction you should head to begin the hike, as numerous roads and half a dozen trails crisscross Big Flat. In the absence of clearer instruction, head south on a dirt road that soon narrows to single-track trail, following signs for Tri-Forest Peak and Kidd Creek. The trail soon leads to a junction just before crossing South Fork Salmon River. From this junction, proceed west to the crossing of the river, following signed directions for Caribou Lake. Early in the season South Fork Salmon River may be running high enough to be somewhat daunting, but the crossing shouldn’t present any major obstacles. If the river is high, look downstream for a suitable log on which to cross.

Shortly beyond the crossing, you climb the hillside (passing an old, unmarked trail on the right that heads around the ridge and up Caribou Gulch), turn away from the creek, and reach another junction. The trail on the right is the Tri-Forest Trail, the western part of the Valley Loop trail toward Josephine Creek Lodge. Your trail ahead (west) should be signed CARIBOU LAKE.

A series of moderate switchbacks leads halfway up the hill, followed by a long, gradually ascending traverse south across the face of a ridge through thick manzanita and ceanothus brush. Welcome, cool shade greets you in a strip of forest across the slope. On the far side of the trees, the glistening granite slopes of Caribou Mountain briefly spring into view until you head back into forest cover and begin a long traverse north. Panoramic views of Big Flat, Trinity Mountain Meadow Resort, and the Yellow Rose Trail slanting up the ridge across the valley open up along this traverse, which lasts for a half mile before the trail turns back southwest. Another 0.6 mile leads to Caribou Meadow in a sloping saddle on the top of the ridge, 3.0 miles from the trailhead.

About 100 feet after entering Caribou Meadow, you reach a junction, perhaps unsigned, with the old trail heading over Caribou Mountain, where you’re faced with a decision about which way to proceed: you can follow the newer trail and around the northwest ridge of Caribou Mountain, or follow the older trail on a climb steeply up and directly over the northwest ridge of Caribou Mountain. While the more gently graded tread of the new trail is less physically taxing (at the cost of nearly 2 additional miles), the old trail offers one of the best Trinity Alps views from the top of an 8,118-foot satellite peak along the ridge, as well as an off-trail side trip to Little Caribou Lake. For those with the necessary stamina, I recommend hiking in on the old trail and returning on the new one. Descriptions of both options follow.

CARIBOU BASIN VIA THE NEW TRAIL FROM CARIBOU MEADOW

From the meadow, contour around the west side of the ridge you just climbed, and soon emerge from the woods onto the solid-granite, northwest face of Caribou Mountain. Rough tread, blasted directly out of the rock, climbs moderately northwest for the next half mile. Beyond a strip of sedimentary rock, you cross two small seasonal streams at the head of Caribou Gulch and then contour around a north-facing shoulder of the mountain to Brown’s Meadow. The trail runs across the bottom of the large, steeply sloping meadow to dive into a thicket of alders on the west side, the dense vegetation concealing a sluggish little stream. There are a few fair campsites close to the alders and under some trees. Water is available from a spring flowing through a pipe beneath the trail 300 yards west up the hill.

Four long, dusty switchbacks lead up the mostly forested slope of the next spur ridge. You climb directly up the crest of this spur for 100 yards, and then bend gradually southwest and south around the mountain on a moderate climb through dense forest and across old talus slopes. About 6 miles from the trailhead, head southeast across a very steep, open granite slope overlooking the dramatic chasm through which Caribou Creek drains northwest. A panorama of glacier-carved rock rises above the opposite side of the canyon, leading up to the highest summit in the Trinity Alps, 9,002-foot Thompson Peak on the southwest horizon. Big Caribou Lake and Lower Caribou Lake soon appear in the giant basin above the head of the canyon, but Snowslide Lake and Middle Caribou Lake remain hidden behind folds of rock. Pinemat manzanita carpets some of the granite, and sparsely distributed red firs, mountain hemlocks, Jeffrey pines, whitebark pines, and mountain mahoganies cling to the slender cracks and narrow ledges.

Halfway along the canyon wall, the trail turns and descends into a chute gouged into the mountain. From this chute you have an unobstructed view between your feet of the canyon bottom a half mile below—not appealing for those who suffer from vertigo. Three short-legged, steep switchbacks lead up to the next point of rock, from which you continue on mostly level tread to a belt of trees. On the far side of the trees, you gaze down a brushy slope directly into Snowslide Lake, nestled into a trough between a granite dike and some cliffs on the west side of Caribou Mountain. Soon you reach the junction with the old trail.

CARIBOU BASIN VIA THE OLD TRAIL FROM CARIBOU MEADOW

Immediately, you realize a significant difference in the grades from that of the previous section of trail to Caribou Meadow and the old trail heading up and over Caribou Mountain, which steeply switchbacks up the hillside above the meadow. Clearly, the previous trail builders who constructed this path took a more direct approach than did their modern-day counterparts. Climbing 0.4 mile on well-defined, good tread under light forest cover brings you to a little knob, from which the steep incline abates and even gives way to an all-too-short descent to an adjoining ridge. Good views of Caribou Mountain open up through gaps between the trees. Along the ridge the trail starts climbing again, this time a little more gently. Sharp eyes may notice quartz spread out all along this ridge, as a set of switchbacks heralds the trail’s return to a steeper ascent. Just past the west end of the longest switchback, a mile from the junction, keep your eyes peeled for some ducks marking where a use trail heads off the ridge toward Little Caribou Lake.


SIDE TRIP: LITTLE CARIBOU LAKE (0.7 mile out-and-back, +100'/-100')

Leaving the ridge and the tread of the old Caribou Lake Trail, you drop down on the use trail across rock slabs to the forest floor. Avoiding steep talus slopes above, begin a level traverse, initially over granite blocks and then over granite slabs toward the notch from which flows the seasonal outlet of Little Caribou Lake toward Caribou Gulch. Cairns may help guide you, but the route is obvious and you shouldn’t have to depend on these markers to reach the lake. After reaching the canyon of the outlet, turn upstream and follow the creek to the east shore of Little Caribou Lake, 0.4 mile from the trail.

Three-acre Little Caribou Lake is a diminutive cousin of the much larger lakes ahead in Caribou Basin. Solitude is the chief advantage when compared to the more popular lakes to the south. Few backpackers and hardly any equestrians opt to climb the old trail to Caribou Basin, and only a small percentage of those who do take the old trail make the short, off-trail traverse over to Little Caribou Lake.

Little Caribou Lake is set in a cirque basin rimmed on three sides with sloping granite cliffs dotted with sporadic stands of mountain hemlock. Campsites are limited to the north shoreline, but they seem plentiful enough to handle the low number of overnighters the lake receives and, not surprisingly, plenty of firewood is available. Although the water temperature of the 7,165-foot lake is icy cold until mid-August, and then merely cold afterward, swimming is good in the south end near some large rocks that offer sunny spots for sunbathing—the north half is too shallow for decent swimming.



Beyond the use trail junction, the arduous ascent resumes up steep switchbacks 0.8 mile to the summit of Peak 8,118. As your heart rate slowly returns to normal, your breathing becomes less labored, and your sweat begins to dry, you begin to understand, perhaps, why the original trail crew decided to construct a trail straight up over the shoulder of Caribou Mountain: the wide-ranging view is utterly spectacular. Mount Shasta shines as big as life to the northeast; the glistening granite peak of Caribou Mountain seems a stone’s throw away; and—the most dramatic sight of all—Caribou Lake sprawls across a glacier-carved granite basin below razor-sharp, serrated Sawtooth Ridge, backdropped by the snow-tinged summits of the central Trinity Alps. Mount Thompson, Mount Hilton, and Sawtooth Mountain are a few of the more noteworthy peaks visible in this sweeping panorama, one of the best views in the entire Alps.

Leaving the idyllic vista behind, you descend short, steep, gravelly switchbacks through sparse, open vegetation. The switchbacks lengthen but remain just as steep, and the vegetation progressively turns to low shrubs, sparsely distributed conifers, and eventually thicker forest. After 0.75 mile, you reach the intersection of the new trail coming around the northwest ridge of Caribou Mountain, where a cairn and an old sign mark the junction.

Proceed southeast from the junction of the old and new trails, following four long-legged switchbacks in and out of the trees. A few more zigzags at the bottom of the slope lead to a small meadow at the north end of the dike west of Snowslide Lake. Water from a fine spring flows across the trail, halfway down the hill, providing the clearest-looking water in the basin (which still should be treated before drinking). Overused campsites cover the top of the dike and carpet the basin around the pond known as Middle Caribou Lake below the south end of the dike. If you decide to camp in this area, be very careful to dispose of human waste and wash water responsibly, well away from the lakes. Less crowded campsites can be found around Big Caribou Lake, but they are more exposed to the elements.

Ten-acre Snowslide Lake has no permanent inlet or outlet, resulting in a water level that fluctuates up to 2 feet during the course of the summer. Both eastern brook and rainbow trout live in the cold depths and, if you’re lucky, you can still hook the occasional 12-incher during the evening rise.
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Caribou Basin and Sawtooth Ridge

Use trails branch away in virtually all directions through the scrubby mountain hemlocks, firs, and lodgepole pines on the dike above Snow-slide Lake. Most of these trails lead to the grass-lined pocket in the rocks holding half-acre Middle Caribou Lake. This tiny lake sits below a scenic waterfall in the stream flowing from Big Caribou Lake. Lower Caribou Lake is a steep-sided, 22-acre lake, very difficult to get around and producing only small eastern brook trout for your trouble. Decent campsites around Lower Caribou Lake are virtually nonexistent.

Big Caribou Lake is the common, and appropriate, name for this 72-acre, deep, subalpine lake at the base of Sawtooth Ridge, although previous maps simply used the name Caribou Lake. The largest lake in the Trinity Alps is considered by many to be the most beautiful. The lake is cradled in the bottom of a huge, mostly granite cirque beneath Caribou Mountain, Sawtooth Ridge, and an unnamed spur ridge to the west. Two-thirds of the convoluted shoreline, from the northwest around to almost due south, is granite, with low cliffs overlooking the indigo depths. Moving shadows of small surface waves cross ledges that slope into crystal-clear water and then rise again as tiny islets offshore. Many “bathtub” lakes and ponds fill hollows and troughs in the glaciated granite around the lake. Erratic boulders perch nearly everywhere, as dwarfed and wind-contorted conifers cling to cracks and crannies.

Where granite gives way to metamorphic rock around the south shore, pocket meadows and other greenery replace bare rock, to some extent, and a few tiny, gravelly beaches offer easier access to the lake. Farther around to the west, fingers of talus from the west ridge slide directly into the water between strips of upright firs and hemlocks. A startlingly white vein of quartz slashes diagonally across the red-stained cliffs toward the top of the west ridge.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Talk to any old-timer about the Trinity Alps and you’re sure to hear about a pack trip to Caribou Basin in the good ol’ days, a story likely to include prodigious numbers of trout as long as your arm, at least one marauding bear, a pack mule that nearly fell off the near-vertical trail over Caribou Mountain, and a late-season snowfall with 100-mile-per-hour winds. Unfortunately, Caribou Basin is not the pristine wilderness the old-timer remembers, but the scenery is still utterly fantastic. The deep-blue lakes continue to picturesquely reflect untouched cliffs and peaks, the trout are still there but smaller these days, and the views from Sawtooth Ridge are still superlative.

The steep, 100-plus-year-old trail over Caribou Mountain is still in place, although few people and almost no equestrians use the old path anymore—the newer trail is nearly 2 miles longer but has only one or two short steep pitches. However, the Old Trail offers cross-country enthusiasts the opportunity to detour a short distance to remote, seldom-visited, and lovely Little Caribou Lake, and it provides one of the most majestic views in the Trinity Alps from atop the northwest ridge of Caribou Mountain.



Numerous good campsites are in the rocks above the north and east shores, with a few more on the edges of pocket meadows above the south shore. Don’t camp directly in the meadows—they are extremely fragile. Firewood is extremely scarce. When the wind isn’t blowing too hard, fishing for both rainbow and eastern brook trout is good in Big Caribou, but don’t expect to catch any trophy-size fish.


SIDE TRIP: SAWTOOTH RIDGE

The jagged crest of Sawtooth Ridge fills the southern horizon above Big Caribou Lake. An exceedingly steep trail climbs from the southern shore of the lake up to the crest of the ridge and then drops 2,500 feet in 1.5 miles to Portuguese Camp at the bottom of Stuart Fork canyon. Horses are banned from using this trail. Going down from Sawtooth Ridge to Portuguese Flat is certainly preferential to coming up from the canyon below!

No signs mark the trail to Sawtooth Ridge, but you can clearly see the trail heading up and away from Big Caribou Lake. Around the south shore of Big Caribou Lake, however, the trail is crisscrossed by game trails and use trails, but the open topography ensures that you can’t get lost. From the meadows near the southeast shore, head southwest through a series of wildflower-filled meadows and over intervening ledges to where the trail should narrow to a single-track that climbs southwest then southeast across a grassy slope. Above a sparse grove of mountain hemlocks, you zigzag directly south up a very steep slope on crumbling rock to a gap in the crest, 0.75 mile from the point where the trail leaves the lake near the southeast shore.

The views from the gap atop Sawtooth Ridge are quite breathtaking, but if you explore a little east and west of the crest, you’ll discover even more magnificent views. To the south the incredible bulk of Sawtooth Mountain looms directly above the Stuart Fork canyon below. Downcanyon you can see the wide expanse of Morris Meadow, while upcanyon you have a striking view of Emerald and Sapphire Lakes, shimmering like their namesake jewels in a granite basin below rugged, snowcapped Thompson Peak. Behind, Caribou Basin is laid out before you like a raised relief map, on which you can trace your route back to Big Flat. Once you have totally absorbed the view, retrace your steps to Caribou Basin and then onward to the trailhead.




POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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At the summit of Mount Eddy
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DEADFALL LAKES, MOUNT EDDY, AND THE SACRAMENTO HEADWATERS

Andy Selters


DISTANCE: 8.4 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,170'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 9

MAPS: USGS South China Mountain and Mount Eddy

BEST SEASON: Summer and fall (June–October)

LOCATION: Shasta-Trinity National Forest

CONTACT: 530-926-4511, fs.usda.gov/stnf



PERMITS

No permits are required for this trip.

CHALLENGES

On the weekends this trail can be very popular, and you may have to search for an available campsite.

HOW TO GET THERE


PARKS CREEK SUMMIT TRAILHEAD N41° 20.605' W122° 32.251'



From Exit 738 in the town of Mount Shasta, drive north on I-5 for 11.8 miles, past the Weed turnoff, and take the Edgewood-Gazelle exit (Exit 751). Turn southwest under the freeway to a T-junction, and turn right (northwest) on Stewart Springs Road. After 0.4 mile turn left (southwest) to stay on Stewart Springs Road. Keep right on FR 42N17 after 3.9 miles; as it gets steeper, stay on paved FR 42N17 for 9.1 miles to reach Parks Creek Summit, a ridgetop trailhead.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The first 2 miles of walking are on the well-groomed Pacific Crest Trail (PCT). From the parking area, cross the road and hike southeast on the PCT, contouring through an open forest with conifer diversity like nowhere else in America. Within a mile you pass beneath Jeffrey pines, red firs, white firs, Douglas-firs, western white pines, and lodgepole pines. A mile from the trailhead, however, you cross a logging road. This is a section of timber-company land, a legacy of 19th-century checkerboard railroad grants. In recent times a consensus developed, including the timber company, to exchange this land for other parcels and consolidate ownership, but the U.S. Forest Service has been unable to follow through. In the early 2000s the timber company harvested firs here.

In another half mile you emerge from forest onto flowery glades where delicious springs gush across the trail and views open west to the Scott Mountains. Just ahead you reach Deadfall Creek and the Deadfall Trail, also known as the Sisson-Callahan Trail (SCT). This is a historic route across the Trinity–Sacramento River divide. It was originally an Indian path; then trappers, prospectors and cattlemen used it, and in 1911 the newly created U.S. Forest Service enhanced it to link their local headquarters in Sisson (Mount Shasta) with the mining outpost of Callahan, on the Scott River. In 1979 the SCT was designated a National Recreation Trail.


Protecting Your Knees

For a long backpacking career, take care of your knees. On long downhills, take breaks, and as you step off ledges and rocks, try to keep each knee in line with its foot. Uphill, try to power up using glutes and hamstrings more than your quads. The best knee insurance is to have hamstrings, quads, hips, and a lower spine that are strong and mobile. A program of yoga, Pilates, or similar can be beneficial, as can taking time on a trip to loosen and stretch the waist and hips, areas usually constrained by a pack’s waistband.



From this junction the largest Deadfall Lake is just 0.1 mile straight south on the PCT. You can find excellent camping and decent fishing there. To continue to the upper lakes and Mount Eddy, though, take a left turn onto the SCT to go up a shallow drainage and climb along a subtle ridge with vistas down onto the largest Deadfall Lake. The easy climbing continues up a ravine to a stroll along the west and north shores of a small lake. Then the ascent resumes, crossing a stream to the next bench, and reaches the most popular and beautiful of these lakes, a medium-size gem that reflects the craggy, ochre west face of Mount Eddy.


TAKE THIS TRIP

A fairly easy, scenic walk through one of the most botanically, geologically, and historically interesting mountain corners of California; serene mountain lakes; and the panorama from the top of Mount Eddy make this an unforgettable outing.



The trail wends along the south shore of this lake, then takes a single long switchback for a 200-foot climb to the rim of the basin. On this slope it seems almost every tree is a different species, including the unusual, tassel-fronded foxtail pine. In addition to the unique array of conifers, these mountains support many endemic flowering plants found nowhere else, including buckwheats, drabas, Jacob’s ladder, and lupines. It’s thought that during epochs that fluctuated between continent-wide glaciation and aridity, these mild, semi-coastal Klamath Mountains have held a steadier climate, providing refuge for plant species shifting north and south. Also, the ophiolite (thrust-up seafloor) geology here has wrought chemically difficult soils—high in magnesium and low in calcium—that many plants can’t handle but certain ones have adapted to.

At the basin’s rim, you’re at Deadfall Summit, the crest between the Sacramento and Trinity Rivers. A grand panorama opens up here, across practically the whole complex of ranges known as the Klamath-Trinity Mountains. The high and often snowcapped granitic core of the Trinity Alps stands most prominent, to the southwest. From Deadfall Summit, the SCT continues east down the Sacramento River headwaters and takes a nice 7-mile cruise through forest and meadow to a trailhead near Lake Siskiyou. For a peak experience, though, we turn left and start the 1-mile, 1,000-foot ascent to the top of Mount Eddy, the highest summit in the Klamath-Trinities. The peak was named for Olive Paddock Eddy, the first woman to climb Mount Shasta.

A first few switchbacks climb through a stand of foxtail pine, a relative of bristlecone pines with unusual, disjoint distribution—it grows only in this area and in the southern Sierra. A couple of switchbacks touch back onto the Trinity–Sacramento divide, and then one long reversal cuts east into whitebark pine groves. Next a bank of tight switchbacks climbs into the austere realm of alpine flowers, including hulsea, phacelia, and penstemon. The rust-colored rock crunching underfoot is peridotite, a rare bedrock that derives almost directly from the earth’s mantle bubbling up through seafloor crust. It took quite a mash-up of eruptions, tectonic collisions, and accretions to thrust this mantle material up to here.

At Mount Eddy’s 9,025-foot-high crown, you arrive at an astounding, peer-level view of Mount Shasta. The big volcano across Strawberry Valley is a dozen miles wide, 2 miles high, and 16 miles away, and this view of it overwhelms any sense of normalcy. When you catch your breath, you can also enjoy a remarkable view southeast of the granite wonder-world of Castle Crags. Nearby, atop Mount Eddy, you’ll note the ruins of a fire lookout that was used until 1931. From this high point you can retrace your steps back to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The town of Mount Shasta thrives with an unusually eclectic mix of culture and services, and you should make it part of your trip to visit. At the central downtown intersection, there’s a public faucet to fill your bottles with famously pure water, across from a classic mountain shop, The Fifth Season (300 N. Mount Shasta Blvd., 530-926-3606, thefifthseason.com), offering any gear you’ll need. Nearby Lake Siskiyou and Castle Lake offer great cool-down swimming and camping.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY

[image: image]



[image: image]

Looking west from near Deadfall Summit out toward the Scott Mountains
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Marble and Black Marble Mountains above Sky High Lakes Basin
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SKY HIGH LAKES BASIN AND RED ROCK VALLEY LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 16.4 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,520'/3,520'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Marble Mountain; USFS Marble Mountain Wilderness Map; Wilderness Press Marble Mountain Wilderness Topographic Map

BEST SEASON: Summer

LOCATION: Marble Mountain Wilderness, Klamath National Forest

CONTACT: 530-468-5351, fs.usda.gov/klamath



PERMITS

No wilderness permit is necessary, but a valid campfire permit is required.

CHALLENGES

Marble Mountain Wilderness is located in the far northwest corner of the state and requires a long drive from just about everywhere. Historic cattle grazing is allowed within the wilderness, and you may encounter bovines at certain times of the summer.

HOW TO GET THERE


LOVERS CAMP TRAILHEAD N41° 35.682' W123° 08.537'



Take two-lane Scott River Road west from Fort Jones on CA 3. Continue as the road narrows to a junction with paved Forest Service Road 44N45 at a sign for Lovers Camp, 14 miles from CA 3. Turn left (south) onto FS 44N45, cross Scott River on a bridge, and bear left at the immediate fork with the access road to Indian Scotty Campground. Continue on the sinuous, one-lane paved road with periodic turnouts on a stiff climb up Canyon Creek. Bear left at a junction with a road to Box Canyon and Paradise Trailheads, and proceed to the hikers parking lot at the road’s end, 6.8 miles from Scott River Road.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the trailhead at 4,150 feet in elevation, start out on the Canyon Creek Trail, passing two established campsites and entering lush forest. Douglas-fir, tan oak, sugar pine, and big-leaf maple are common sights overhead; trail markers, wild ginger, and ferns line the path. In 0.1 mile, the trail reaches a confusing intersection of unpaved roads—continue on the trail found diagonally across the road. Passing a wilderness boundary sign hammered to a Douglas-fir, you soon reach a posted fork at 1.1 mile in the level trail, where an old sign nailed to the top of a log gives directions to Red Rock Valley (your return route) on the left, and the Canyon Creek Trail toward Marble Valley (your route ahead) on the right.

While the hike parallels rushing Canyon Creek for several miles, the water remains unseen below you for the duration. After crossing flowing Death Valley Creek at 1.8 miles, the trail climbs before dropping shortly to cross Big Rock Fork 1.2 miles farther (it may be dry by late summer). The logs that litter the boulder-filled watercourse provide evidence of the ferocity that winter rains and flood bring to the region’s otherwise small streams. After a while, the trail abruptly turns upslope and begins climbing steeply uphill. Intermittent switchbacks and rock steps eventually lead to a junction for Marble Valley (see shortcut in box below) at 5.1 miles and 5,320 feet.

Bearing left toward Sky High Lakes from the Marble Valley junction, you climb more gradually 0.6 mile, pass a second junction for Marble Valley, and very shortly a junction with a trail to Little Marble Valley, both on the right. Curving east, the trail soon offers the first views of the striking Marble Mountains to the west on a lushly lined traverse before a final ascent leads into Sky High Lakes Basin. After cresting the lip of the basin, diminutive and willow-choked Gate Lake welcomes you to the gently rolling terrain.

Carved out by recent glaciation within the past 2 million years, the basin holds several lakes and provides abundant options for camping. Use paths crisscross the lush floor of the basin, but the actual trail heads first toward larger Lower Sky High Lake in the basin’s southeast corner. At a distinct Y-junction, the left trail leads to campsites around the lake, but the main trail veers right to travel west through the basin. Anglers can fish for rainbow, eastern brook, and brown trout at 12.5-acre Lower Sky High Lake, and rainbow and eastern brook trout at 4-acre Upper Sky High Lake. Continuing on the main trail, you eventually reach the south shore of tiny Frying Pan Lake.


Shortcut to Marble Valley

Marble Valley provides faster and more direct access to the Marble Mountains but misses Sky High Lakes Basin. If you are short on time, bear right and continue uphill to the Marble Valley Cabin (the cabin is closed to the public) and the PCT junction. Head south on the PCT until you reach the Marble Rim Trail. Then, retrace your steps to Lovers Camp trailhead.



While most of the basin is open meadowlands, small stands of trees are quite diverse, with white and red firs, mountain hemlocks, western white pines, and large groves of aspens all represented. A rare stand of subalpine firs grows here as well. A common tree throughout the Pacific Northwest, subalpine fir’s range extends north to the subarctic. But in Northern California it occurs only here and in scattered locations within nearby Russian Wilderness, and both populations are more than 50 miles away from the next closest stand, in southern Oregon, according to Ronald M. Lanner in Conifers of California. Despite existing at the extreme southern limit of their range, the trees seem to be thriving. Identify them by their narrow spire shape, aromatic crushed needles, and close resemblance to red fir. Within the lakes, amphibians thrive: frogs, tadpoles, and the orange-bellied rough-skin newt all entertain along the shorelines. Cattle may be grazing here as well.

From Frying Pan Lake, continue west toward the Marble Mountains as the trail climbs steeply upslope and offers dramatic views of the entire basin before attaining the divide. The grade mercifully eases and heads southeast along the back side of the ridge on the way to a junction with the PCT at 8.6 miles and 6,450 feet. The superlative view from the ridgecrest reveals the entire drainage of Wooley Creek within a horseshoe of peaks dominated to the west-southwest by granite Medicine Mountain at 6,837 feet. From the headwaters, Wooley Creek plummets more than 5,000 feet through dense, undisturbed forest to join the Salmon River 20 miles away; the entire pristine watershed is protected within the wilderness. To the northwest stand the impressive-looking Marble Mountain and Black Marble Mountain. For a closer look, you could proceed northbound on the PCT to the next saddle, known locally as Four Corners Saddle, and a four-way junction, with the PCT turning north toward Marble Valley, the Marble Rim Trail continuing ahead, and the Haypress Trail descending southwest to Big Elk Lake.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Designated a primitive area in 1931 and established as one of California’s first wilderness areas in 1953, Marble Mountain Wilderness protects nearly 250,000 acres of pristine California. You might think the deep lakes, striking mountains, lush forest, abundant wildlife, and isolation would attract droves of hikers, but they don’t. Come journey past the serene lakes and campsites of Sky High Lakes Basin and gaze at the area’s namesake marble cliffs.



At the PCT junction, turn left and head southbound on the PCT on a view-packed traverse just below the ridgeline. Farther on, a scattered forest, some of which was burned in a fire, obscures the view somewhat. Eventually you reach a small saddle and a signed junction with a short lateral to Shadow Lake, a thin sliver of water at 6,450 feet perched on a cliff overlooking Sky High Lakes Basin—a fine spot to overnight if you have the extra time. Sunsets and sunrises seen from this aerie can be quite stunning. Anglers can ply the water for eastern brook trout in the 5.5-acre lake, which also provides a refreshing swim. Rather than backtracking to the PCT, heading southeast from the lake on less defined tread is possible.

Away from the Shadow Lake junction, you travel above Soft Water Spring and proceed half a mile to the unmarked second junction with the path to Shadow Lake. From there, follow a descending traverse through the forest a quarter-mile to a saddle and a signed junction with the Red Rock Trail, 10.4 miles from the trailhead.

Leave the PCT and make a stiff, winding descent across mostly open terrain down the slope, passing above a small pond at the head of the basin that is swiftly on the way to becoming a meadow. Pass by a number of use trails heading to campsites near the vicinity of the pond on the way to a crossing of nascent Red Rock Creek. The trail continues a steep decline through the upper part of the canyon across verdant, flower-filled meadowlands, resplendent with colorful wildflowers in midsummer. About 1.5 miles from the PCT, you enter a grove of trees and cross a side stream, followed by more open terrain again. Mixed forest dominates the landscape lower in Red Rock Valley on the way to campsites near a junction with the trail to Little Elk Lake at 12.7 miles. Although shallow (5 feet) and small (6 acres), Little Elk Lake sits in a scenic basin backdropped by a dramatic, unnamed peak. If you want an extra night out in the wilderness, getting there does require a 1-mile, 850-foot climb followed by a 1-mile, 650-foot descent. Despite the lake’s shallowness, anglers can fish for both rainbow and brown trout.

From the Little Elk Lake junction, continue downstream through Red Rock Valley, passing through a stock gate in 0.2 mile and reaching a forested campsite near the crossing of a side stream at 13.2 miles. After a stretch of meadow, you reenter forest and soon begin a quarter-mile stretch of climbing that angles above Red Rock Valley. After the ascent, the trail resumes its descent, arcing around the nose of the divide between Red Rock and Canyon Creeks. From there, long-legged switchbacks lead downslope across the south wall of Canyon Creek through dense forest. Reach the floor of the canyon and cross the creek, which may require a ford in early summer but is an easy rock hop later in the season. An easy stroll from the creek leads to the junction with the Canyon Creek Trail, where you turn right and retrace your steps 1.1 miles to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

About 17 miles north of Fort Jones on CA 3, Yreka offers all the necessary traveler services. Stop at the Siskiyou County Museum on Main Street (530-842-3836, co.siskiyou.ca.us/museum), which focuses on the cultural history and artistry of several American Indian tribes, trapping activities in the early 1800s, and 19th-century gold-mining activity in the area, as well as an outdoor museum with four recreated historical structures.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Beautiful Cliff Lake is one of the more popular lakes in the Marble Mountains.
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SHACKLEFORD TO CAMPBELL, CLIFF, SUMMIT, LITTLE ELK, DEEP, AND WRIGHTS LAKES LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 32.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4–6

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 7,785'/7,785'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Boulder Peak and Marble Mountain; USFS A Guide to the Marble Mountain Wilderness & Russian Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Marble Mountain Wilderness

CONTACT: 530-468-5351, fs.usda.gov/klamath



PERMITS

Wilderness permits are not required, but you will need a campfire permit if you plan to have a campfire (campfire permits are available from any U.S. Forest Service ranger station). 

CHALLENGES

Away from the more popular destinations, such as Campbell and Deep Lakes, trails in the Marble Mountains are little used and seldom maintained and so may require backpackers to have good route-finding abilities, particularly around Big and Back Meadows. Historic cattle grazing continues in the Marble Mountains, and you may see bovines grazing on the area’s verdant slopes.

HOW TO GET THERE


SHACKLEFORD TRAILHEAD N41° 33.757' W123° 02.930'



From Etna to the south, or Yreka to the north, follow CA 3 to Fort Jones and an intersection with Scott River Road near the Scott River Ranger Station. Proceed 7 miles on Scott River Road to a left turn onto Quartz Valley Road and drive another 4 miles to a right turn onto Forest Service Road 43N21. Follow this dirt road 6.9 miles to the Shackleford Trailhead at the end of the road. Although numerous spur roads branch away, FS 43N21 is well marked and is clearly the most heavily traveled road.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Head away from the trailhead on a moderate climb along the course of an old roadbed along Shackleford Creek through the shade of a mixed forest of Douglas-firs, white firs, Jeffrey pines, and incense cedars to a crossing of dashing Back Meadows Creek. Beyond the creek, the gently graded, single-track trail passes into Marble Mountain Wilderness, crosses a rivulet, and then leads to a stock gate near the edge of a grassy meadow. The trail skirts the seep-watered meadow and continues under forest cover, briefly interrupted by a lodgepole-lined clearing. Beyond the clearing, you follow the mildly rising trail across Long High Creek and several tiny seeps and pass another small clearing on the way to a junction with a trail on the right to Log Lake, 3.1 miles from the trailhead.

Veer left at the junction and drop to a crossing of Shackleford Creek. The trail then begins a moderate, switchbacking, mile-plus climb up the canyon of the tributary draining Campbell Lake. Where the grade eases, you reach a Y-junction near the old rock dam at the lake’s northeast shore. Campbell Lake is reasonably attractive when full but much less so later in the season when the water level lowers, revealing a bathtub ring. Spacious, shady campsites may be found down the left trail just across the outlet. Turn right at the Y-junction, pass the north side of the lake to a junction with the trail from Log Lake, and proceed to a T-junction between trails to Summit Lake to the right and Cliff Lake to the left.

Heading toward Cliff Lake, you ascend a low, forested hill and pass a pair of shady ponds, a small, murky, unappealing one and a slightly larger, attractive one covered with lily pads. Between these two, note the trail that heads west toward Summit Lake, which will be your route after you visit Cliff Lake. From the ponds, the occasionally switchbacking trail climbs moderately toward the lake. Along the way, openings in the forest allow fleeting views of the surrounding terrain. Briefly follow the outlet and then swing around to the north shore of deep Cliff Lake, which is rimmed by the precipitous cliffs of a cirque. Campsites ring the shoreline at 4.7 miles, with the best sites at the south end. Before the change to the current and entirely fitting name, Cliff Lake was known as Upper Campbell Lake. Similar to its lower neighbor, a dam was built here in the late 1800s to fill the irrigation needs of ranchers in Quartz Valley.

After fully experiencing Cliff Lake, head back to the junction between the two ponds and turn left (west) toward Summit Lake. The trail drops to and crosses a fair-size meadow and then climbs through pockets of light forest and open, rocky slopes covered with shrubs, zigzagging to and away from a seasonal stream to the left of the trail. About a mile from the junction, you reach the top of a ridge and then follow a moderate descent past flower-filled Summit Meadow and small, shallow Summit Meadow Lake to deeper and larger Summit Lake. The best campsites are across the outlet along the northwest shore.

Follow the main trail across Summit Lake’s outlet and soon reach a junction with the Shackleford Creek Trail, which continues ahead toward the trailhead and climbs to the left toward the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT). If you’re tempted to follow the Shackleford Creek Trail downstream to a shortcut via the Little Elk Primitive Trail over the ridge and down to Little Elk Lake, be forewarned that much of this trail’s tread has disappeared over time, and sections of the route are badly overgrown with brush. It is not a trail, but rather a difficult and strenuous cross-country route.

After you turn left at the junction, a moderate, switchbacking climb leads up the slope, passing over a couple of lushly lined streams on the way to an unmarked junction with a very short use trail leading to a vista point on the lip of the cirque overlooking Summit Lake. The moderate climb continues from there to a saddle and a junction with the PCT.

Turn right (northwest) and follow the gently graded PCT through open forest with good views down the remote Wooley Creek drainage. After passing through a grove of thicker forest, the trail drops and then follows a descending traverse across the south-facing slopes of an unnamed peak covered with serviceberry, tobacco brush, huckleberry oak, and manzanita and dotted with Jeffrey pines. Reach a saddle with a momentary view northeast down Rock Creek Canyon, and then proceed through shady forest to a junction with a half-mile lateral to Cold Spring on the left. From there, gently rising tread leads 0.3 mile to a junction with your route into Red Rock Valley on the right.

Leave the PCT and drop off the ridge on a fairly steep trail that winds through the forest, eventually passing below a pond near the head of the canyon, with a campsite nearby. Break out of the trees and continue to descend through acres and acres of tall plants and wildflowers, crossing nascent Red Rock Creek and heading downstream along its west bank. Farther down the canyon, the trail continues its descent through more meadows alternating with stands of forest. In one such shady stand, you reach a junction with a trail to Little Elk Lake.

Turn right, boulder-hop Red Rock Creek, stroll across a strip of meadow, and then begin a long, forested climb of the ridge dividing the Red Rock Creek and Little Elk Lake Creek drainages. A number of switchbacks get you to the top of the ridge, from which a moderately steep descent leads toward Little Elk Lake. Nearing the canyon floor, you follow cairns across a grassy meadow accented by woolly sunflower and Bigelow’s sneezeweed to the shallow lake, which is bordered by trees and marshy grasses and is backdropped stunningly by Peak 7,605. The chest-deep lake doesn’t appeal to swimmers due to the gooey muck covering the basin, but anglers should enjoy the fair fishing, provided they can access the shoreline through the muck and grass. A couple of spartan campsites scattered around the lake won’t make anyone’s list of top 10 places to camp, but they are more than adequate for a night’s stay at 13.6 miles.

Cross the outlet from Little Elk Lake and moderately climb the east canyon wall through lush plants and flowers, hopping over a stream draining Wolverine Lake, with a scenic cascade above the trail. Proceed across a couple of tiny rivulets on the way toward the nose of the ridge dividing the Little Elk Lake Creek and Deep Lake Creek drainages. The trail wraps around the ridge, drops down to an easy boulder hop of Deep Lake Creek, and then starts a moderately steep climb up the canyon. Eventually you break out of the trees and reach a somewhat obscure junction on the top of a moraine covered with drought-tolerant plants, including some scattered mountain mahogany trees.

To reach Deep Lake, bend south at the junction and follow a path across a number of spring-fed seeps that water open slopes carpeted with willows and other water-loving plants. Beyond the seeps, sagebrush and grass cover the dry and open slopes of the upper meadow on the way to a Y-junction, where the right-hand path heads downslope and across the outlet to campsites on the northwest shore, and the path ahead continues toward highly coveted campsites on a peninsula near the southeast shore at 16.9 miles. Cradled in a deep cirque below Red Mountain, aptly named Deep Lake is one of the most scenic lakes in the Marble Mountains, which, along with the excellent fishing and swimming, helps to explain the lake’s popularity. Cross-country enthusiasts can spend extra time exploring the rugged “ABCD” lakes (more commonly referred to as ABC lakes) above by climbing the steep slope northeast of Deep Lake and then traversing south into the basin. Although something of a use trail has evolved over the years, only experienced off-trail hikers should attempt the route to Aspen, Buckhorn, Chinquapin, and Dogwood Lakes.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Although Campbell and Deep Lakes are some of the most heavily visited destinations in the Marble Mountain Wilderness, you might not see another soul on the rest of this 32-mile journey through one of the most remote wilderness areas in California. This trip has all the proper ingredients for a great mountain adventure, including a bevy of scenic lakes, rugged peaks, grand vistas, wildflower-carpeted meadows, shady forests, and cascading streams.



After a visit to Deep Lake, return to the junction and follow ducks uphill to more discernible tread, which soon leads to a protracted, rising traverse of the slope above the canyon of Canyon Creek. Along the way are good views across the canyon of the mountains to the north. After passing through a burned area, you reach willow-lined Muse Creek above Muse Meadow. A little way farther is a small sign nailed to a fir tree with an ominous sounding message: STEEP BLUFFS, DISMOUNTING ADVISED. After passing through a small grove of conifers, you follow the trail across steep cliffs and continue the traverse through groves of forest and open terrain to the crossing of Second Valley Creek and a beautiful meadow in the shadow of 8,299-foot Boulder Peak. On the far bank is an informal junction with the obscure secondary trail that heads up the canyon of Second Valley Creek to a saddle in the ridge of Red Mountain and then heads northeast along the ridge to reconnect with the main trail above Upper Wrights Lake.

From the crossing, the trail veers north to descend across the east side of the creek’s canyon before making a short climb over the nose of the ridge dividing the Second Valley Creek and Boulder Creek drainages. From there, you descend steeply into a forest of mountain hemlocks, western white pines, and firs to a junction with a trail descending to the Boulder Creek Trailhead. The steep descent continues shortly to a second junction with a trail to that same trailhead.

From the second junction, a much more pleasantly graded section of trail leads across an open flat and then on a roller-coaster route through patchy forest into the canyon of Boulder Creek. Gently graded trail leads through shrubs before a short and steep climb brings you to a crossing of the creek. Well above the east side of the creek bottom, the trail makes a steep ascent through the trees before breaking out into the open to pass through the lush foliage of the meadow below Lower Wrights Lake. The trail climbs to a junction above the lake’s northeast shore, where a use trail on the right descends toward the water. Situated beneath the towering northeast face of Boulder Peak, Lower Wrights Lake is one of the larger and deeper lakes in the Marble Mountains. The open, windswept, and barren shoreline may seem a bit uninviting to potential campers, but the stunning scenery makes up for the deficiencies of the few campsites on the northeast shore at 22.0 miles. Anglers can ply the waters for rainbow, brown, and eastern brook trout.
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Picturesque Summit Lake

From the junction, a stiff, 0.4-mile climb heads east up a steep slope dotted with whitebark pines to the west lip of Upper Wrights Lake’s basin, where a cozy campsite is tucked under widely scattered pines. More spacious sites are under the conifers at the far end. Although much smaller than Lower Wrights Lake and lacking its dramatic setting, Upper Wrights Lake, the highest lake in this wilderness area, is set in somewhat more inviting surroundings than its lower counterpart.

Follow the trail around the east shore of Upper Wrights Lake and climb out of the basin to an open saddle at the trip’s high point. Here a beautiful, wide-ranging view of the Trinity Alps to the south and Mount Shasta to the east unfolds. Closer at hand, keen eyes may detect the faint tread of the primitive route around Boulder Peak heading southwest. With an extra layover day at Upper Wrights Lake, you could follow this primitive trail for a mile or so to a saddle south of Boulder Peak and then leave the path on a straightforward climb to the summit.

From the saddle, the trail descends generally northeast into a forest belt of foxtail pines, followed by whitebark pines, mountain hemlocks, and finally red firs. Along the way, you hop across a number of spring-fed rivulets before breaking back into the open at the upper limits of flower-covered Big Meadows, where the trail angles sharply southeast to descend 0.75 mile along a lushly lined tributary of Big Meadows Creek. Farther downstream, the creek is bordered with quaking aspens and alders. Reach a T-junction with a little-used trail on the left from Sniktaw Meadow.

Turn right and head southwest on a rising climb across Big Meadows, hopping over numerous streams and negotiating boggy sections of tread before heading back into light forest, which includes an extensive aspen grove. Soon you’re back out in the open again, as the trail crosses more meadows and streams. Away from these meadows, the trail climbs shortly over a grassy bench and then drops into the canyon of Back Meadows Creek.

The trail becomes very ill defined in the lush vegetation of Back Meadows and, further complicating matters, the trail is incorrectly shown arcing high around the head of the canyon on the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) map. The fact that cows are allowed to graze in this area, creating additional stock trails in the process, doesn’t help either when attempting to discern the actual route of the trail. Well-defined tread exits the far side of the meadows around 7,000 feet (directly east of the last s in “Springs” as shown on the USGS map), but first you have to get there. The first step is to cross the meadows and the creek—doing so on the designated route of the trail would be optimum, but attempting to figure out which of the many faint paths is the correct one can be a frustrating experience. Once across, look for distinct tread climbing up the hillside near a tiny tributary in the vicinity of a low rock hump, which sits just below a larger low rock hump. In case you need one, a primitive campsite is nearby.

Initially the trail climbs away from Back Meadows extremely steeply via some short-legged switchbacks. Fortunately, the grade eases from sadistic to steep, following longer-legged switchbacks through shady forest. Farther up the slope, you break out into the open and follow tighter switchbacks to the top of a ridge with stunning views of the Trinity Alps and down into Shackleford Creek Canyon, including Campbell and Cliff Lakes.

From the crest, you follow the zigzagging course of the trail down open slopes. The route is easily lost in a patch of lush vegetation about halfway down the slope. If you lose the trail and can’t find it again, head for a large cairn well down the hillside on the right side of the clearing near the edge of the forest. Here distinct tread veers into the trees and descends steeply before traversing over to the crossing of a narrow stream. From there, head down a dry, grassy clearing with good views across the canyon and follow cairns across Long High Creek and back into the forest, where you immediately reach a junction with the trail to Calf Lake. If you want to squeeze one more night of camping out of your trip, Calf Lake is a little over a mile and 1,000 vertical feet up this trail.

From the Calf Lake junction, your descent continues through light forest. Farther downslope, a series of switchbacks augment the descent on the way to Dog Wallow Meadow and the crossing of a pair of rivulets. More switchbacks lead down to another pair of rivulets just before a junction with a trail west to Log Lake. Veer left at the junction and continue the descent, crossing yet another tiny creek before zigzagging down to a junction with the Shackleford Creek Trail at the close of the loop. From there, retrace your steps 2.3 miles back to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Free overnight camping is allowed near the trailhead. The closest developed campgrounds, Indian Scotty and Bridge Flat, are accessible from Scott River Road. Although you may be able to procure a few necessities in Fort Jones, you’ll have to go all the way to Yreka for most services. However, Fort Jones does offer a few restaurants of note. Meat eaters can dine on locally raised beef and lamb at Five Marys Burgerhouse, Bar & Grill (11825 Main St., 530-468-4555, fivemarysburgerhouse.com), open daily for lunch and dinner. If you’re craving Mexican food, then Victor’s (11923 Main St., 530-468-5450) might be your destination (closed Sundays).


POSSIBLE ITINERARY

[image: image]







EASTERN CALIFORNIA
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A pleasant mix of meadows, forests, and crags spreads around Cottonwood Basin, beneath the eastern flanks of the White Mountains (see Trip 40). photographed by Andy Selters





DESERT



ANZA-BORREGO DESERT STATE PARK

Spanning the eastern half of San Diego County and portions of Riverside and Imperial Counties, Anza-Borrego Desert State Park offers a vast landscape of over 1,000 square miles that rivals many national parks in its diversity and natural resources. The geology of this region, which lies adjacent to the San Andreas Fault Zone on the eastern edge of the Pacific Plate, is highly influenced by tectonic activity that has raised mountains 2 miles high and dropped nearby basins below sea level to create this rugged yet sublime landscape. In the northern portion of Anza-Borrego, the very active San Jacinto Fault Zone has created vast wilderness panoramas ranging from gaping basins and soaring escarpments to sunbaked dry lakes and occasionally muddy playas to snow-covered winter peaks.

One of the least known and most remote portions of this park is in this northern section, bordering the Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument along the San Diego and Riverside County line. This area lies within both state and federal wilderness areas. The Santa Rosa Mountains Wilderness, at more than 100,000 acres, was part of the original selection creating the California Wilderness Preservation System in 1974. Its boundaries are within the state park. Just north of this area is the Santa Rosa Wilderness, created in 1984. At more than 70,000 acres, it is an isolated area within the Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument administered jointly by the Bureau of Land Management and the US Forest Service. A dramatic entry into the heart of these wilderness areas is through Clark Valley in northeastern Anza-Borrego. It is a challenging but profound desert experience that offers cross-country backpackers solitude, rock-lined canyons, sweeping views, Indian ruins, shade-covered campsites, and sparse but generally dependable water supplies.

The best backpacking opportunities in the Anza-Borrego region are found in this same general location due to probable water supplies, interesting and variable terrain, and the general isolation found in wilderness areas. All of the westside canyons along Coyote Creek and off Collins Valley offer good campsites, many with cottonwoods, alders, or palm trees. There are also opportunities for exploration and cross-country travel between canyons.

Similarly, the west-side canyons of the Tierra Blanca, Inkopah, and the Laguna Mountains in the southern Anza-Borrego region are also inviting because of the many palm groves, interesting geology, cultural sites, and rare plants found there. It is also easier to access, with possibilities for both day hikes and overnight backpacks.

DEATH VALLEY NATIONAL PARK

Death Valley and the desert ranges surrounding it are protected as Death Valley National Park, located in eastern California and southwestern Nevada, roughly between Owens Valley and the Nevada border. Like most desert valleys in the Basin and Range Province, Death Valley is a long, southwest-trending sink framed on both sides by high-reaching mountains, formed a few million years ago by block-faulting fueled by tectonic forces.

Although it is famous mostly for its high-temperature records, what distinguishes it from other North American deserts is that it is a land of extreme contrast. The lowest point on the valley floor, a few miles from a small salt-saturated pond called Badwater, is 282 feet below sea level—the lowest point in the western hemisphere and most likely the hottest place on earth. Just 17 air miles to the east rises Telescope Peak, at 11,049 feet the highest summit in the park and often snow-covered in winter. This amazing juxtaposition makes Death Valley the deepest depression in the continental US and twice as deep as the Grand Canyon. This wild range of elevations, combined with a particularly varied and tumultuous geology, has produced an incredible diversity of landscapes. Immense salt flats and exquisite sand dunes dot the wide-open valley. On both sides rise rugged, majestic mountains, the home of badlands, extinct volcanoes, fossil beds, mysterious narrows, and deep canyons that wind many miles and thousands of feet up to woodlands of pines and juniper. Although this is one of the driest places in North America, water does come to this bone-dry land in the form of summer storms, winter rain and snow, and underground seeps.

Death Valley has had a long history of human occupation. For centuries, scant populations of American Indian tribes migrated from the valley floor in winter to higher summits in summer to take advantage of the annual cycle of temperature, vegetation, and wildlife. As early as 1860, and until fairly recently, this region attracted a surprising number of miners, ranchers, fortune seekers, and charlatans in search of unexplored destinations. Of the hundreds of ventures that came to life over the following century, many were as extreme as the land to which they were drawn. In the 1880s a rich industrialist put Death Valley on the map by delivering borax in 20-mule teams. The Keane Wonder Mine erected a heroic mile-long tramway down the precipitous Funeral Mountains and produced nearly $1 million in gold. And in the 1910s, a rich investor built a lavish castle of royal dimensions that would eventually be named after notorious con man Death Valley Scotty.

Few deserts in the world are as colorful, varied, and rich in human and natural history as Death Valley. With such attributes, Death Valley National Park is a tremendous haven for hiking and exploration. It offers unparalleled seclusion, spectacular scenery, and unconventional beauty still seldom appreciated and revered. The sense of freedom when hiking long distances through such quasi-limitless spaces is exhilarating.

But do not underestimate the dangers of backpacking in this desert, especially if you are an adept backpacker familiar with more temperate regions. Death Valley is much rougher, much hotter, and much less forgiving. Trails are almost nonexistent; most of your walking will be cross-country. The terrain is usually rocky and uneven, with slopes averaging 20% on the way up to mountains and steeper in the mountains themselves. You will not run across trees for shelter, a river or lake to quench your thirst or cool down, or bushes to glean a snack. Vast tracks of this enormous park—about 4.5 times Yosemite National Park—hardly ever see humans. If you become stranded, it will likely be days, if not weeks, before someone happens to come by.

Become familiar also with the park regulations; they differ from those of other parks. Camping within 200 yards of any source of water is prohibited. Treat all spring water before drinking. Do not remove or disturb rocks, historic and prehistoric artifacts (including mine ruins and rock art), plants, or animals. Collecting firewood and ground fires are prohibited in the backcountry. Overnight backcountry camping within 2 miles of a major road is prohibited, and some backcountry roads are off-limits to camping as well. Check with the park service for a more complete set of rules.


ADVICE FOR DESERT HIKING AND BACKPACKING

The three main issues one must typically deal with when hiking in the desert are elevated temperatures, lack of native water, and dehydration/stroke. Water sources are generally scarce to nonexistent, and they are often biologically contaminated by wildlife. The absolute golden rule you must never break is to always take plenty of water with you, even if you think you are going only a short distance. In the cooler months, count on drinking about as much as you would in temperate regions. When the temperature exceeds 100°F, allow at least 1 quart per person per hour of walking on level ground, much more on steep climbs. Take mineral/vitamin tablets to offset the loss of these elements through perspiration. Always carry purifying tablets with you, in case you need to drink found water. If you run low, don’t save your water but drink it when you are thirsty so you don’t get sick. Finally, always stash a few gallons of water in your vehicle for emergencies.

Dehydration (and possibly stroke) is one of your biggest enemies. To reduce the risk of dehydration, drink often and enough, travel in early mornings and late afternoons or later, wear a hat and long-sleeved shirts and pants, and hole up in the shade away from the wind during the day. Learn to recognize the symptoms of dehydration, such as persistent thirst, dark urine, and heat exhaustion, which may deteriorate into dizziness and vomiting. Pay close attention to these signs: they could be warnings of serious trouble. If you suspect dehydration, rest, cool down, drink, and get back to your vehicle as soon as you are well enough to do so safely.

The desert holds other, smaller dangers, such as rattlesnakes, mine hazards, flash floods, flat tires, and disabled vehicles. Even smaller hazards you may read about, from cactus thorns to slippery rocks, twisted ankles, and getting lost, are far less likely to get you in major trouble.

If you are new to the desert, before embarking on a backpacking trip, practice by taking hikes of increasing length and difficulty over a period of a few months. Read a desert survival guide, and memorize its key points. Take these preliminary steps even if you are an adept backpacker; familiarity with temperate regions leaves you wholly unprepared for tackling the desert in summer. Always let someone know where you are going, and arrange for a time by which someone will initiate a search-and-rescue party if you do not call.



THE WHITE MOUNTAINS

The next time you’re near Bishop and admiring the Sierra’s famous eastern front, look east and consider the facing range, the White Mountains. The Whites are as lofty as the Sierra and steeper, a 10,000-foot-high massif about 50 miles long. Atop the big desert escarpment runs a peninsula of sky-high rolling outback arguably like nowhere else, where excursions are journeys into otherworldly sensations of time, space, silence, and arid grandeur.

The Whites are the highest range of the Great Basin province, reaching to 14,252 feet at White Mountain Peak (the third-highest peak in California) and 13,146 feet at Boundary Peak, the highest peak in Nevada. The northern reach of the crest runs for a good 30 miles at over 11,000 feet—the longest span of continuous alpine ground in the Lower 48. Most famously, slopes at 10,000–11,000 feet host the oldest living things on earth: bristlecone pines, which have been keeping watch over the region for as long as 4,800 years. These trees help define the Whites as a lofted island of ancient, almost exotic endurance. Topographically, the range is a relatively simple, north–south spine barely 15 miles wide between the Owens and Fish Lake Valleys. But a mishmash of rocks belie a complex makeup. On the slopes and ridges you’ll notice many rock types, from Jurassic- and Cretaceous-period granites to older limestones and very old metamorphics, some dotted with trilobite fossils and some dating to the Precambrian era.

The Whites roll on in a higher atmosphere open to weather extremes, where summer’s dry sun chaps lips and afternoon thunderstorms explode with merciless violence. High-altitude winter seizes the range in arctic cold, and storm winds rip across the ridges with legendary—if not record—ferocity, all in plain view from temperate Bishop 2 miles below. White Mountain aficionados know, however, that for hundreds of days a year you can count on a steady diet of desert sunshine alternating with starry, outer-space nights unique in America. Like the Sierra, the Whites are national forest land set aside in the early 1900s to secure a big water supply for Los Angeles. The University of California operates two scientific research stations up there, where scientists seek answers to everything from vertebrate physiology to climate change to the structure of the universe.

The Whites give us expansive silence because most everywhere but the canyon depths there is no water. Even at the one public campground you must bring your own. The almost exclusive avenue onto the range is the Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest Scenic Byway, one of the most memorable mountain drives in the country. As a paved two-lane road, it starts at the range’s southern end at Westgard Pass, then climbs up and up across pinyon slopes, past airline-like views of the Sierra, to meet bristlecone territory and a U.S. Forest Service visitor center. There the road continues north as a lonesome dirt causeway coursing across moonlike spans of “sagebrush ocean.” On its way to the research stations, it touches on other bristlecone groves and reaches to barely a third of the way along the top of the range. The northern two-thirds are roadless and designated wilderness, blocked off from below to a large extent by private properties, and challenging even for strong hikers to access along the crest.
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Riparian corridor thicket photographed by Don Fosket
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BUTLER AND COYOTE CANYON LOOP

Lowell and Diana Lindsay


DISTANCE: 18.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,328'/2,328'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Clark Lake, Clark Lake NE, Collins Valley, and Borrego Palm Canyon

BEST SEASON: Winter–spring

LOCATION: Anza-Borrego Desert State Park

CONTACT: 619-767-4037 (administrative office), 619-767-5311 (ranger/sector office); parks.ca.gov/?page_id=638



PERMITS

None. But it’s wise to check in and out at the Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (ABDSP) visitor center in Borrego Springs (760-767-4205). They will notify a ranger if you don’t check back in after a reasonable amount of time has passed.

CHALLENGES

Finding your way up the mouth of the rocky gorge of Butler Canyon and identifying the route up to the playa on the ridge is the greatest challenge.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N33° 23.228' W116° 21.949'



From CA 86 (Salton City), drive west 21.3 miles on County Highway S-22 (Borrego Salton Seaway) to the paved turnoff just east of mile marker 26. From Borrego Springs, travel east from Christmas Circle 7.2 miles on S-22 to the Rockhouse Canyon Road turnoff on the north (left) side. Turn right and proceed northeasterly on this road toward Clark Dry Lake. A high-clearance vehicle is recommended for the road to Rockhouse Canyon. Drive northeast (leaving pavement after 0.7 mile) to the signed Rockhouse Canyon turnoff 1.6 miles from County Highway S-22. Turn northwest (left) at this junction and drive another 7.7 miles around Clark Dry Lake (the dry lake is closed to vehicular traffic) and past the northeast wedge of Coyote Mountain. Beware of sand traps north of here. Proceed to the junction of Butler and Rockhouse Canyons and park. (Do not attempt to cross Clark Dry Lake if it’s wet or muddy—you’ll get stuck.)


Don’t Depend on Your Phone

Telephone reception is sketchy at best in remote desert areas. Don’t depend on it for emergencies. Let a trusted person know where you are going and when you will return, and check back in. Don’t depend on your phone for GPS navigation either. Use a real GPS device that uses satellites for global positioning, or use a map and compass.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the junction of Rockhouse and Butler Canyons at 1,220 feet in elevation, begin by following vehicle tracks a mile northwest (left) up to the entrance of Butler Canyon (the lower end of Dry Wash). Proceed upcanyon, working around granitic boulders as the walls close in on the twisting, climbing passageway. Note the slick surfaces carved out by flash floods that have periodically spewed out from Dry Wash and Jackass Flat. Gradually the canyon opens up and flattens out at a huge saddle-shaped boulder in the wash at 4.4 miles and 2,020 feet. In less than another half mile, search the west slope of the canyon at 4.8 miles and 2,080 feet just before (south of) a steep gully entering from the west (left) for a trail, actually an ancient American Indian trail, proceeding southwesterly up the slope.


SIDE TRIP: JACKASS FLAT

If you pass this Butler Canyon checkpoint (2,080') and continue north another half mile, you will enter Jackass Flat, which sprawls east and north against Buck Ridge. The eastern edge of the flat is the site of a former Cahuilla Indian village. Look for scattered pottery shards and morteros, or grinding holes. A major summer solstice site is also located on the Jackass Flat. All Indian artifacts are protected. Look and wonder, but please don’t disturb anything. Return to the Butler Canyon checkpoint (2,080') and climb up the slope. This side trip adds about 2.5 miles to your total distance.



The objective at the top of the slope is a broad near-level area containing a shallow depression, or playa (2,620'), in the west half of Section 12 on the USGS Collins Valley topographic map. Such elevated, undrained playas, while uncommon in mountainous areas, can be found in several places on these Coyote Canyon and Dry Wash ridges and indicate dramatic seismic activity and recent uplift along the San Jacinto fault zone.

From the east side of the playa, continue south along the vague trail, and cross a small saddle at 6.4 miles and 2,630 feet in elevation between two picachos, or small peaks (2,760' west and 2,810' east). You have joyfully crossed into the vast Coyote Creek water-shed and now want to descend southerly and then southwesterly, staying generally on the ridgeline into the Box Canyon drainage. Avoid dropping from the ridgeline into small but deep canyons on either side until you near the bottom of Box Canyon. As the ridgeline turns clearly west at 2,000 feet in elevation, arc a bit to the northwest (right) and descend into a shallow tributary canyon to exit west (left) onto the floor of Box Canyon at 8.4 miles and an elevation of 1,610 feet. Turn south (left) and descend Box Canyon to enter Coyote Canyon at 9.7 miles and an elevation of 1,190 feet between Lower Willows and Third Crossing. Exit Middle Willows and join the Coyote Canyon Road at 9.9 miles along the Third Crossing (1,160') of Coyote Creek.


Desert Land Navigation

Cross-country trips demand special pretrip preparation and careful study of the hike’s route. Be sure to trek deliberately when following faint trails, diverging routes, or rock cairns (ducks). Evidence of ancient American Indian and mining trails is intermittent and scattered in the desert. While ducks may be helpful, they should be used with discretion considering that they occasionally end abruptly with no clue as to where to go next. Consult your map constantly and your compass frequently, and take notes often. Even if the notes are not critical to the current trip, they could be lifesavers for the next. They may also be entertaining to your survivors.



Camp nearby or hike west (right) into Collins Valley to find a more isolated campsite along gurgling Coyote Creek. From Third Crossing it is a leisurely 2.8-mile hike downstream following the jeep route to the Alcoholic Pass turnoff 0.5 mile southeast of (beyond) Desert Gardens. The gardens are marked by a table and bench and commemorate the work of the Anza-Borrego Committee (now Foundation) to acquire private landholdings within the park for public benefit. (Alternately, you could hike a couple more flat miles on the Ocotillo Flat horse trail, which loops northeast from Second Crossing along the colorful Coyote Badlands and then southeast to First Crossing to rejoin the road.)

The Alcoholic Pass Trail, at 12.7 miles and 920 feet, is an Indian route between Coyote Canyon and Rockhouse Canyon. Follow the trail up the rocky ridge, and discover a trail register en route to the saddle, which is at 13.9 miles and 1,568 feet elevation. Three miles farther, down a prominent wash, is the Rockhouse Canyon Road. Turn northwest (left) and continue about a mile to the Rockhouse/Butler Canyon junction to complete the loop.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This desert backpack has it all: a narrow, snaking gorge with steep walls; American Indian sites; running water; spectacular views of both high mountain escarpments and desert lowlands; a register to record your crossing over Alcoholic Pass; and segments of total solitude and silence—a high-quality escape that’s close to civilization. After a day’s work-out winding down shaded desert canyons, Coyote Creek will be a refreshing place to cool off. Enjoy the chorus of frogs at the water’s edge.



BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

If you are looking for a late meal after your trip, go to Carlee’s (660 Palm Canyon Drive, 760-767-3262 carleesplace.com) in Borrego Springs, just west of Christmas Circle. Borrego Springs shuts down early, but Carlee’s stays open until midnight. For an early breakfast, try a stack of blueberry pancakes at Kendall’s (587 Palm Canyon Drive, 760-767-3491, kendalls.cafe) in The Mall. For supplies you have forgotten, try Borrego Out-fitters (579-E Palm Canyon Drive, 760-767-3502, borregooutfitters.com) in The Mall or True Value Hardware (785 Palm Canyon Drive, 760-767-5001, truevalue.com) just east of the circle. There are two grocery stores on Palm Canyon Drive. Desert Pantry (587 Palm Canyon Drive, 760-767-1016 desertpantry.com) is on the south side of the street in the mall, and Center Market (590 Palm Canyon Drive, 760-767-3311) is hidden behind stores across the street from The Mall on the north side of the street.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Coyote Creek photographed by Don Fosket
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Hidden Spring (with a misspelled park sign) in Rockhouse Canyon
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ROCKHOUSE VALLEY LOOP

Lowell and Diana Lindsay


DISTANCE: 24.7 miles (almost all cross-country)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,630'/3,630'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Clark Lake NE and Collins Valley

BEST SEASON: Winter–spring

LOCATION: Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (ABDSP); Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument

CONTACT: 619-767-4037 (ABDSP administrative office), 619-767-5311 (ABDSP ranger/sector office), parks.ca.gov/?page_id=638; Bureau of Land Management, San Jacinto Mountains National Monument, 760-862-9984, blm.gov/california



PERMITS

None required, but it is essential to check in and out at the Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (ABDSP) visitor center in Borrego Springs (760-767-4205). They will notify a ranger if you don’t check back in after a reasonable amount of time has passed.

CHALLENGES

Excellent cross-country navigational skills are required as signs (evidence) of the ancient Indian and mining trails is, at best, vague and intermittent. The only reliable water is an isolated spring in Nicholias Canyon, but be sure to carry sufficient water for an unplanned day’s travel back to the road if you don’t locate this spring. You will need to climb three dry waterfalls if you choose the Alder Canyon route.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N33° 23.228' W116° 21.949'



See previous trip for driving directions.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Hike from the junction with Butler Canyon at 1,220 feet in elevation to signed Hidden Spring at 3.6 miles and 2,040 feet on the west (left) bank of the canyon. Don’t count on water here, but you may see bees seeking what little there might be of this high-salt-content moisture. Jackass Flat (described in Trip 33) is atop this bank and is accessible by a steep but short trail slightly south (left) from the spring.

Continue upcanyon from Hidden Spring to a granitic barrier across the wash at 4.1 miles and 2,200 feet. From a point about 15 yards before the barrier, carefully ascend a route up and around on the north (left) side. After another pleasant, sandy mile, the canyon opens up where Mojave Valley enters from the east (right). Bear north (left) up Rockhouse Canyon.

From Hidden Spring, it is 3.5 miles to the grand entrance into Rockhouse Valley at 7.1 miles and 2,800 feet, backdropped by the soaring massif of Toro Peak, at 8,716 feet the high point of the Santa Rosa Mountains. Proceed northwesterly up Alder Canyon wash, close against Buck Ridge. After another half mile, the first group of rock houses is northeast (right) on a rocky bench atop a long, narrow ridge that divides Alder Canyon wash from a smaller, more north-trending wash. Three major rock houses with walls 2–3 feet high soon emerge like phantoms to the discerning eye. From here, 7.6 miles and 2,970 feet in elevation, you have two options to reach Cottonwood Bench (grove) in Nicholias Canyon (labeled “Old Nicholas Canyon” on the 1942 USGS topo map).


Desert Plants Can Hurt You

In the desert you are guaranteed to get pricked and scratched, especially hiking in brushy or cactus-covered areas. Hike in long-sleeved shirts and long pants to protect against thorny and prickly plants. Especially irritating and nasty are the microscopic barbs (glochids) on beavertail cactus. Carry first aid supplies, including a comb, tweezers, pliers (a Leatherman multitool is great), and masking tape (which works better than Scotch tape) to remove glochids.



The “high road” route (more brushy and rocky) is to ascend northwest (right) through the valley toward a low ridge between Nicholias Canyon and herein-named White Cliff Wash. A ducked trail is visible intermittently leading via the southwest (left) slope of the ridge into Nicholias Canyon and the grove campsite. (The return route involves this trail after leaving the campsite, as described below.)

For your outbound leg, follow “the low road” route (more sandy and open) west-northwest (left) via the Alder Canyon wash 2.5 miles to its junction with Nicholias Canyon (10.1 miles, 3,680'). The trick is identifying the turnoff to Nicholias because Alder, the larger canyon, continues straight northwest. Nicholias is the small, steep canyon to the northeast (right) just before a large dry waterfall in Alder Canyon at 3,700 feet in elevation. Immediately after you turn right into Nicholias Canyon, the canyon angles to the left and the first of three dry waterfalls that you must scale is visible; each of the falls is about 10 feet tall and has good hand-holds and footholds. It would be good to carry a short line with you to haul up your backpack if you are unsteady climbing the dry waterfalls while wearing a backpack. One dry waterfall requires climbing up a small chimney. After the waterfalls, the canyon opens up and becomes very brushy. Farther up, look for abandoned mining equipment near the site of an old mine at 4,500 feet.


TAKE THIS TRIP

For total wilderness solitude within a short distance of civilization, this trip can’t be beat. Visiting the Old Santa Rosa Indian ruins perched on the edge of Rockhouse Valley is a trip back into a timeless past. One can almost feel the intrusion of grubbing miners who left their rusting tools so close to village sites. Camping in the shaded cottonwood grove beneath Toro Peak with a running spring nearby should tempt you to delay your departure for another day or more.
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Old Santa Rosa Indian ruins in Rockhouse Valley

From the mine ruins, climb the ridge northwest to the second site of rock house ruins. East of these ruins at 12.1 miles and 4,850 feet is a flat area known as Cottonwood Bench (grove), a great campsite or base camp for several days of exploration in this rich area. A mile-long trail leads northwest from the grove and then northeast (right) down into the thick vegetation in a gully to the spring that, according to meager reports, is potable and runs year-round.

To complete the loop back down via the Old Santa Rosa Indian ruins and then through Rockhouse Valley to the trailhead, follow the ducked trail from the grove to the southeast over a small rise. Contour some 2.5 miles easterly at about 4,200 feet via intermittent trail traces and ducks in the upper reaches of White Cliff Wash to find the third set of rock houses—the Old Santa Rosa village group, at 14.6 miles. As with most rock houses, and indeed most archaeological treasures, they are strangely felt before they are seen.

From the village site, you can see south across the valley to the low point, marked by a light-colored sandy area, at the confluence of Rockhouse Valley washes into the canyon. Select the trace trails of your choice to descend 3 miles across the valley to complete the loop, at 17.6 miles and 2,800 feet, and descend 7.1 miles through the canyon to the trailhead at the Butler/Rockhouse Canyon junction.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

If you have at least five days, combine this loop with the Butler and Coyote Canyon Loop. Both trips begin at the same point, and you can restock at your car.


POSSIBLE ITINERARIES
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Rock house ruins in Rockhouse Canyon
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MOUNTAIN PALM SPRINGS EXTENDED LOOPS
(includes Indian Valley, Mountain Palm Springs, Bow Willow, and Rockhouse Canyon)

Lowell and Diana Lindsay


DISTANCE: 16.1 miles without side trips; 19.6 miles with side trips

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,300'/2,300'

TYPE OF TRIP: Figure eight

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Sweeney Pass, Sombrero Peak, Agua Caliente Springs, and Arroyo Tapiado

BEST SEASON: Late fall–spring

LOCATION: Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (ABDSP) and Bureau of Land Management, Carrizo Gorge Wilderness Area

CONTACT: 670-767-4037 (ABDSP administrative office), 760-767-5311 (ABDSP ranger/sector office), parks.ca.gov/?page_id=638; 760-337-4400 (BLM El Centro Field Office), blm.gov/california



PERMITS

None required, but check in and out at the Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (ABDSP) visitor center in Borrego Springs (760-767-4205). They will notify a ranger if you don’t check out after a reasonable amount of time has passed.

CHALLENGES

Some boulder scrambling en route to Rockhouse Canyon.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N32° 52.519' W116° 13.080'



From I-8 in Ocotillo, take Exit 89 and drive 18.7 miles northwest on County Road S-2. Or from CA 78, drive 29.2 miles southeast on S-2, to the entrance of Indian Gorge between mileposts 46 and 47. Drive 0.75 mile west and park.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Begin your hike (875') passing through the narrow Indian Gorge, following the jeep trail through a smoke tree forest. In spring, there will be a smell of desert lavender “bee plant” with a buzzing of bees surrounding the blooms. At about 1 mile from your parked vehicle is a sign indicating Torote Canyon to the northwest (right). The route continues straight ahead into Indian Valley. This is a nice diversion if you would like to explore a bit of Torote Canyon (not to be confused with Torote Bowl, described below). Here you will also find an interpretive panel telling about the torote, or elephant tree—a distinctive tree common south in Baja California but very rare in the United States. You may not think that it is rare, as this tree—with its massive twisting trunk (the word torote comes from the Spanish word torcer, meaning “to twist”), tentacled branches, and tiny leaves—will be seen throughout this hike. (Torote Canyon is also your first side trip option. You can explore the sandy, snaking passageway northwest for about 1 mile before it comes to a fork, which is a good place to backtrack to Indian Valley.)

About 0.2 mile past the entrance to Torote Canyon, you will see a boundary sign indicating you are entering a wilderness area. Just beyond and to the southeast (left) is a trail leading 0.5 mile over a ridge and into Surprise Canyon. Just to the southwest is Palm Bowl, an oasis of about 100 California native fan palms. After exploring the grove, return to this point. From here follow the old Indian trail east down Surprise Canyon. As it bends, you will suddenly come upon Surprise Grove on the north (left) side. (You will also see a trail winding up the ridge to the south/right—don’t take it. This is the trail you will return on at the end of the hike.)

Now continue following Surprise Canyon down and east 0.5 mile to where it intersects with a canyon heading up to North Grove, which you can see from this intersection. (Here is another side trip option. If you turn left, you can walk up the arroyo to North Grove and beyond to Mary’s Grove. The trip to Mary’s Grove and back will add 0.5 mile to your hike.) Turning southeast (right) will lead down the rocky arroyo to the vehicle access for Mountain Palm Springs. At this point, you will have hiked about 3 miles from your parked vehicle (not including side trips). There is an interpretive panel and vault toilet near the Mountain Palm Springs trailhead, but no water.

Turn south (right) and then right again to ascend the southwestern fork of Mountain Palm Springs Canyon, which is the main trail into the area. Shortly after leaving the trailhead, you will encounter your first palm tree on this trail in a gully to the southeast (left). Continue southwest up the trail to Pygmy Grove. Many of these palms were burned in a fire years ago, and their long skirts are missing. The trail will turn sharply to the south (left) soon after leaving this grove. As the trail begins to swing right (to the west), you will soon see the palms of Southwest Grove below in the distance. To the south (left) will be a ridge with a trail climbing up to it. (Leave the trail to Southwest Grove, which will be visited on your return trip.)

Ascend left up a low contour generally southeast that goes around the ridge and then south to a summit (1,000'). This trail may be hard to follow in some areas, but you can’t get lost if you are heading south toward the summit. Here you see Bow Willow Campground across the broad Bow Willow floodplain. The distance from the entrance of the Mountain Palm Springs Trailhead to Bow Willow Campground is about 2 miles. You will have a couple of options when you reach the big wash of Bow Willow Canyon.

If this is a one-night backpack, your goal is to camp at the rock house ruins in Rockhouse Canyon—not to be confused with the rock house ruins in Rockhouse Canyon in the northern Anza-Borrego area (see Trip 34).. At Bow Willow Campground, across the main wash to the southeast, you can restock your water supply (and tank up like a camel) before heading southwest (left, if you visit the campground) up Bow Willow Canyon. If this is a two-night backpack, you can camp here at Bow Willow Campground, pay the campground fee, and have the convenience of a vault toilet and water, or you can camp away from the campground for free and walk back for services.

When you depart from the campground heading west up Bow Willow Canyon, watch for the entrance to the first tributary canyon to the south (left), 0.5 mile from the campground. This is referred to as Lone Palm Canyon and is the route leading to Rockhouse Canyon. You will follow Lone Palm Canyon due south to reach the Rockhouse Canyon drainage. Boulder-hopping will be necessary for 0.5 mile, and then it becomes a sandy wash for the next 2 miles. (Rock ducks may mark the route.) You will also pass the single palm for which this canyon is named. It is about 3 miles from the Bow Willow Campground, up Lone Palm Canyon, and over the saddle into Rockhouse Canyon. Once in Rockhouse Canyon, turn west (right) and hike 0.5 mile to the rock house ruins for lunch or an overnight stay.

The return hike takes a different route. From the ruins, go directly north to cross another saddle that leads into Bow Willow Canyon. It is about 4 miles from the ruins and east (right) down Bow Willow Canyon to the same trailhead that brought you previously to the main wash near the north end of the campground. Follow the trail 0.2 mile to the split. The trail to the north (left) leads to Southwest Grove in the Mountain Palm Springs area. Turn north across the floodplain and trek 0.9 mile to Southwest Grove.

On this trail, there is a sign and a turnoff to the west (left) that leads to an optional hike to Torote Bowl that will add another mile to the route. It is well worth it to encounter yet another group of these rare trees with the scent of pine needles and orange peels. The view is spectacular out into the Vallecito Badlands. Descend back to the main trail, turn north (left), and continue descending into Southwest Grove.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Experience the best of what this southern desert offers: cool palm oases, sweeping views, historical ruins and Indian cultural sites, rare plants, and isolated canyons. This trip has options to accommodate beginning backpackers and challenges for the intermediate backpacker. It is easy to get to and is close to trailheads, and yet one can have a true wilderness experience.



Southwest Grove is the largest grove in the Mountain Palm Springs area. Many years ago, Kumeyaay Indians used all the groves in this area, where they found shade, shelter, water, and rocks that they used to grind and process collected seeds found nearby.

On the opposite (north) side of the grove is another trail that climbs north up the ridge leading to Surprise Grove, 0.5 mile from Southwest Grove. From Surprise Grove, you will backtrack the way you came, continuing northwest (left) up Surprise Canyon, over the ridge into Indian Valley, and out to the east (right) through Indian Gorge. Depending on your options, you will have covered 16.1–20 miles in this two- to three-day backpack.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Last-minute supplies are available in Julian at the intersection of CA 79 and CA 78 (11.8 miles east of County Road S-2 and CA 78). Small grocery stores and some camp supplies are found along CR S-2 at Stagecoach Trails (7878 Great Southern Overland Stage Route of 1849 [CR S-2], 760-239-5334, stagecoachtrails.com), Butterfield Ranch (14925 Great Southern Overland Stage Route of 1849, 760-765-1463), Agua Caliente Springs General Store (39545 Great Southern Overland Stage Route of 1849, 760-765-0495), and Ocotillo. Stagecoach Trails has a great deli and ice cream! Agua Caliente County Park (39555 Great Southern Overland Stage Route of 1849, 760-765-1188, sdparks.org) has hot springs and showers for day use. If driving home through Julian, be sure to stop at one of the many pie shops and restaurants serving Julian apple pie. If heading out through Ocotillo, you might want to check out the Lazy Lizard Saloon (1194 N. Imperial Highway, 760-358-7151), a classic Old West desert tavern, or The Great Escape (1147 N. Imperial Highway, 760-358-8008, the-great-escape-food-spirits.business.site), another tavern with tasty pizza and memorabilia from WWII.
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Southwest Grove looking out to Vallecito Badlands


POSSIBLE ITINERARIES
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Cottonwood Spring looking down Cottonwood Canyon
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MARBLE CANYON TO COTTONWOOD CANYON LOOP

Michel Digonnet


DISTANCE: 29.4 miles (including side trips)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,040'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately difficult

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 9

MAPS: USGS East of Sand Flat, Cottonwood Canyon, and Harris Hill

BEST SEASON: March, April, October, and November

LOCATION: Death Valley National Park

CONTACT: 760-786 3200, nps.gov/deva



PERMITS

None required, but a free backcountry permit is recommended. Check with the park ranger in case regulations changed.

CHALLENGES

The only reliable water is at the springs in Cottonwood Canyon, so lugging a heavy pack through trail-less desert country is one challenge. The others are bushwhacking through the springs and route-finding from Dead Horse Canyon to Cottonwood Canyon.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N36° 37.842' W117° 17.730'


In Stovepipe Wells, look for the Cottonwood Canyon Road on the left side of the campground entrance. Drive it 8.6 miles to an open area on the edge of the wide wash of Cottonwood Canyon. This road is sandy at first, then a washboard for several miles, and it has a little soft gravel near the end, but a passenger car can usually make it. The road continues roughly west up the wash 2.2 miles to the junction with Marble Canyon. Along the way, it winds through the lower narrows of Cottonwood Canyon, a deep passage framed by awesome walls. Just past the narrows’ abrupt end, the road veers left and follows the south wall (do not drive up the wide canyon straight ahead, which is usually blocked off by a sign and a log). The junction with Marble Canyon (N36° 37.842' W117° 17.730') is 0.8 mile past where you veered left. Park without blocking the way but within a few feet of the road. This final 2.2-mile stretch is rougher and requires good clearance. If you are driving a standard-clearance vehicle, start hiking from the open area, which will add 4.4 miles to the total hiking distance.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

At the junction, the Marble Canyon Road goes up the open wash on the right. The other road is the Cottonwood Canyon Road, the way you will be returning. The first 2.4 miles along the Marble Canyon Road are up coarse alluvia and not very exciting, except for the views of the Cottonwood Mountains’ rugged high slopes. Then you enter Marble Canyon’s first narrows, and your surroundings change abruptly. For the next mile or so, you will be walking through a colorful corridor framed by vertical walls underneath massive tilted strata that shoot up to the distant rim. At places, the walls are less than 10 feet apart. This scenic, more shaded corridor ends at an enormous boulder wedged between the walls. You might need a 20-foot rope to hoist your pack to the top. The second narrows, a short distance farther, are most impressive. They begin as a tight channel in gray dolomite, gradually deepen, open up for a short distance, then tighten again. The polished walls lean high above the gravel wash, folding into a serpentine passage where light changes continuously throughout the day.

The section of more open canyon above it skirts imposing high walls of colorfully stratified limestone and dolomite. This area is sprinkled with little surprises—constrictions, side canyons, and a few good exposures of fossil shells, especially on the polished, slanted walls of dark dolomite on the south side. The third narrows, shorter and less spectacular, go through high black-and-white banded walls and end at another huge boulder. This area contains finely polished displays of marble, white grading into gray, which might be this canyon’s namesake. Dead Horse Canyon, a major side canyon of Marble Canyon, branches off on the left a short distance up the wash.

On this loop, keep an eye open for petroglyphs, figures pecked in the rock by the aboriginal cultures that lived here centuries ago. Such sites are common in the Southwest, but not generally in Death Valley. Marble Canyon, however, was blessed with one of the highest densities of petroglyphs in the park. Some walls and boulders are decorated with abstract drawings, bighorn sheep, lizards, birds, or anthropomorphic images. Many sites have been damaged by vandalism. Petroglyphs are part of a sacred cultural heritage. Do not touch or deface them, which is punishable by law.

To cut across to Cottonwood Canyon, head up into Dead Horse Canyon. The wash is open for the first third of a mile; then it tightens as it reaches an 8-foot fall. Above it, for half a mile, the wash is an intermittent oasis of rabbitbrush, willow, and tall grasses. After miles of dry canyon, this is a startling change of environment, with an intermittent stream and small pools in winter, and green trees in summer. The thickest spring is 0.85 mile in, at the southernmost point of a long right bend to the west—a good place to camp.

To cross over to Cottonwood Canyon, head up the ravine that climbs generally south-southwest from the spring. Follow it to its rim (0.6 mile, about 4,220'), then drop down the far side southwest to the wash of a new drainage (0.2 mile). Hike up the main wash, mostly southwest, 1.1 miles until it tops a notched pass overlooking the broad south-trending upper valley of Cottonwood Canyon. The quadrangle map definitely helps.

The next stretch, down the valley, is open and uneventful, but it is downhill over easy terrain, and the scenery is about to change dramatically. After 3.6 miles, you will reach the head of Cottonwood Creek, an amazing desert stream that gives rise to three luxuriant oases. The uppermost oasis, Cottonwood Springs, starts at the bottom of the upper valley, where it veers abruptly east and squeezes into a canyon trapped between 1,000-foot hills. A profusion of healthy trees blocks its entrance, and for the next mile you will have to find a passage through the dense vegetation. For easier walking and to spare this rare riparian system, bypass portions of it on the faint trail 30–50 feet above the wash on the north side. The going is not always easy, but the rewards match the efforts. Here in the heart of an overwhelmingly dry land, you will stroll along a vigorous stream, under the canopy of old cottonwoods and tall willows covered with hanging grapevine. There is welcome shade, coyote and bighorn tracks along sandy bottoms, and a surprising variety of birds. In the fall, look for the golden gourds of coyote melons, or a lone tarantula tiptoeing across the sand. Later in the season, the yellowing trees and carpets of dead leaves give an autumn flavor to this refreshing scenery.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This is a Death Valley classic, and one of the park’s best backpacking routes. From the western edge of Death Valley, this loop first goes up through spectacular Marble Canyon, where long, tight narrows decorated with enigmatic petroglyphs will guide you deep into the mountain. You will then look for a cross-country route across a rarely traveled ridge to upper Cottonwood Canyon, the wildest part of this hike. In Cottonwood Canyon, you will hike down through three amazing springs, lush islands of cottonwoods, willows, and grapevine miraculously irrigated by a perennial creek. The inner canyon below the springs winds through a meandering gorge and offers several exciting side canyons for further exploration.



At the eastern end of Cottonwood Springs, the creek sinks underground and the vegetation ends abruptly. In a few seconds you emerge from a shady and humid jungle into bright waterless expanses. For the next mile, you follow a sandy wash down to the middle spring. Although much drier, it is still a delightful place, invaded by dark, muddy swamps where thrive plants totally unexpected in the desert, like watercress and a mushroom called desert puffball. Below this spring, there is another half-mile stretch of open wash to the lower spring. This one has several good flows of shallow water 1 or 2 feet wide. In late October, I once estimated its flow to be a hefty 30 gallons per minute. In the shade of tall trees, grasses, cattail, and willow shoots jostle for sipping rights along the creek. Here as at the middle spring, you might get wet crossing the brush-choked stream. Animal tracks on either side help reduce bushwhacking and damage.

The lower spring ends at the upper end of the Cottonwood Canyon Road. The rest of the canyon is dry, so fill up in preparation of the home run the next day. Camping is allowed anywhere in Cottonwood Canyon except within 200 yards of the springs. Water at the springs is usually abundant year-round, but treat it before drinking.

The rest of Cottonwood Canyon down to Marble Canyon (8.4 miles) is fairly wide, straight, and less eventful—except for the narrows and the side canyons. The narrows start 1.5 miles below the lower spring. For no less than 2 miles, the wash meanders tightly beneath rugged stone walls. The scenery changes gradually along the way as the gorge first cuts through dark-gray dolomite, then tilted strata of interbedded dolomite and limestone, and finally limestone. In the west wall, about 1.4 miles down the narrows, there is a nice breccia stream-polished into a fine panel of black-and-white mosaic.

Cottonwood Canyon has about a dozen side canyons. They are often narrower and windier than the main canyon, and all very different. A short hike into one of them may well turn out to be a highlight of your hike through this canyon. Try the side canyon on the west side just above the narrows. It is quite pretty, it has two beautiful tight narrows, and finding a route around its high falls and chokestones poses stimulating challenges.

Do not miss the unusual 70-foot-deep overhang in the east wall about 1 mile below the narrows. From there only 3.9 miles of hiking remain. It is open the whole way, but the surrounding hills are quite scenic, and because the grades are uncommonly gentle, the walking goes at a good clip—a good thing if you are low on water.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

For a good meal in an Old West setting, go to the one and only restaurant in Stovepipe Wells, the Toll Road Restaurant (760-786-7090). If you are new to Death Valley, check out the Mesquite Flat Dunes just east of Stovepipe Wells, and at least the lower reaches of nearby Mosaic Canyon and Grotto Canyons. See also the recommendations under the Surprise Canyon trip (opposite).


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Above Creek in the narrows of Surprise Canyon
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SURPRISE CANYON

Michel Digonnet


DISTANCE: 24.3 miles (point-to-point); 22.3 miles (out-and-back)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 9,190' (point-to-point); 7,370' (out-and-back)

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point or out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 123 if picked up at the mouth of Johnson Canyon (point-to-point); N/A otherwise (out-and-back)

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 9

MAPS: USGS Ballarat, Panamint, and Telescope Peak

BEST SEASON: March, April, May, October, and November. Avoid winter, as you need to walk in a creek, and there will likely be snow around Panamint City. From mid-June through September, days are hot but manageable thanks to the high elevations.

LOCATION: Surprise Canyon Wilderness (Bureau of Land Management), and Death Valley National Park (National Park Service)

CONTACT: National Park Service, 760-786 3200, nps.gov/deva



PERMITS

None required. Check with park ranger in case regulations have changed.

CHALLENGES

Although water is available along the route, you must still carry plenty, just in case, and therefore carry a heavy pack. Treat all spring water before drinking. Another challenge is bushwhacking at some springs in Johnson Canyon, and possibly in Surprise Canyon. Except in summer, bring a warm sleeping bag, as nights are often surprisingly cold.

HOW TO GET THERE


CHRIS WICHT CAMP N36° 06.756' W117° 10.542'

WILSON SPRING N36° 05.358' W117° 00.414'



To get to Surprise Canyon, drive to the junction of CA 190 and Panamint Valley Road in Panamint Valley. This is 2.5 miles east of Panamint Springs Resort, and 28 miles west of Stovepipe Wells. Stay on Panamint Valley Road 13.9 miles until it ends on the Trona-Wildrose Road, and turn right. Continue 9.4 miles to the Ballarat turnoff on the left. Drive this road 3.6 miles to Ballarat. From Ballarat’s general store, head north on the graded Indian Ranch Road 1.9 miles to the Surprise Canyon Road on the right. This road first climbs 2.3 miles to the canyon. It ends 1.7 miles inside the canyon at the site of Chris Wicht Camp, the starting point of your journey. The canyon road is a little steep and is sometimes passable with a passenger car, but to be safe plan on driving a high-clearance vehicle.

The endpoint of your trip will be Wilson Spring in Johnson Canyon, on the Death Valley side of the mountains. It is accessed by a primitive road that starts on the West Side Road 20.9 miles from its north end or 15 miles from its south end. The Johnson Canyon Road climbs the fan 6.4 miles, then drops steeply into the broad canyon wash and continues up canyon for 3.7 miles to end at Wilson Spring. This route requires a high-clearance vehicle and four-wheel drive.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

This hike starts with a bang. Irrigated by a lively stream and lined with lush vegetation, the lower canyon is a long idyllic oasis that holds some of the most beautiful scenery in the Panamint Mountains. You walk by the tree-shaded stream, crossing it repeatedly and getting your clothes wet—a rare treat in Death Valley country. The spectacular narrows half a mile in are enclosed in striking walls of white marble nearly a billion years old. Willow, grass, rush, and slender orchids border the banks. At the crux, the stream spawns seven waterfalls—slippery but not challenging to climb—an exciting place where water sluices down sculpted chutes and foams into dark potholes.

Past the narrows, the water fun continues for another mile to Limekiln Spring. The stream flows alternatively on the road and underneath large willows. You will likely see butterflies, dragonflies, and little green frogs parked by the water. At Limekiln Spring, the stream comes gushing from under an impressive mat of grapevine. Above it, the road meanders along the open canyon. At Brewery Spring, 1.3 miles farther, it scoots through a shady tunnel formed by the spring’s arching tree canopy. A swift creek floods the road, irrigating sidewalks of watercress and nettle. It is your last chance to fill up: the remaining 2.4 miles to Panamint City are dry.

Panamint City is beautifully situated in a valley enclosed by 3,000-foot mountains. The steep slopes are peppered with pinyon pine and juniper, and decorated with wildflowers from spring to early fall. The first signs of the ghost town will be dozens of stone ruins lining the wash, then the tall smokestack of Panamint City’s famous smelter. A short distance beyond it is “downtown,” a two-room plywood cabin nicknamed the Panamint City Hilton because of its glass windows and working tap, large workshop, and quarried-stone quadrangle. Good campsites are plentiful. Water is available at the main cabin, the workshop, and the largest cabin on the north side (if the taps still work), at Slaughterhouse Spring, in Water Canyon, and at the spring in Sourdough Canyon.

Start the next day with a stroll through Panamint City. Other than its isolation, what makes this ghost town so special is its many well-preserved structures spanning 150 years. This area was feverishly mined for silver from 1872 to 1876. The involvement of two Nevada senators and the large number of deposits triggered one of the region’s biggest rushes. By 1874, Panamint City had a population of 2,000, by far the largest for 100 miles around. The company that controlled the mines completed its monumental mill in June 1875 and was soon shipping silver bullion by 20-mule team. To protect this tempting treasure from robbers, the silver was cast into 400-pound ingots, much too heavy to be lifted, and there never was a robbery! By 1876, the richest mines had mostly played out. A few dozen workers remained until 1882. Some claims were revived in the 1890s, 1920s, and 1940s, and as recently as the mid-1980s. But all in all, Panamint City returned only about $600,000, most of it before 1876, for an investment exceeding $1 million—for all its glamour, it was a spectacular loss.

The smelter’s smokestack is the town’s crowning jewel. Built of 500,000 bricks, it is a magnificent tower tapering to an ornate crown. The oldest ruins are the dozens of rooms, walls, dugouts, and tent platforms along the wash, once the houses and businesses of Main Street. Had you been strolling through here in 1875, you could have shopped for fresh food, garments, and medication; consulted a doctor; boarded a stagecoach to LA; or sipped wine at a French restaurant. The “downtown” buildings were put up during the 1970s–1980s revival. The town was then powered by the ingenious water wheel at the easternmost cabin. The milling complex up behind the smelter is the park’s best example of a modern mill. The large diesel generator inside the workshop generated its electricity. It might have exploited the long, straight tunnel behind it—at 750 yards, possibly the park’s longest.

The next destination is Water Canyon. Walk up the road, past the water wheel and tank at Slaughterhouse Spring, until it angles left into Water Canyon. A creek flows along the canyon’s willow-shaded wash, inundating swamps of rush and watercress. The canyon is dominated by its spectacular eastern wall, a 3,000-foot-high, mile-long tableau of granite fins. Thompson Camp, just inside the canyon, was named after the couple who lived and mined here in the 1930s. Its decrepit main cabin looks out to Sentinel Peak from under large cottonwoods festooned with vine. The camp’s water tank, hidden among willows along the road 130 yards above the camp, is a great place to relax to the sound of the overflow cascading below. The road continues, first along the creek, then up the west slope, to the five tunnels of the Blue Jay Mine. Even if mines leave you cold, come here for the views.


TAKE THIS TRIP

If there is one place in Death Valley National Park that makes sense to explore with a backpack, it has to be Surprise Canyon. In a desert world famous for its extreme dryness, this anomalous canyon is blessed with several streams, and for a change you will not have to carry massive amounts of water. Surprise Canyon is also exceptionally beautiful. You first hike through a series of idyllic springs coursed by spirited creeks to Panamint City, one of the most remote and historically significant mining centers in the California desert. Within walking distance of perennial streams, this legendary site is a wonderful camping location from which to explore the area on leisurely hikes for two days. Miles of roads zigzag up into the surrounding mountains to dozens of fascinating historical sites—cabins, mills, and tunnels—left over from Panamint City’s silver-mining boom of the 1870s. You will see lots of birds, run into burros every day, soak in cool springs, and walk through fragrant pine forests. You complete your trek by continuing up canyon to spectacular Panamint Pass then dropping along the famous “fresh vegetable route” into Johnson Canyon. This well-watered canyon takes you through verdant oases and the ruins of a Shoshone ranch all the way to the edge of Death Valley.



Another interesting site is Stewart’s Wonder Mine, the area’s third-largest producer. From the smelter, walk down Surprise Canyon 0.3 mile, and make a right on the Sourdough Canyon Road. In 0.2 mile, it reaches an eclectic camp of trailers, sheds, and trucks from the 1950s and ’60s. The side road to the right leads to a picturesque wood-and-stone cabin landscaped with pines. Visitors sometimes stay here overnight. The complex and well-preserved mill across the road is an interesting piece of machinery from the 1960s. The trail to Stewart’s Wonder Mine starts a few steps below the mill, on the west side. Supported by well-engineered walls and paved with flat rocks, it is almost perfectly level for 0.65 mile and offers plunging views into Surprise Canyon. After 0.5 mile, the trail angles into Wonder Gulch. Soon after, take the right fork where it splits, and then after it ends, scramble up the rocky slope to the historic mine. The impressive upper tunnel is a monstrous crack held open by tree trunks harvested 15 decades ago.

The third day can be spent exploring the loop of old roads on the mountainous south slope, a partly shaded and fragrant circuit that serviced the area’s two richest mines. Start on the Wyoming Mine Road, which heads up the slope just south of the workshop. At the fork 0.35 mile out, turn right. The road winds steeply among pinyon pines and offers good views of Panamint City. The first tunnel, two thirds of the way up in a sharp left turn, belonged to the Wyoming Mine, as did all remains along the next 0.7 mile. The plywood workshop next to it dates from the 1970s. It still houses the electric blower that circulated fresh air into the 1,000-foot tunnel. The Wyoming Mine tramway is hidden in the trees 50 feet to the west. Erected in the winter of 1874 and refurbished in 1925, its stocky towers of roughly hewn timber are simply designed but surprisingly sturdy.

The area at the end of the road has an interesting mix of modern and historic remains. The 350-foot tunnel was known as Tramway. A rail track links it to a trestle bridge, where the ore was dumped into the tramway terminal below it and lowered 1,100 feet to the 20-stamp mill. There is a deep shaft partway in, so stay out of it. Most of the Wyoming ore came from the Kennedy Tunnel and the Limestone Tunnel. The Kennedy Tunnel is about 250 feet higher up the slope, near the top of the ridge to the south. The Limestone Tunnel was a little higher up the slope to the east. It is now obscured by later mining, but this whole area is rich in old workings and colorful tailings.

To reach the Hemlock Mine, look for a level trail that heads southeast 0.6 mile to a sharp right bend at the Marvel Canyon wash crossing. Across the wash, the trail splits. The left fork, although locally faint, climbs a steep, forested incline to the top of the Hemlock Mine. At the top, be very careful: the trail comes dangerously close to a trench. The Hemlock Mine was the district’s largest producer—and it shows. The trench is a long gash framed by vertical walls. The sheer height of the two tailings cascading down below it is impressive. The tunnel at the top of the lower tailing was the main producer.

To complete the loop, head down the ravine below the lower tailing about 100 yards to the upper end of the Hemlock Mine Road. After 0.25 mile, it angles sharply left, then wiggles down Marvel Canyon 1.3 miles to the Surprise Canyon Road. From this junction it is about 1 mile back to downtown.

On the fourth day, either hike back the way you came, or head east up the canyon road. Below Water Canyon, take the right fork in the wash up Frenchmans Canyon. This heavily forested drainage climbs steeply to Panamint Pass, a pronounced notch at the crest of the Panamints. The going is a little rough, but the reward matches the efforts: the views of Johnson Canyon and southern Death Valley are spectacular.

In the mid-1870s, in order to satisfy Panamint City’s need for fresh produce, an enterprising man named William Johnson started a ranch he called Swiss Ranch in Johnson Canyon. He built terraces and irrigation ditches, and planted gardens of beans, squash, and corn, as well as a fruit and nut orchard. He made a profit on the vegetables, but the boom was over before the trees matured. By the spring of 1877, Johnson had moved on. Some years later, a Shoshone named Hungry Bill took over Swiss Ranch. He and his family lived here until Hungry Bill passed away, probably in 1919.

Below Panamint Pass’s eastern rim, an aging trail drops into Johnson Canyon. This is the “fresh vegetable route,” that Johnson used to haul his harvest to Panamint City. It switchbacks way down to the canyon floor, offering fine views of the range’s pine-covered summits. At the bottom, simply walk down the wash. After a steep and bouldery stretch, the walking becomes easier, along partly shaded game trails wandering between granitic boulders. The scenery is beautifully rugged, dominated by a healthy conifer forest, livened by birds and rodents, brightened by cactus in bloom in late spring.

Johnson Canyon’s four closely spaced springs make delightful rest areas. The highest one is a thick grove of willows. At the next one, near timberline, thick vines hang down the sheer canyon walls and willows choke the narrow wash. Bypass it on the little trail on the north side. The 10-acre field 0.2 mile farther on the south side was Swiss Ranch. Almost completely enclosed by walls, it is still lined with its orchard trees. Hungry Bill’s Ranch is sprawled a little below on both banks. Its large cleared fields enclosed by monumental stone walls give this area an unexpected rural flavor. The last set of large walls, on the north side, is thought to have been Hungry Bill’s camp.

The most exceptional part of Johnson Canyon starts right below the ranch: for the next 1.5 miles, you will be crossing one of Death Valley’s most luxuriant springs. The narrow canyon is choked with vegetation. A strong stream flows under it, occasionally plunging over a waterfall. Avoid this jungle on the trails up along the gorge’s rims. Stay on the south side, which has the most continuous trail system, except at the sharp jog in the canyon, where the creek must be crossed twice. It is a great hike, overlooking the lively ribbon of shrubs, grapevine, and trees that snakes down the gorge, within earshot of the creek. Below the spring, a well-defined trail will take you 0.3 mile to the end of the canyon road at Wilson Spring, a cluster of willows and tall cottonwoods irrigated by the creek.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

At either end of your trip, camp in Ballarat and explore the remains of this scenic ghost town. It boomed around 1890 and before World War I, as a supply center for miners working in the Panamint Mountains. Check out the general store, the old cabins, the cemetery, and little-known Post Office Spring 0.8 mile south on the southern extension of Indian Ranch Road. The closest place for a good meal is Panamint Springs, a family-owned resort with a nice country atmosphere. Try to make the short detour through nearby Darwin. It is one of California’s largest ghost towns, and its many old cabins, extensive mining camp, and funky residents will make you travel back in time well over a century.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The Grandstand and Ubehebe Peak (leftmost summit) from the Racetrack
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UBEHEBE COUNTRY

Michel Digonnet


DISTANCE: 23.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,600'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Solitude

MAPS: USGS Ubehebe Peak, West of Ubehebe Peak, and Teakettle Junction

BEST SEASON: March, April, May, October, and November

LOCATION: Death Valley National Park

CONTACT: 760-786 3200, nps.gov/deva



PERMITS

None required, but a free backcountry permit is recommended.

CHALLENGES

This route is devoid of springs, so you will need to carry about 3 gallons of water, which is very heavy. The Copper Queen Trail is extremely faint at places, and easy to lose. The cross-country hike to Corridor Canyon requires decent map-reading and orienteering skills. Finally, one must climb a 10-foot, Class 5 fall. Bring a short rope to lift your pack.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N36° 41.667' W117° 34.295'



The starting point is in Racetrack Valley, a long high-desert valley filled with a dry playa in the Last Chance Range. From the intersection of CA 374 and CA 190 in Death Valley, turn north on Scotty’s Castle Road and drive 32.6 miles. Turn left onto Ubehebe Crater Road, continue 5.7 miles, then take the primitive road on the right (the Racetrack Valley Road). Stay on it 19.6 miles to Teakettle Junction, marked by an old sign festooned with kettles left by visitors—a decades-old tradition. Continue straight toward the Racetrack playa 2.2 miles to a spur on the right. This rutted high-clearance side road ends in 0.7 mile at the Ubehebe Mine, the way you will come out of your loop hike. If you want to cache water, do so near the mine. From the spur, continue south on the Racetrack Valley Road 3.6 miles to the Grandstand turnout, on the right side near the north end of the playa. This road has washboards and deep gravel; a high-clearance vehicle is recommended.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The first part of this trip is a trail climb of Ubehebe Peak, the highest summit towering over the west side of the Racetrack playa. From the Grandstand turnout, the trail first heads west up a fan, then veers and continues generally northwest about 1 mile before switchbacking to a saddle at the crest of the Last Chance Range. This little rocky trail crosses beautiful fields of quartz monzonite, a Mesozoic granitic formation containing large sparkling crystals of orthoclase. It commands increasingly fine views of Racetrack Valley.

At the crest, the trail forks. The more conspicuous leftmost trail ascends the peak. If time allows, do try it. At first it climbs steeply along the ridge. Then it skirts a nameless satellite peak and becomes less distinct near the saddle between the two peaks. The best route is a little west of the ridgeline, much of it very steep and over loose rocks. Views from this route are absolutely breathtaking. At the summit, on one side you look straight down at the pristine Racetrack playa and its island of dark rounded rocks called the Grandstand, with the high Cottonwood Mountains sprawling in the background. Turn around and you are on the brink of Saline Valley, with its salt lake and dunes shining in the distance, nearly 4,000 feet down and dwarfed by the 2-mile-high wall of the majestic Inyo Mountains.

Back at the divide, look for the other, fainter of the two trails. This is the Copper Queen Trail. It descends 2.4 miles, generally west and mostly along the ridge framing the canyon to the north, to that canyon’s wash. It goes down five steep rock-strewn slopes separated by more level terraces. The trail is fairly well defined on the terraces, but on the three upper slopes its switchbacks are so faint you will have to believe it is there to see it. Try to spot the trail ahead of you as often as possible, and look for the small historical cairns that mark it. If you wander off, follow the ridge and you will never be far from it. The first tricky spot is 0.15 mile from the crest, where the trail makes a sharp right. Look for it at the second bench below the divide, at the whitish serrated outcrop 50 yards to the west. If you are on the right track, at the halfway point you will cross a scenic field of rounded boulders crowned by an oddly tilted pinnacle. A little farther, there is a little copper mine with a primitive wooden headframe, hidden against a low knoll. The scenery is spectacular. The whole route is on an open ridge overlooking Saline Valley, immersed in a supreme desolation dominated by deeply chiseled slopes and monzonite outcrops. The second area where the trail is easy to miss is at an elevation of 3,880', where it makes a critical but very faint 90-degree right turn to the northwest and descends steeply to a saddle overlooking the canyon to the north. The other trail visible to the left, across a wash 300 feet below, is the wrong trail. At the saddle (about 1.8 miles, about 3,710'), take the left fork, which zigzags down about 0.6 mile across an open slope to the canyon wash (the last 100 yards are washed out).

Up canyon from the trail is an interesting historical mine called Blue Jay and imposing narrows. Discovered in 1902, it was mined intermittently by a persistent miner for at least three decades. In 1915 alone, it produced 4,000 pounds of copper and nearly 1,200 ounces of silver. To get to it, walk 400 yards up the wash and take the right fork. The mine’s many workings extend for 600 feet, on both sides of the wash, in the vicinity of an impressive whitish 400-foot limestone cliff. Several workings have nice blue ore, mostly malachite and chalcocite. At the next fork, an old grade switchbacks up south to a roadcut covered with beautiful porphyritic samples sparkling with pink calcite, quartz, epidote, garnet, and chalcopyrite. Beyond the mine, the canyon narrows abruptly as it cuts through a hard plug of monzonite. These narrows are short but dark and chaotic, interrupted by boulders and short falls that make for fun scrambling, up to an essentially unscalable high fall.

To cut across to Corridor Canyon, retrace your steps down the wash to the trail, then past it about 0.6 mile to the canyon mouth. Along the way, do not miss the historical camp of the Blue Jay Mine, on the south bank shortly after the second right bend. It has a small wind shelter and a prominent stone house—two tiny roofless rooms erected against a large boulder. Once out of the canyon, head west-southwest down the rough wash about 1.5 miles (about 1,800'), at which point you are just south of the west end of the ridge to the north. Then veer north-northwest and follow the base of the mountain at roughly constant elevation about 1.7 miles, past the mouths of two secondary canyons, to the very wide wash of Corridor Canyon. Follow this wash up 0.6 mile northeast to the mouth of the canyon. The walking is hard, over uneven fans dissected by many small washes, but it is a beautiful area, tucked between the bright edge of remote Saline Valley and the variegated foothills of the Last Chance Range.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This is the quintessential desert hike. From the edge of the eerie Racetrack world-famous for its moving rocks, you will ascend the dizzying heights of Ubehebe Peak, then drop into remote Saline Valley along a tilted ridge commanding breathtaking views, and finally return along a labyrinthine canyon blessed with mile-long narrows as straight as an arrow. There are several interesting historic mines and camps along the way, including a locally famous lead mine and a copper property with striking blue ore. You will wiggle through narrows, cross fields of sparkling granitic boulders, marvel at 300-million-year-old fossils, scramble up dry falls, put your orienteering skills to the test, and play hide-and-seek with elusive mining trails that have not seen much traffic in more than a century.



The lower canyon is a rugged narrow gorge that winds between colorful hills. There is no particular difficulty, except that you will need to choose direction carefully at each canyon fork. Fortunately, it is almost always obvious; just stay with the main wash, and consult the map often. About 3 miles in, the canyon narrows noticeably—a hint that something momentous is about to happen. You will run into a wide, smoothly polished slanted chute. Then, in a tight bend, you will come face-to-face with an impressive deeply notched stratum rising vertically several hundred feet. After a couple of sharp bends, you will enter the highlight of this canyon—the Corridor. For nearly a mile, the wash squeezes through a channel trapped between vertical walls often less than 30 feet apart. Except for two small jogs, it is almost perfectly straight. At places the walls are so smooth that they seem to have been cleaved with a giant blade. Ripples exposed on surfaces 15 feet above the wash bear witness to the Pennsylvanian sea in which these rocks were deposited. At its upper end, the Corridor is forced to make a sharp left into a vertical stratum. Progress is eventually impeded by a series of high and potentially dangerous falls.

Fortunately, there is an easier route out. Just below the first jog, 0.65 mile up from the Corridor’s lower end, a side canyon branches off to the east. It starts right away as a deep and dark slot, no more than 4 feet wide, curving gently beneath high-polished walls crisscrossed with white veins. Shallow potholes line the exposed bedrock. Halfway through these exciting narrows there is a 10-foot polished fall that must be climbed. The holds are good (low 5’s), but a rope will come in handy to hoist your pack.

Above the narrows the scenery gradually opens up as you approach the crest of the range. After 1.3 miles, look carefully for an opening in the soaring eastern wall. This side canyon leads soon to short narrows in light-gray limestone sculpted by erosion. Then it meanders up 1.4 miles, narrowing at places, bounded by well-stratified high cliffs, to the end of the Ubehebe Mine Road. Pay close attention to which fork you take at the many side canyons along the way. Also look for fossils, which are locally fairly abundant, including Mississippian crinoids and corals from a time when Death Valley was a tropical reef.

The picturesque wood cabin near the road was part of the Ubehebe Mine, the longest active historical mining venture in this district. It was operating mostly from 1906 to 1908, in the 1910s and ’20s, then off and on until 1968, eventually leaving its mark as one of Death Valley’s top lead producers. A path just past the end of the road climbs north to its old workings and the ruins of a tramway. There are other remains—an old car carcass, stone walls and foundations, and a lone rusted stove.

[image: image]

Ubehebe Crater

The final stretch (4.2 miles) is first on the Ubehebe Mine Road to the Racetrack Valley Road, then south on Racetrack Valley Road to your starting point. Although it’s in full sun, this road is easy, slightly downhill, and in full view of the Racetrack and its scenic ring of mountains.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

To experience the ultimate in secluded bare-bones desert camping, try Homestake Dry Camp (760-786-3200, nps.gov/deva) at the end of the Racetrack Valley Road (camping elsewhere south of Teakettle Junction is prohibited). Check out the interesting remains of the historically important Lippincott Mine half a mile south, and the moving rocks on the playa. To return, take the dusty Big Pine Road across northern Death Valley to visit the impressively high Eureka Dunes. This scenic, desolate road continues across Eureka Valley, then crosses the forested crest of the Inyo Mountains as a paved road and drops to Big Pine on US 395. At the picturesque town of Independence, 26 miles south, treat yourself to a tasty traditional French meal at the Still Life Cafe (135 Edwards St., 760-878-2555), a casual restaurant owned and operated by a friendly couple from France.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Cowhole Mountains at sunset from the Devils Playground
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DEVILS PLAYGROUND

Michel Digonnet


DISTANCE: 29.4 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,360'/1,750'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 41.1

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAPS: USGS Cowhole Mountain, Glasgow, Kelso Dunes, Old Dad Mountain, Seventeenmile Point, Soda Lake North, and Soda Lake South

BEST SEASON: Late fall–April

LOCATION: Mojave National Preserve

CONTACT: 760-252-6100, nps.gov/moja



PERMITS

None required for this trip.

HOW TO GET THERE


STARTING TRAILHEAD N34° 53.514' W115° 41.964'

ENDING TRAILHEAD N35° 09.600' W115° 59.664'



The start of this trip is the Kelso Dunes, at the northern foot of the Granite Mountains in Mojave National Preserve. From the Barstow Road exit in Barstow in the central Mojave Desert, take I-40 east 79.0 miles to the Kelbaker Road exit. Head north on the paved Kelbaker Road 7.8 miles to Granite Pass (marked by a few antennas), then 6.6 miles farther to the signed Kelso Dunes Road on the left. Drive Kelso Dunes Road west 2.9 miles to the interpretive sign by the main trailhead, and park.

The party that will pick you up at the end of your trip will need to return to Kelbaker Road (2.9 miles), turn left (north), and drive 7.7 miles to the stop sign at Kelso. Continue on Kelbaker Road 22.4 miles to Eight Tank Road on the left (unsigned). Drive this road 0.8 mile until it merges with Mojave Road coming in from the left. Follow the latter 4.2 miles southwest to a four-way junction, and continue straight 2.7 miles to a fainter road on the left. Take this road and go 0.4 mile to a five-road junction (two roads straight ahead are blocked off by a wilderness boundary sign). These sandy roads require good clearance.

CHALLENGES

Walking on soft ground for three days is tiring. There is virtually no shade, and no water. Sandstorms are common and often unpredictable, and they can strand you or cause injuries. If strong winds are in store, postpone your trip. If you get caught in a storm, sit down with your back to the wind, preferably in a hollow. Cover your eyes and mouth with a cloth. Drink often to offset the dehydrating power of the wind. Make sure to bring a map of the entire playground and its vicinity should you need a quick escape. Become very familiar with the desert and desert hiking before attempting this trek (see page 218). Irrespective of your level of expertise, let someone know your itinerary and schedule; have a rescue plan; do not hike it alone or in summer; and carry at least a gallon of water a day per person. Remember the dunes etiquette: preserve the fragile vegetation; do not step on plants; in heavy-traffic areas follow the path of previous hikers; and do not climb the main dune’s steep and unstable south face.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the trailhead, a wide trail hemmed in by creosote bush crosses the first 0.2 mile to open sand toward the Kelso Dunes rearing up beyond. Hikers’ tracks usually point the rest of the way: up to the saddle on the crest northeast of the summit, then up along the crest to the summit. Most of the approach is gradual, across a tilted wave of sand. Only the last 0.5-mile stretch is steep.

The Kelso Dunes are home to one of the most diverse dune plant communities in the California desert. North from the trailhead, the creosote-bush community gives way to a sparser cover of mostly perennial herbs, shrubs, and even small trees. There is cheese-bush; sandpaper plant; wild rhubarb; and the larger, darker clumps of catclaw. On the open sand, grasses are the uncontested rulers, mostly big galleta grass but also Indian ricegrass and dune panic grass. If the winter rains have been generous, many wildflowers come out in the spring. Local beauties include woolly marigold, Borrego locoweed, desert lily, and wide mats of bright-pink sand verbena.

The Devils Playground’s vastness becomes obvious the moment you peer over the crest. To the northwest, the land drops into row upon row of delicately chiseled dunes framed by the high-rising Kelso Mountains. Beyond them, the playground flows out like a river of sand to the distant silver shores of Soda Lake—the barren Sink of the Mojave. The first several miles, across the dunes, are the most exciting. You slog up, down, and around countless hollows and rhythmically ruffled slopes. The sharp contrast between the luminous smooth sand and the dark-brown rugged mountains rearing up all around is a constant source of visual delight.

The dunes gradually morph into small hum-mocks, the hummocks into long undulating swells, and the swells into nearly featureless sand flats. In this immensity, the first of two signs of civilization you will run across is the Union Pacific Railroad. This incongruous sight can be spotted long before reaching it, a black cut slicing across the sands like a mortal burn, lined with low trees to keep sand off the tracks. You will likely cross it around Kerens, a siding distinguishable by its double tracks. It was named after Richard C. Kerens, an ambassador who made a fortune in railroad construction and cofounded this line with Senator William A. Clark and others. This place ranks high on the desolation scale, a futuristic scene right out of Ray Bradbury’s beloved Red Planet.

Beyond the tracks, the Devils Playground turns into a gently sloping valley funneled between the Kelso Mountains and Old Dad Mountain on one side and the Bristol Mountains on the other. Their bases are festooned with virgin sweeps of eolian fines. The only close points of reference are these mountains, and ultimately the metallic towers of the power line. In this generous landscape, it is futile to try to single out a camping spot; the number of options is essentially infinite. Camp about halfway between the railroad and the power line, and at least 2 miles past the railroad, as trains are fairly frequent and their low rumble can spoil your night.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Stretching some 25 miles from the majestic Kelso Dunes to the alkali shores of Soda Lake at the lonesome heart of Mojave National Preserve, the Devils Playground is the third-largest dune complex in the country. The best way to discover this immense icon is to indulge in a multiple-day trek across its entire length. Few other places in North America offer this invaluable opportunity to wander across dunes this extensive, this pristine, and this uncrowded. Wherever your steps will take you, you will cross pristine ridges, curvaceous swales, deep sinks, and flat aprons of naked sand, much of it decorated with fine ripples and the dainty signatures of wildlife. The views are grand. The isolation is raw ecstasy. The experience is liberating, like navigating in open sea. There is no barrier, no imposed route, only boundless space that makes the mind reel.



The goal of the second day is to cross the northern half of the playground to the central Cowhole Mountains, their sharp dark peaks visible about 12 miles to the northwest. After a few miles, you will cross the power line and its sand-covered road. From there the playground spills out into a broad valley that descends gently toward Soda Lake. This is one of the most beautiful and secluded areas in the preserve. The valley is shielded from the rest of the world by mountains. The west side is framed by the 4-mile-long southern tail of the Cowhole Mountains. This maze of sand vales punctuated with bright little dunes and dark mounds of congealed lava is one of the most extraordinary landscapes in the California desert. On the east side rises Old Dad Mountain, a sheer slab of dark-brown Mesozoic limestones and dolomites. Up ahead, the dissected peaks of Cowhole Mountain soar against the glistening white slash of the salt pan. The sawtoothed skylines of great mountains pierce the horizon. Along this ultimate stretch, the playground gradually breaks up into long waves of sand, hardly ever higher than 10 feet, then into a subdued plain. Everywhere the ground is sprinkled with tall bunches of yellow grass, scattered shrubs, and striking birdcage primrose. In the sand hollows, multicolored pebbles donated by the mountains have found their resting place.

When you reach the southern base of the Cowhole Mountains’ main block, about 3.4 miles past the power line, cut west along it toward Soda Lake. A great general area to camp for the night is about halfway across the mountain range, at an approximate elevation of 1,130 feet. To the north the Cowhole Mountains have been eroded into a moonscape of stark pointed hills and blade-shaped ridges, one of the eeriest landscapes in the Mojave Desert. To the south the land is a sea of low crescent dunes. A few miles to the west, the valley floor is filled with the dazzling white playa of Soda Lake.

On the third day, continue generally west about 1.2 miles toward the dry lake, then over the next half a mile veer gradually northwest to the western base of the mountains. In this vicinity you should run into the south end of an old track abandoned long ago that follows the base of the mountains. If you miss it, look for it a little farther northwest, where it grazes the western base of the low rocky hill before the main gap in the Cowhole Mountains. If you do not find it, the walking is just as easy cross-country. This is wild country, a lonesome no-man’s-land trapped between a rugged mountain and a vast alkali flat. You will pass by a green spring, then a constellation of golden marshes fringed by salt-crusted pools. In all of my amblings, the only large wildlife I saw was a solitary raven flying overhead. It is easy to feel as if no one had been here before you.

Where the track reaches the northwestern tip of the mountains, it crosses a wash. Follow this wash east 0.6 mile, then cut slightly south of east 0.7 mile to the deep cove in the mountain front. For an exceptional side trip, climb Cowhole Mountain, the range’s high point looming to the south. The cove is framed on its west side by a narrow ridge. Drop your pack at the north end of it. Just east of it, a wash heads south into the cove. Just inside the cove, it splits; take the wash on the right. About 0.1 mile farther, it forks again; take the left fork, toward a dark dike transverse to the wash 0.2 mile away. Just after the wash crosses the dike, it splits again. Keep left and stay in this steep and fairly straight rock-strewn gully until it emerges on the crest at a V notch just east of the summit. The rest of the way (about 0.1 mile) is along a course just south of the crest, mostly across slickrock. The elevation gain is only 1,170 feet, but this climb is a grind, because most of it occurs in 0.4 mile up the gully. Starting as a narrow field of sturdy boulders, the gully soon runs into a few falls, then it steepens to a slippery cover of loose cobbles tipped at a reckless 50-degree angle.

One of the perks of this climb is the remarkable variety of rocks. The dikes at lower elevations are beige-gray felsite thickly coated with auburn desert varnish. The profusion of crags on the lower half are pinkish quartz monzonite. They are topped by thin-bedded shale, siltstone, limestone, dark dolomites, and finally the thick tilted limestone beds of the famous Bird Spring Formation on the summit. Most boulders in the gully are made of this light-gray limestone, wind-blasted to a skin-shredding finish. They are covered with fossils, especially corals and fusulinids, primitive amoebas looking like dark-gray grains of rice that lived at a time when the equator passed close to Cowhole Mountain.

Yet what is most exceptional about this climb is the views. When I crested the ridge and first stared down at the southern Cowhole Mountain, my jaw dropped. Down below, clinging to the foreground like a nightmarish vision, a stark range of jagged peaks and ridges jutted sharply above a desert floor swirling with bleak shades of browns, grays, and reds. Beyond it, the Devils Playground stretched for tens of empty miles, past the deeply furrowed slopes of Old Dad Mountain, to the ghostly Kelso Dunes outlined against the Granite Mountains.

To get to your pickup point, visible from the summit, climb back down the way you came, then head due north up the plain. The windswept, sandy ground is sprinkled with black and red chunks of vesiculated lava flushed all the way from the cinder cones area 10 miles away. After 1.1 miles you will cross a road. The five-road junction will be a short distance left or right. If all goes well, your best guide will be a parked vehicle.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

As an introduction to the preserve, check out the visitor center at Kelso. Housed in the former Union Pacific depot, an elegant building with cream-colored walls, a red-tiled gabled roof, and long arcades, it offers a wealth of information about the desert and the railway. Take the fun tour through the Mitchell Caverns. This set of deep caves, pleasantly warm in winter and cool in summer, is decorated with an impressive assortment of cave formations. The oasis of Zzyzx, along the sear edge of Soda Lake, is another history-filled local site that a radio evangelist transformed into a health spa in the 1940s. Walk along its palm-shaded streets, past well-kept buildings and an artificial lake alive with frogs and coots, to abandoned salt evaporators and a tiny pond in which survives a rare desert fish from the Ice Age.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Cottonwood Creek nourishes a corridor of riparian vegetation in a citadel of high-desert, granitic crags.

40

COTTONWOOD BASIN LOOP

Andy Selters


DISTANCE: 9.2 or 6.0 miles (depending on vehicle access option)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2 (3 with optional exploration)

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 1,630'/1,630' or 780'/780' (depending on access option)

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Mount Barcroft

BEST SEASON: Summer and fall

LOCATION: White Mountain Wilderness, Inyo National Forest

CONTACT: 760-873-2483, fs.usda.gov/inyo



PERMITS

None required for this trip.

CHALLENGES

For much of this trip, there is no trail to follow. Following a topo map is important, but stream courses readily define the route. Long pants are also recommended, to protect your shins from scratchy sagebrush.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N37° 30.804' W118° 08.762'



Plan on 2–3 hours for the 39-mile drive from Big Pine. From US 395 at the north end of Big Pine, strike east on CA 168 and climb into the White Mountains. After 13 miles, just before Westgard Pass, turn left up the Ancient Bristlecone Pine Scenic Byway. After another 10.3 miles, at about 10,000 feet, continue past the short turnoff to the Schulman Grove Visitor Center. From here the byway is dirt—graded for cars but still a workout for springs and tires. Go 9.4 miles more along the open crest of the White Mountains and turn right at a signed junction to Crooked Creek Research Station. Two miles from the byway, veer left on Road 35E315. Climb 2 more, rougher miles to the primary trailhead atop an airy ridge at 10,300 feet. A high-clearance, low-geared, four-wheel-drive vehicle is required to crawl down (and back up) the steep track that continues down 1.6 miles to the secondary trailhead at Cottonwood Creek.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the primary trailhead, you can look north through bristlecone and limber pines to glimpse the granite of Cottonwood Basin waiting below. By wheel or foot, descend the rough and steep double-track as it drops north down the throat of a ravine. The road flattens at open meadows 850 feet below and crosses the headwater springs of Poison Creek. To cross here you might need to get your feet wet. A couple hundred yards farther, you hop across the South Fork of Cottonwood Creek and reach the secondary trailhead. You might consider camping in this open area; on the loop you’ll return to here, so if you like you can hike the loop with a daypack.

From the 4WD parking turnout, head north on a distinct single-track past a sign marking the White Mountain Wilderness. Through some vague spots, trend right, staying near granite abutments to your right. At a boulder jumble, the trail jogs right then continues uphill to cross through an old barbwire stock fence. Feed your pack and step through, and a few hundred yards beyond, you reach a low pass to Cottonwood Creek’s north fork drainage. Now a mile from the secondary trailhead, you descend to Granite Meadow. The stroll through here offers much to savor, starting with summer flowers such as potentilla, larkspur, paintbrush, columbine, and shooting stars. High to the west rise the pale limestone summits of the Whites standing above the Patriarch Grove area of deep-green bristlecone pines. The granite outcrops walling the meadow here start to get unusual and interesting. The stream along the east side of the meadow is perennial in most years, and camping (away from the stream) in this vicinity is “Easy Street.”


Massage Your Feet

At the end of a good day, lie back with your heels up against a tree or rock, then circle the ankles to encourage pooled blood and soreness to drain down. Later, rub the soles, fold the toes, flex the balls, and wring the arches, both to stimulate circulation and to wrestle happy mobility into boot-stiffened joints. Foot massages will make your spine smile too, because with each step, feet and torso make micro balancing adjustments to each other, so supple feet enable a supple back.



Continuing north, the trail remains traceable near the east bank of the stream until you reach the north fork of Cottonwood Creek coming in from the west. A sign here prohibits fishing, for these waters are a home for the very rare Paiute cutthroat trout.


PAIUTE CUTTHROAT TROUT

The federally threatened Paiute cutthroat trout is one of the world’s rarest trout species. This trout is known for being iridescent and mostly unspotted. Originally it was native only in the headwaters of the Carson River, in Alpine County. As grazing and interbreeding with introduced trout there threatened it with extinction, some of the Paiute cutthroats were transplanted in 1946 to here in the Cottonwood Basin, where there were no native fish. This Cottonwood population has been doing well enough that in 2017 some were taken back to the original Carson headwaters.



A cross-country adventure option starts upstream here on a once-maintained, easily traceable trail. The old trail starts on the north side of the creek and crosses the stream a couple of times on its way up through lovely aspen groves. After about a mile, this track dissipates at meadows that rival Granite in picturesque serenity. From there you can enjoy scenic roaming farther north or west, and you can find a place to climb east about 500 feet up somewhat steep and brushy slopes to reach a “high lonesome” plateau of rolling grandeur. From high points there, between the Cottonwood and Tres Plumas watersheds, you can look over all of Cottonwood Basin, get a rare view to much of the White Mountain crest, and out east to distant desert ranges. One can extend this high cruising by dropping northeast into the (usually dry) Tres Plumas drainage, and climb back up east to tour the very extensive Tres Plumas Flat. It’s also possible to follow the Tres Plumas canyon south and reconnect with the Cottonwood Basin loop. Just before rejoining Cottonwood Creek (where you may notice the signal of a lone big juniper in the ravine center), you’ll want to climb east a couple hundred feet up to skirt steep and rocky outcrops.


TAKE THIS TRIP

On the “back” side of the famously high and isolated White Mountains, Cottonwood Basin bristles with a surprising complex of granite towers, cliffs, pinnacles, and domes above meadowy streams. The not-difficult circuit through this knobby citadel can be walked in a day, but excellent campsites and options to explore enchanting pockets and the adjacent highlands of the Tres Plumas watershed make carrying in worthwhile.



Back at the north end of Granite Meadow, our trail for the basic loop generally disappears. Fear not, for the North Fork of Cottonwood Creek is in most places narrow enough to jump across, the brush and grasses are easy to walk through, and the creek itself provides the main route finding guidance. Exit Granite Meadow by jumping to the north side of the North Fork, and head downstream. For a good while you’ll want to stay on this flank of the stream, winding around willow clumps. A third of a mile along here, the stream meanders and willows force you to jump back and forth three, four, and probably five times. Above deeper pools you’ll likely glimpse some of the wary trout. As you walk, northern flickers flush up from the shrubs, and the granite formations on either side rise, contort, and arch in fascinating forms. Pocket meadows offer secluded camping options, and dry ravines up among the crags suggest fun little side jaunts where few ever go. The watercourse restraightens and the route again runs for a while on the creek’s north side. Most of the scattered trees here are limber pines, but in some granite galleries you might notice a bristlecone pine by its distinctive deep-green and close-furred needles; most bristlecones grow on open limestone slopes, and only rarely does this famous species grow in niches like this.

About 1.7 miles from the north end of Granite Meadow the drainage turns south. Here, (dry) Tres Plumas Creek joins from the north, and our route continues south down the east side of the Cottonwood drainage. A faintly visible track reappears at times, leading through willows back and forth across the creek. Gradually the drainage widens and all but flattens, and 2.8 miles from Granite Meadow we emerge to a wider, deeper pasture. Soon after that we remeet the strong flow of the South Fork of Cottonwood Creek and turn upstream for the last leg of the loop.

A good trail leads up along the north bank, then crosses on a charred log. A bit higher you can recross, then soon cross back again into aspens just before meeting an abandoned log cabin and corral. This is McCloud Camp, the former summer digs for ranchers here (as of 2018, there are no longer cattle). Follow a 4WD road here upstream to return to the secondary trailhead, then retrace your steps back up to the primary trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The main town in this area is Bishop, 12 miles north of Big Pine. In Bishop you’ll find outdoor shops, and Big Pine has a great barbecue restaurant and quaint lodges. Halfway between Bishop and Big Pine, just west off the highway, is Keough’s Hot Springs (800 Keough Hot Springs Road, 760-872-4670, keoughshotsprings.com), a rustic resort with campsites, showers, and a large warm swimming pool. When you embark into the Whites up the Bristlecone Byway, you should consider a night or two at the Grandview Campground (760-873-2500, fs.usda.gov/inyo), the only established campground (and where the only water is what you bring) in the Whites. This will help you get used to the altitude, and it will be a good base for a visit to the oldest trees on earth, starting at the Schulman Grove Visitor Center. There you can acquaint yourself with the brief and easy Discovery Trail, or take the 4-mile Methuselah loop. Farther north on the Bristlecone Byway, the Patriarch Grove offers a more scenic, easy walk through classically twisted trees.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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SOUTHERN SIERRA NEVADA



The Sierra Nevada reaches a climax toward the southern end of its 400-mile range, in an area referred to as the High Sierra. A sizable portion of the High Sierra lies within the boundaries of Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks, John Muir Wilderness, Golden Trout Wilderness, and Ansel Adams Wilderness. Within these jurisdictions are some of the range’s most significant geographical features—14,494-foot Mount Whitney, the highest peak in the Lower 48, and the largest groves of Sequoiadendron giganteum, more commonly known as giant sequoias, the world’s largest trees by volume. This region also provides passage to a trio of famous routes: a section of the 2,600-mile Mexico-to-Canada Pacific Crest Trail, part of the 218-mile Mount Whitney– to–Yosemite Valley John Muir Trail, and the entirety of the trans-Sierra, 69-mile High Sierra Trail. Along with these legendary features, the High Sierra is blessed with acres and acres of terrain for which the area is famous, including glistening granite peaks, crystalline lakes, dashing streams, wildflower-carpeted meadows, and glaciated valleys.

Thankfully, this region is mostly devoid of major roads. From Tioga Pass Road through Yosemite National Park and CA 178 well to the south—a distance of roughly 170 air miles—no highways cross the Sierra, leaving a huge, roadless tract of land for the enjoyment of backcountry visitors. The Southern Sierra features vast wilderness lands, including Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks, of which more than 800,00 acres are managed as wilderness; the 650,000-acre John Muir Wilderness (California’s largest wilderness area), which wraps around the northern and eastern boundaries of the parks; and the 304,000-acre Golden Trout Wilderness, located along the southern boundary of Sequoia. Smaller pockets of wilderness adjoin the parks on the west side, including Monarch, Kaiser, Dinkey, and Jennie Lakes Wildernesses. Farther north, between the John Muir Wilderness and Yosemite National Park, the Ansel Adams Wilderness protects another 232,000 acres of rugged backcountry, including the renowned Minarets.

All told, the two national parks and three wilderness areas in this section, spanning an area from Horseshoe Meadow in the south to the Ritter Range in the north, contain more than 1,500 miles of maintained trail, offering plenty of opportunities to escape the crowds, at least for those who know where to elude them. Thirteen distinct trips are described in this section, beginning at trailheads on both the west and east sides of the range. Eight of the trails are primarily within the majestic backcountry of Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks, with five more exploring the High Sierra of the John Muir and Ansel Adams Wildernesses.
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Pavilion Dome as seen from French Canyon (see Trip 48) photographed by Mike White

SEQUOIA & KINGS CANYON NATIONAL PARKS AND JOHN MUIR AND GOLDEN TROUT WILDERNESSES

Although slightly less famous than Yosemite to the north, Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks contain many of the Sierra Nevada’s most impressive features. On the extreme eastern side of Sequoia is Mount Whitney, at 14,494 feet the highest summit in the Lower 48. The 10,760 feet between Mount Whitney and the town of Lone Pine in Owens Valley at the eastern base of the Sierra is the greatest relief between mountaintop and valley in the Lower 48 as well. The Kings River gorge, just west of the confluence of the Middle and South Forks, is one of the deepest canyons in North America, measured at just over 8,000 feet from the top of Spanish Mountain to the river. The General Sherman Tree also resides within Sequoia, at over 52,500 cubic feet the largest giant sequoia in existence. Along with these extraordinary features, some of the most magnificent backcountry in the Sierra Nevada is found in and around these two parks. Several summers could be spent backpacking in this area and there would still be more placid lakes, crystalline streams, flower-covered meadows, and granite peaks to see and experience.

From western trailheads, Trails 41–44 venture into the heart of the parks’ backcountry, including Trail 42, which follows the High Sierra Trail on an epic adventure from the big trees in Giant Forest to the big mountain of Mount Whitney. Trails 45–47 start at eastern trailheads, crossing the Sierra Crest and journeying through the rugged terrain on the eastern fringe of the parks. Trails 48–50 also begin on the east side of the range, visiting the scenic high mountain terrain of the John Muir and Ansel Adams wilderness areas north of Kings Canyon National Park. Trail 53 is accessed from the west side of the range and travels into the heart of the Ansel Adams Wilderness just south of Yosemite National Park.

ANSEL ADAMS WILDERNESS

The Ansel Adams Wilderness adjoins the east and southeast boundaries of Yosemite National Park and can be divided into two distinct landscapes. The eastern lands almost coincide with a belt of metamorphic rocks, so this area has a very different feel: deep, near-crest canyons painted in various earth hues of metamorphic rocks that dominate over the gray granitic rocks. Here you’ll find arguably some of the finest mountain scenery in the Sierra Nevada, the sawtooth Ritter Range towering over and reflected in a series of sparkling lakes along the east base (Trip 52). In the west part of this wilderness, the landscape is more granitic than metamorphic, with less relief; it therefore offers relatively easy hiking to its many lakes (Trip 53).
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Blue Lake reflects Thompson Ridge. (see Trip 51). photographed by Andy Selters
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Mineral King and the Great Western Divide from Franklin Pass

41

MINERAL KING AND LITTLE FIVE LAKES LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 39.2 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 5–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 10,710'/10,710'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 9

MAP: USGS Mineral King, Chagoopa Falls, and Triple Divide Peak

BEST SEASON: Midsummer–early fall

LOCATION: Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks

CONTACT: 559-565-3341, nps.gov/seki



PERMITS

A wilderness permit is required for entry into the backcountry of Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks. Trailhead quotas are in effect from about the end of May to the end of September, and approximately 66% of the daily trailhead quota is available by advance reservation March 1–September 15. At least two weeks before the day of departure, you can obtain a permit application from the park website (nps.gov/seki) and submit the completed form by mail (Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks, Wilderness Permit Reservations, 47050 Generals Highway, #60, Three Rivers, CA 93271) or via email to sekiwildernessreservations@nps.gov. A nonrefundable fee of $10 per reservation plus $5 per person is assessed and can be paid by credit card through pay.gov.

Applicants will receive a reservation confirmation by mail, which must then be turned in to the issue station nearest your departure trailhead in order to obtain the actual permit. You must confirm or pick up your permit after 1 p.m. on the day before departure or before 9 a.m. on the departure day; otherwise the permit is canceled and becomes available to other parties on a walk-in basis. Free walk-in permits may be obtained after 1 p.m. on the day before departure, and unclaimed reserved permits become available after 9 a.m. on the day of departure. More information about wilderness permits is available online at nps.gov/sekiplanyourvisit/wilderness.htm.

Fees are charged for entrance into the park as well ($35 for a seven-day pass, $60 for an Annual Park Pass to Sequoia & Kings Canyon, and $80 for an America the Beautiful Pass that provides year-round access to all national parks and recreation areas).

CHALLENGES

Gas is not available beyond Three Rivers, so make sure you have enough fuel to get to Mineral King and back. The marmots of Mineral King are notorious for chewing on engine hoses and stowing away in engine compartments, so make sure you check your vehicle for leaks and stowaways before departure. Better yet, use a large tarp to wrap the undercarriage of your car. Campfires are banned in several places along this route, so plan on using a stove. Bears are active throughout Sequoia National Park, and while bear canisters are not required, they are highly recommended. In lieu of canisters, use the bear boxes at the locations noted in the description. Bear-bagging food has proven to be largely ineffectual, compounding the bear problem.

HOW TO GET THERE


MOSQUITO-EAGLE TRAILHEAD N36° 26.905' W118° 35.716'



Near the east end of Three Rivers, leave CA 198 to follow the Mineral King Road east 24.7 miles to the Mosquito-Eagle Trailhead parking area. The narrow and winding road has unpaved sections and will require about 1.5 hours to negotiate—more if you encounter much traffic. Along the way, you pass the Lookout Point entrance station (fee), Atwell Mill Campground, Silver City Resort, Cold Springs Campground, and Mineral King ranger station. Any extra food or scented items should be placed in the storage shed (24-hour access) opposite the ranger station, as both bears and marmots have been known to damage vehicles parked in Mineral King.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Backtrack down the road, cross the bridge over East Fork Kaweah River, and then follow the pack station access road up the canyon (southeast) past the horse corral. After a mile, ford Crystal Creek and proceed on single-track trail (the road continues along the river through Aspen Flat and over to Soda Spring). A mild-to-moderate, 0.75-mile climb leads to Franklin Creek and the start of steeper switchbacks, interrupted by an ascending traverse near the midpoint. Reach a junction with the Franklin Lakes Trail 3.25 miles from the parking area.

Turn left (northeast) and make a long, ascending traverse across the northwest flank of Tulare Peak, with impressive views down to Mineral King and up to red-and-orange-hued Franklin Canyon. Sharp eyes may be able to spot the tailings and shaft of the Lady Franklin Mine, atop the slope above a pair of switchbacks. Reach a crossing of willow-lined Franklin Creek at 4.4 miles.

The switchbacking ascent continues toward the rock-and-mortar dam that holds Lower Franklin Lake, where a fine backdrop is created by the dramatic profile of the multicolored Great Western Divide, including aptly named Rainbow Mountain. A short use trail accesses campsites alongside the tumbling creek just below the outlet. The trail climbs high above the lake’s surface, past a pair of paths that descend to petite, overused, foxtail-pine-shaded campsites on sandy ledges stamped out of the steep hillside on the northeast side of the basin (bear box). A pit toilet screened by a clump of willows near the southernmost area was placed here to help protect the extremely shallow and sterile soils found in the basin. You can escape some of the crowds at Lower Franklin Lake by continuing another half mile to exposed sites on the bench between the upper and lower lakes. Anglers can ply the waters of both lakes in search of brook trout.

Ascend the trail above Lower Franklin Lake to well-graded switchbacks and climb above the trees, across open slopes of coarse, granitic pebbles. From the top of the switchbacks, a long, ascending traverse is followed by a series of shorter switchbacks leading to the final approach to Franklin Pass (approximately 11,760'), 7.4 miles from the parking area. At the spine of the Great Western Divide, alpine splendor spreads out across the horizon, including Mount Whitney, 18 miles to the northeast, above the deep cleft of Kern Canyon. The Kaweah Peaks appear to the north, less than 10 air miles away.


TAKE THIS TRIP

While this trip, with its great elevation gains and losses and the crossing of two major Sierra passes, is not for the fainthearted, the incredible scenery along the way is more than ample reward for all your hard work. Panoramic views, alpine basins, cirque lakes, flower-covered meadows, tumbling creeks, and serene forests are just some of the visual treats. With an extra lay-over day or two, you can fully explore such delightful spots as Little and Big Five Lakes basins. You can also reverse the direction of this loop, or, by traveling over Sawtooth Pass, reduce this to a 27-mile, three- to four-day loop trip.



Follow a winding path down from Franklin Pass, across barren, sandy slopes; along the way, you will eventually witness the return of very widely scattered, stunted pines. Switchbacks lead downslope past a junction with the faint Shotgun Pass Trail, and around a small meadow near the head of the Rattlesnake Creek drainage. About 0.5 mile past the meadow is the junction of the Rattlesnake Creek and Soda Creek Trails, 10 miles from the trailhead. Follow the left path (east) and proceed through lodgepole pine forest on a mildly rising ascent 0.5 mile to grass- and pine-rimmed Forester Lake, where fine campsites and the chance to fish for brook trout may tempt overnighters.

A moderate climb away from the lake leads past a small meadow to the top of a rise, followed by a moderate descent to the east side of Little Claire Lake. On the south shore, a large, sandy slope dotted with foxtail pines provides fine camping, complete with an excellent view of 12,210-foot Needham Mountain across the lake. Additional campsites may be located along the north shore, near the outlet, close to the lip of Soda Creek’s steep canyon. Good-size brook trout in Little Claire Lake will lure any anglers in your party.

From Little Claire Lake, the trail drops 900 vertical feet in a mile of switchbacks down a steep, forested slope to a ford of Soda Creek. The next 3.25 miles are along a featureless descent alongside the creek through a lodgepole pine forest, broken only by intermittent avalanche swaths that have swept the wall of the canyon. Near the Lost Canyon junction, red firs, western white pines, and Jeffrey pines join the lodgepoles.

Fortunately, the National Park Service has rerouted the section of trail up Lost Canyon from the junction. Formerly, the merciless route was exposed to the hot and scorching sun before eventually entering cool forest along Lost Canyon Creek. Turn left to follow sometimes steep switchbacks northwest along a zigzagging course through light forest, across the creek, and up to a meadow with a campsite nearby (bear box). This is followed by a more moderate climb to the Big Five Lakes junction.

Turn right (northeast) and follow long-legged switchbacks up a hillside carpeted with chinquapin and dotted with lodgepole pines. A tepid tarn situated on a bench partway up the slope offers a refreshing swim, along with secluded campsites above the heather-lined shore. The moderate ascent amid boulders and slabs resumes beyond the pond, to the apex of a ridge that overlooks the Big Five Lakes basin. A steep, rocky descent drops from the ridge to the first of the lakes, 2 miles from the junction in Lost Canyon. Good campsites are located near the outlet and along the north shore. Continue along the north side of the lake to an informal junction, and take the right fork up a short, steep zigzag to a T-junction with the trail to Little Five Lakes (the left path travels to the highest and prettiest of the Big Five Lakes).

Bound for Little Five Lakes, head north, following the trail’s rolling course for the next mile, with occasional views of the Kaweahs. Drop down to cross a small stream, then climb through lodgepole forest. After a while, Lake 10,476 springs into view, and you soon reach the peninsula on the northeast side of the lake, where there are several overused campsites (bear box). A use trail on the right accesses to the more remote, northernmost lakes.

Proceed ahead (southwest) on the left trail and climb through open terrain toward the highest of the Little Five Lakes. A couple of view-packed campsites sit well above the lake and away from the trail. From the lake, the trail veers west and makes a sometimes steep climb to Black Rock Pass (approximately 11,700') at a gap in the Great Western Divide. As you catch your breath, enjoy the sweeping views of both Five Lakes basins dropping into Big Arroyo and backdropped by the Kaweah Peaks. In the eastern distance, Mount Whitney can be seen atop the Sierra Crest.

A steep, switchbacking descent leads away from the pass across open, rocky slopes that provide stunning views into the cirque basins of Spring, Cyclamen, and Columbine Lakes at the head of rugged Cliff Creek Canyon. More sedate scenery waits ahead, as you descend toward the meadows bordering Cliff Creek on the way to diminutive Pinto Lake, tucked off the trail in a thicket of willows. The lake offers surprisingly warm swimming. A use trail on the left just beyond the lake leads to campsites (bear box).

Away from the vicinity of Pinto Lake, the trail drops on rocky switchbacks through dense shrubs before the grade eases near a view of ribbonlike Cliff Creek Falls. The descent continues down a boulder-filled wash, where the creek follows a subterranean course. You then leave the open terrain in favor of scattered fir forest. Hop across a number of lushly lined rivulets before arriving at a boulder hop of Cliff Creek (difficult in early season), a junction with the trail to Redwood Meadow, and campsites (bear box).

Veer left (south), cross the creek, and follow the trail toward Timber Gap, a nearly 2,400-foot, 2.75-mile climb. Forested switchbacks lead up a ridge to a long, flower-filled, sloping meadow watered by numerous seeps. This charming, verdant vale seems to mute the otherwise stiff climb toward the gap. Just below Timber Gap, reenter forest, which inhibits any kind of rewarding view. Fortunately, a view eventually comes, as the trail beyond Timber Gap soon breaks out of the trees onto brush-covered slopes, the result of a fire back in the 1990s. Here, the entire sweep of the Mineral King area lies at your feet, as the moderately steep trail propels you toward the Sawtooth-Monarch Trailhead below. Just before the trailhead, you reach the junction with the trail east to Monarch Lakes and Sawtooth Pass; proceed on the right-hand trail a short distance to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Rustic Silver City Resort (559-734-4109, silvercityresort.com) offers breakfast, lunch, and dinner Thursday–Monday, but the main attraction is the pies that are baked daily.

Back in Three Rivers, there are plenty of restaurants, as well as several lodging options. The best dining can be found at the Gateway Lodge (559-561-4133, gateway-sequoia.com), the last commercial establishment before the Ash Mountain entrance on the eastern edge of town. It offers exquisite fare and stunning views of the Kaweah River. A range of entrées allows patrons the opportunity to drop several bills on filet mignon, broiled salmon, or braised lamb shanks, or choose something more economical, like the Gateway veggie pizza.

Because just getting to Mineral King requires a long drive from just about anywhere, camping at either the Atwell Mill or Cold Springs Campground provides a chance to get a good night’s rest and acclimatize before starting your backpack trip.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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View west from Trail Crest
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CRESCENT MEADOW TO WHITNEY PORTAL VIA THE HIGH SIERRA TRAIL

Mike White


DISTANCE: 72.4 miles (plus 4.8-mile trip to Whitney summit)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 8–14

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 15,325'/20,775'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 295

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated–moderate solitude

SCENERY: 10

MAP: USGS Lodgepole, Triple Divide Peak, Mount Kaweah, Chagoopa Falls, Mount Whitney, and Mount Langley

BEST SEASON: Midsummer–early fall

LOCATION: Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks

CONTACT: 559-565-3341, nps.gov/seki



PERMITS

See Trip 41.

CHALLENGES

Gas is not available within Sequoia or Kings Canyon, so make sure you have enough gas to get into and out of the parks. Campfires are banned in several places along this route, so plan to use a stove. Bears are active throughout Sequoia National Park and surrounding national forest lands, requiring you to observe proper food-storage guidelines at all times. Bear canisters are required on the Mount Whitney Trail, so you’ll probably have to carry one on the rest of the trip anyway. Speaking of Mount Whitney, all human waste must be packed out of the Mount Whitney area. Pack-out kits are available at the visitor center in Lone Pine and the Crabtree Ranger Station and may be disposed of at the human-waste receptacle at Whitney Portal.


TAKE THIS TRIP

While it’s lesser known than the 218-mile John Muir Trail, which runs the length of the Sierra from Mount Whitney to Yosemite Valley, the 68.5-mile High Sierra Trail, traversing the Sierra from Giant Forest to Mount Whitney, deserves equal consideration. While hordes of peak baggers set their sights on Mount Whitney from the east, and a good number of backpackers visit Bearpaw Meadow and Hamilton Lakes from the west, fewer people experience the majesty of the land in between. Wonderful treasures such as the alpine heights of Nine Lakes Basin, the meadows of Big Arroyo, the serenity of Moraine Lake, the glacier-carved depths of Kern Canyon, and remote lakes below the Sierra Crest await.



HOW TO GET THERE


CRESCENT MEADOW TRAILHEAD N36° 33.294' W118° 44.937'

WHITNEY PORTAL N36° 35.233' W118° 14.405'



Making arrangements to get dropped off at the Crescent Meadow Trailhead on the west side of the Sierra and then to get picked up at Whitney Portal on the east side several days later may be the most difficult part of this trip. For those shuttling between the trailheads, CA 58 over Tehachapi Pass (between Bakersfield and Mojave) is a faster route than either CA 120 over Tioga Pass or CA 178 over Walker Pass.

Crescent Meadow Trailhead: Follow the Generals Highway from the Lodgepole Visitor Center (where you pick up your wilderness and parking permits) south toward Giant Forest 4.4 miles. Near the Giant Forest Museum, turn left (east) on narrow Crescent Meadow Road and drive 2.5 miles to the Crescent Meadow parking lot.

Whitney Portal: Take US 395 to the small town of Lone Pine and turn west onto Whitney Portal Road. Proceed 13 miles to Whitney Portal and park in the overnight lot.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The start of the High Sierra Trail follows a paved path southeast, crosses a pair of short bridges over Crescent Creek, and then heads past junctions with the Crescent Meadow and Bobcat Point Trails on the way to a fork in a forested saddle near the Burial Tree. Proceed ahead (east), as the trail swings across an open hillside perched high above Middle Fork Kaweah River, to Eagle View, and then traverses south-facing slopes to a junction with the Wolverton Cutoff Trail, 2.5 miles from the parking area. A short walk northeast from the junction brings you to refreshing Panther Creek.


IMAGINING A HIGH TRAIL

The High Sierra Trail (HST) was the brainchild of former park superintendent Colonel John White, who envisioned a trail connecting the two main features of Sequoia National Park: the big trees (giant sequoias) and the big peak (Mount Whitney). Constructed by members of the Civilian Conservation Corps in the 1930s, the HST has been dazzling visitors ever since.



Beyond Panther Creek, the undulating trail moves in and out of the seams of the creek’s tributaries for the next couple of miles before climbing over Sevenmile Hill. At 5.5 miles, you hop over Mehrten Creek, where a short use trail climbs steeply up the hillside to the first developed campsites along the HST (bear box).

Continue east past the Sevenmile Trail junction and make a short traverse beneath light forest cover to an easy ford of a tiny tributary of Mehrten Creek. A pronounced descent then leads to the twin-channeled crossing of the first of many Buck Creek tributaries. At 8.25 miles, near another twin-branched tributary, is the next developed campsite (bear box). Beyond the streams, the trail bends around the mostly open slope of Buck Canyon and then drops to a bridge over the main channel of Buck Creek. From the bridge, a switchbacking climb attacks the east wall of Buck Canyon on the way to the top of a low ridge and a junction with the 200-foot lateral heading south to Bearpaw Meadow Campground. The overused campground has numbered sites sheltered by dense timber. There are also bear boxes, a spigot with treated water, and a pit toilet. Campfires are prohibited.

While heavily shaded, Bearpaw Meadow Campground looks somewhat gloomy; Bearpaw Meadow High Sierra Camp, 0.2 mile east on the HST, is the exact opposite. Perched high atop the canyon wall, the open setting, near the lip of Middle Fork Kaweah River Canyon, offers stunning views of the glacier-scoured surroundings to the east, including Eagle Scout Peak and Mount Stewart on the Great Western Divide, the Yosemite-esque cleft of Hamilton Creek, and Black Kaweah above Kaweah Gap. Similar to the famed High Sierra Camps in Yosemite’s backcountry, guests at Bearpaw Meadow sleep in tent cabins and enjoy hot meals for breakfast and dinner (by reservation only). The nearby ranger station offers emergency services.

Follow a descending traverse east, away from the activity at Bearpaw Meadow, to cross the precipitous north face of River Valley, where you will enjoy excellent views of the canyon along the way. At the canyon bottom, a concrete culvert spans usually rowdy Lone Pine Creek. A short climb above the creek leads to a small bench and a junction with the trail to Elizabeth Pass. A couple of decent campsites can be found near the junction.

Head southeast for a stiff, switchbacking climb across dry slopes covered with manzanita, sagebrush, and scattered black oaks. The trail curves into the canyon of Hamilton Creek; the stunning, view-packed topography in this granite sanctuary is absolutely amazing. North of the trail, the towering wall of Angel Wings rivals any of Yosemite Valley’s better-known walls. The white domes of Hamilton Towers top the ridge on the opposite sides of the canyon. You soon ford tumbling Hamilton Creek and climb over shards of rock above Lower Hamilton Lake to the outlet of Upper Hamilton Lake at 8,235 feet. At the north end of the lake, there are good but overused campsites offering fine views of a waterfall at the east end (two-night limit, bear box, and no fires). Anglers may enjoy the challenge of trying to land a brook, rainbow, or golden trout.

Now you face the 2,500-foot ascent to Kaweah Gap. The trail is something of an engineering marvel, blasted right out of solid rock in places. From the outlet of Upper Hamilton Lake, the trail zigzags up the north wall of an enormous cirque and then veers south past a tarn on the way to Precipice Lake, at the base of the impressive north face of Eagle Scout Peak. A 0.75-mile climb past a smattering of miniature tarns finally leads to Kaweah Gap, where there is a grand view of the Kaweah Peaks, Nine Lakes Basin, and Big Arroyo.

Glacier-scoured Nine Lakes Basin is a special place, worthy of at least one layover day for those who have the extra time and energy. The U-shaped basin at the convergence of the Great Western Divide and Kaweah Peaks Ridge, culminating at Triple Divide Peak, presents unparalleled alpine scenery. To visit the basin, descend a few switchbacks from Kaweah Gap and then leave the HST to head north cross-country to the first lake, at about 10,455 feet. From there, off-trail travel to the upper two lakes is straightforward. The route to a set of lakes to the east crosses more difficult terrain and requires advanced route-finding skills.

From Kaweah Gap, the trail steadily descends the west side of Big Arroyo. Halfway down the canyon, you cross Big Arroyo Creek and follow the east side of the canyon through alternating pockets of meadow and granite, crossing numerous side streams along the way. The open terrain permits fine views of the canyon and the multihued Kaweah Peaks to the east. At 3.4 miles from Kaweah Gap, you reach a junction on the right with a trail to Little Five Lakes that leads 0.1 mile to a large camping area near Big Arroyo Creek. Little Five Lakes is another area worthy of a side trip.

From the junction, head southeast to embark on a long, sustained, ascending traverse of Big Arroyo. The timber along this section is sparse, which allows a flourish of shrubs such as sagebrush, chinquapin, and manzanita, accented by splashes of color from a host of drought-tolerant wildflowers. After crossing several tributaries, pass a small seasonal tarn and then begin a mild descent away from the lip of the canyon. Head through alternating sections of meadow and lodgepole- and foxtail-pine forest, and shortly arrive at a large meadow with a junction with the trail to Moraine Lake.

Although the designated route of the HST continues across Chagoopa Plateau, the alternate route to Moraine Lake offers better scenery and the opportunity to camp at the lake. Veer right (south-southeast) at the junction and leave the meadow behind on a descent through dense stands of foxtail and lodgepole pines. Returning to the edge of Big Arroyo provides fine views of the canyon and the impressive peaks of the Great Western Divide. The descent gets steeper on the way to the wooded shore of Moraine Lake, where excellent campsites (bear box) offer an overnight haven; sites along the south shore offer the best views of the Kaweah Peaks.

Hop across the outlet of Moraine Lake, traverse the moraine at the east end, and drop down to lovely, flower-filled, grass-covered Sky Parlor Meadows, with additional views of the Kaweah Peaks and Great Western Divide. Rejoin the HST near the eastern edge of the meadow, just beyond a ford of Funston Creek.

A moderate then steep descent leads into the deep, U-shaped trench of Kern Canyon. Along the way, white fir and Jeffrey pine replace the trees from above and, farther down, an occasional juniper or black oak stands above the manzanita and snowbush understory. Tight, rocky switchbacks parallel the tumbling course of Funston Creek, which you cross a couple of times before bottoming out on the floor of the canyon. Reach a junction with the Kern Canyon Trail, 5.6 miles from Moraine Lake and 4,000 feet below Kaweah Gap.

Turn left (north) and follow the Kern Canyon Trail upstream through a marshy area, a pair of meadows, and a stretch of forest composed of Jeffrey pines and incense cedars. Hop across Chagoopa Creek, catching a glimpse through the trees of the falls high on the west side of the canyon. Gently graded trail continues upstream to the stout bridge across the Kern River. Now on the east side of the gorge, you soon reach the ford of Rock Creek. Shortly beyond the ford, around a point, is Kern Hot Spring, a popular backcountry destination, despite the fact that days of hiking are required to reach it from the nearest trailhead. Hot water fills a crude cement bathtub downstream from the spring, providing a warm oasis that has soothed the tired muscles of many a hiker for several decades. There is a designated campground (bear box) northeast of the spring.

Head north from Kern Hot Spring, ford the upper branch of Rock Creek, and then proceed upstream on a gravelly path past some campsites. For the next 7 miles, the trail follows the east side of the U-shaped Kern River trench, beneath the towering walls of the canyon. Glacial action has left many hanging valleys on either side of the canyon, resulting in scenic cascades spilling down the walls toward a union with the Kern River and requiring numerous fords as you continue north. Some of these fords may be difficult in early season, particularly on the stream draining Guyot Flat, Whitney Creek, and Wallace Creek. The ascent of the canyon is gentle for the most part, resulting in straightforward travel through generally open terrain until you approach the ford of Wallace Creek, where you enter a Jeffrey pine forest accented by a smattering of lodgepole and western white pines. Continue through the trees to shady campsites near Junction Meadow (bear box). A short distance up the trail is a junction with the Colby Pass Trail, heading west toward the Kern-Kaweah canyon.

Continue up Kern Canyon (north) from the junction, climbing moderately through stretches of mixed forest alternating with manzanita- and currant-covered clearings, which offer fine views of the Kern-Kaweah canyon and the Kern River trench. After 1.2 miles, the HST climbs out of Kern Canyon on an ascending traverse toward Wallace Creek. A mile farther, the path veers northeast, up Wallace Creek canyon, and climbs another mile to the ford of Wright Creek. Continuing the climb, you reach a junction with the shared route of the famed John Muir Trail (JMT) and Pacific Crest Trail (PCT).

Turn right (south) on the JMT/PCT, which immediately leads to a ford of Wallace Creek. Campsites near the ford (bear box) offer the possibility of a layover day for exploring upper Wallace Creek and Wallace, Wales, and Tulainyo Lakes. Gently graded trail proceeds through groves of lodgepole and foxtail pines before climbing over a saddle to the west of Mount Young. Continue past Sandy Meadow to a junction, where the JMT bends northeast and the PCT continues its southbound journey toward the Mexican border.

Turn left to follow the JMT toward Crabtree Ranger Station (pick up a human-waste pack-out kit for Mount Whitney) and nearby campsites along Whitney Creek (bear box). The route of the JMT differs from what is shown on the USGS Mount Whitney map, remaining well up the north bank of Whitney Creek until it reaches a picturesque meadow just below Timberline Lake (no camping). The trail climbs moderately through open, rocky terrain to Guitar Lake, a popular camping area for those interested in summiting Mount Whitney the next day. The Hitchcock Lakes to the south generally provide more secluded camping.

From Guitar Lake, you climb through moist alpine meadows to a series of long-legged switchbacks up the west face of the Sierra Crest to a junction with the trail to Mount Whitney. Unless you’re the first one here early in the morning, you’ll see a number of backpacks stowed away in rock clefts near the junction. You should feel reasonably comfortable adding your backpack to the pile and carrying a small daypack with valuables and necessities to the summit.

Here, the 2-mile slog to the summit begins. A steady climb leads along the west side of the ridge, with the trail periodically entering notches in the crest that provide acrophobic vistas straight down the near-vertical east face. As you proceed up the rocky trail, sharp eyes may detect the summit’s research hut, built by the Smithsonian Institution in 1909. As you approach the final slope, the grade increases, as the path follows a serpentine route toward the top. Cairns may aid some in finding the route, but the way is unmistakable—head for the highest point! Soon, the roof of the hut pops into view, and you quickly gain the broad summit, which is filled with jumbled slabs and boulders. Don’t forget to sign the summit register located near the hut. To proclaim the sweeping view from the summit as fantastic seems wholly inadequate.

Although the John Muir Trail technically ends at the 14,496-foot summit of Mount Whitney, the terminus to your trip still lies several trail miles away. After returning to the junction and retrieving your pack, turn left (southeast) to make the short ascent to Trail Crest (13,620'), at the boundary between Sequoia National Park and John Muir Wilderness. Now begins the mind-numbing descent down the “100 switchbacks” toward Trail Camp. About halfway down is a shaded area notorious for being covered with ice—steel cables provide handholds, if necessary.

The knee-pounding switchbacks finally end near the outskirts of Trail Camp, where a preponderance of colorful tents and brightly clad summit hopefuls from around the globe often creates a circuslike atmosphere. Don’t expect a serene wilderness experience if you plan to camp in this vicinity. Some campers venture off to the south, toward sites around Consultation Lake, which tends to diminish the crowds only slightly. Due to the overwhelming number of visitors, coupled with the shallow soils and the inability of composting toilets to digest significant amounts of waste at this altitude, regulations now require campers to pack out all human waste. Despite the crush of human activity, the scenery at Trail Camp is stunning, with an amphitheater of towering peaks dwarfing the immediate surroundings.

Away from the hubbub of Trail Camp, the trail drops steeply on rock steps and pebbly tread through a sea of boulders, fords Lone Pine Creek, and then traverses lovely Trailside Meadow, a verdant grassland punctuated with colorful wildflowers, including columbine, paintbrush, and shooting stars. Beyond this oasis, the trail continues descending through rocky terrain on the way to switchbacks that lead down to mellower terrain near Mirror Lake (no camping), a smallish body of water occupying a cirque below the south face of Thor Peak. Boulder-hop across the outlet and then descend more switchbacks to a ford of Lone Pine Creek, just before Outpost Camp, the only legal place after Trail Camp to pitch a tent.

Skirt a willow-covered meadow just beyond Outpost Camp, make a pair of creek crossings, and then follow more switchbacks to a junction with a lateral to Lone Pine Lake. Veer left (north-northwest) to stay on the main trail, cross the creek once more, and begin the last set of long and dusty switchbacks. Other than when you make a couple more crossings of Lone Pine Creek, the trail lacks shade until you enter the cool forest surrounding Whitney Portal at trail’s end.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

After 8–14 days on the trail, you’ll enjoy the chance to taste real food again at the Whitney Portal Store. Although the selection is limited, a hamburger and a milkshake should more than satisfy. The tiny town of Lone Pine offers a handful of restaurants serving fare ranging from burgers and pizza to steaks and seafood. A nearly equal number of budget motels offer hot showers and real beds.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Ranger Meadow
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LODGEPOLE TO DEADMAN CANYON TO CRESCENT MEADOW

Mike White


DISTANCE: 50.2 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 5–8

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 12,000'/10,825'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point (loop option*)

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 8*

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 9

MAP: USGS Lodgepole, Mount Silliman, Sphinx Lakes, and Triple Divide Peak

BEST SEASON: Midsummer–early fall

LOCATION: Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks

CONTACT: 559-565-3341, nps.gov/seki

*After the shuttle-bus season ends (usually after the weekend following Labor Day), hiking back to Lodgepole is possible by following the Alta Trail from the High Sierra Trail to Panther Gap, then taking a network of trails back to the starting trailhead.



PERMITS

See Trip 41.

CHALLENGES

Gas is not available within Sequoia or Kings Canyon—make sure you have enough fuel to get into and out of the parks. Campfires are banned in several places along this route, so plan to use a stove. Bears are active throughout Sequoia National Park and surrounding national forest lands, requiring you to observe proper food-storage guidelines at all times. While bear canisters are not required, they are highly recommended. In lieu of canisters, use the bear boxes at the locations noted in the trip description. Bear-bagging food has proven to be largely ineffectual.

HOW TO GET THERE


TWIN LAKES TRAILHEAD N36° 36.345' W118°43.378'

CRESCENT MEADOW TRAILHEAD N36° 33.291' W118° 44.940'



Access Generals Highway within Sequoia National Park from either CA 198 east from Visalia or CA 180 east from Fresno, and follow it to the Lodgepole turnoff. Pick up your wilderness and parking permit at the visitor center and proceed past the campground to the hiker parking lot across from the Walter Fry Nature Center. Bear boxes are available at the trailhead for any food or scented items.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the parking area, head back down the campground access road to a fork, and go left (north), crossing a bridge over Marble Fork Kaweah River. Continue a short way past the Tokopah Falls Trailhead to the Twin Lakes Trailhead. Follow the Twin Lakes Trail north-northwest through Lodgepole Campground, and then start climbing west-northwest through mixed forest to crest the moraine and enter the Silliman Creek drainage. Cross a tiny, spring-fed brook and almost immediately reach a T-junction with the Wuksachi Trail to Wuksachi Village. Continue ahead, cross a rock-filled wash, and climb via rocky switchbacks to a ford of Silliman Creek (the creek is the water source for Lodgepole, so camping, swimming, fishing, and picnicking are not allowed here).

Away from the creek, the ascent continues around the nose of a south-facing spur and then heads northeast to Cahoon Meadow, where a few campsites are nestled under the trees along the fringe of the meadow. Continue climbing past a clearing with fine views across Cahoon Meadow and past a fair-size, sloping meadow on the way to Cahoon Gap, 4 miles from the trailhead.

A mild to moderate descent from the gap parallels East Fork Clover Creek and then crosses a tributary stream via an easy boulder hop to campsites (bear box) on the far side. Proceed through fir forest for 0.3 mile to a junction with the trail to JO Pass, with campsites nearby.

Bear right (northeast) at the junction and continue climbing, following East Fork Clover Creek to a ford. The grade increases as you veer away from the creek and climb up the steep hillside, where lodgepole and western white pine join the forest and a host of wildflowers provide an array of color in season. Beyond a series of switchbacks, the grade finally eases on the approach to Twin Lakes. The two lakes are more like fraternal than identical twins; the southernmost lake is quite a bit larger than the other, and they bear no physical resemblance to each other in shape. The rugged towers of Twin Peaks are visible from spots along the shore of the larger lake. A pair of bear boxes is located on the strip of forest between the two lakes, near a number of overused but shady campsites. Slightly less-used sites are spread around the shoreline of both lakes, and a pit toilet is located west of the smaller twin. Swimming in the shallow lakes can be pleasant, particularly on customarily hot afternoons.

From Twin Lakes, you begin a switchbacking, 700-foot climb northeast toward Silliman Pass. The trail crosses back and forth over the diminutive inlet, providing welcome opportunities to slake your thirst during the stiff ascent. Between sporadic clumps of lodgepole pines, you have improving views of the lakes below and Twin Peaks above. The grade eases near the crest, as you stroll over to Silliman Pass (approximately 10,185'), which marks the boundary between Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks. Through widely scattered conifers, the pass offers views of flat-topped Mount Silliman, the rugged Great Western Divide, the barren Tableland, and the heavily timbered Sugarloaf Creek drainage below. If not for the ever-present smog, the view west across the San Joaquin Valley would be equally impressive.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This near-50-mile loop takes you to one of the most scenic canyons in the California, glacier-carved Deadman Canyon. Here, classic High Sierra scenery is abundant, with glistening granite walls rimmed by towering summits and extensive flower-covered meadows below. And best of all, the crowds are light. In addition to the dramatic canyon, the trail passes through a wide range of environments, including midelevation forests and subalpine and alpine zones. The trip comes to a conclusion amid one of the park’s most unique attractions, Giant Forest, where reside some of the largest giant sequoias on the planet. Extra days can be spent adventuring into equally scenic areas off the main route.



Steep switchbacks descend away from the pass, with good views of the Kings River country along the way, including Tehipite Dome and the peaks along the Monarch Divide. Soon, the blue surfaces of Beville and Ranger Lakes spring into view to the east, as the steep, serpentine descent continues, ultimately leveling off at the basin’s floor, where you pass a pair of junctions with short trails south to Beville Lake and north to Ranger Lake. Beville Lake offers only marginal campsites, while Ranger Lake has five designated campsites and two bear boxes. Anglers can ply the waters of the lodgepole-rimmed lake in search of rainbow trout.

From the Ranger Lake junction, head northeast over granite slabs, around boulders, and beneath scattered pines on a general descent, interrupted briefly by a short climb over the crest of a ridge. Just past a verdant pocket meadow, well watered by a flower-lined stream, you pass a junction with the Lost Lake Trail. Continue north over the lushly lined outlet, and proceed through mixed forest around the southeast flank of Ball Dome. Crest a ridge and drop through a grassy vale to the bottom of Belle Canyon and the broad fork of Sugarloaf Creek; there is a junction here with a trail to Seville Lake and Rowell Meadow.

Turn right (northeast) and follow a gently graded descent to a crossing of an unnamed tributary. Contrary to its appearance on the USGS Mount Silliman map, the trail remains on the north side of Sugarloaf Creek. Step across a pleasant side stream about a mile from the junction and continue the pleasant descent, past a junction with a trail to Rowell Meadow, to aspen- and willow-lined Comanche Meadow. Near the far end of the clearing, a short path leads to campsites (bear box) and access to Sugarloaf Creek.

The descent continues from Comanche Meadow through lush foliage to the crossing of a stream draining Williams Meadow. From there, pass into the markedly drier surroundings of a Jeffrey pine forest, which still reveals evidence of the extensive 1974 fire. Pass through a drift fence and drop into Sugarloaf Valley, with fine views through scattered trees and over clumps of manzanita to Sugarloaf, the prominent hump of granite for which the valley is named. Reach a junction marked simply BEAR BOX, where a short path leads to a shady campsite (and, as promised, a bear box) and a hitching post near a small stream.

Cross a side stream and proceed on gently graded and dusty tread to a ford of Sugarloaf Creek, the lowest point of the journey. Plan on a wet ford here, even if the water is low. A couple of marginal campsites are located above the far side of the creek.

Climb through dense forest and across minor rivulets toward tumbling Ferguson Creek. Reach the top of a manzanita-covered and pine-dotted moraine at the lip of Roaring River canyon with fine views of Palmer Mountain, Sphinx Crest, and peaks of the Great Western Divide. The river lives up to its name with a tumultuous roar that reverberates up the wall of the canyon.
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Eagle Scout Peak and vicinity from near Elizabeth Pass

Drop to the floor of the canyon, pass through a drift fence, and begin the steady climb up the drainage, at times right next to frothy Roaring River tumbling down the boulder-strewn canyon. Just beyond another drift fence, you hop across a side stream and reach the grassy clearing of Scaffold Meadow, followed by a T-junction near the Roaring River Ranger Station. Up either trail are numerous campsites (bear boxes) near the river.

Make a steep then moderate climb through a light, mixed forest into Deadman Canyon, where more gently graded trail leads to the ford of Deadman Canyon’s creek. Beyond the creek, pass through a pleasant, wildflower-covered meadow amid good views of the granite cliffs and walls of the canyon. Proceed through alternating stands of mixed forest and pockets of meadow, where tiny quaking aspens testify to the frequent avalanches that roar down the hillsides. Reach a long meadow, where the creek glides sinuously through grasses and flowers. At the near end of the meadow is a use trail that branches away to campsites, and at this junction is the grave site for which the canyon is named. A deteriorating sign reads HERE REPOSES ALFRED MONIERE, SHEEPHERDER, MOUNTAIN MAN, 18—TO 1887. As the story goes, Moniere took ill and passed away before his associate could make the round-trip to Fresno for help. Whether or not the tale is true, Deadman Canyon is one of the most magnificent burial plots in the Sierra.

Beyond the grave site, you ford the creek again and continue upstream on a mild ascent through boulders, shrubs, and flowers to a picturesque area where the creek spills across a series of slabs. Continue climbing through lush foliage to where the grade eases near a stand of lodgepoles and firs. Beyond the trees, you enter the extensive grasslands of Ranger Meadow, where the steep canyon walls and the peaks at the head of the canyon combine to create a stunning scene across the flower-bedecked meadow.

At the far end of Ranger Meadow, a moderate climb through lodgepole pines leads to the crossing of a lushly lined tributary and then continues across rocky slopes dotted with heather to a ford of the vigorous main channel of Deadman Canyon’s creek. From there, a moderate to moderately steep climb leads through a rock garden to the lip of Upper Ranger Meadow. Just off the trail in a grove of pines on the right are two good campsites. With extra time, you could follow a steep use trail southwest from the camp area up to Big Bird Lake.

Gently graded trail proceeds through Upper Ranger Meadow, followed by increasingly steeper, switchbacking tread near the head of the canyon. After crossing the creek, the trail veers southwest to ascend a talus-and-boulder-filled cirque and zigzags up to Elizabeth Pass, where the views are remarkable.

Although the 2,100-foot ascent is behind you, a more difficult challenge awaits as you cross from Kings Canyon National Park into Sequoia and begin the 3,300-foot, knee-wrenching descent to the Tamarack Lake junction. Unless the National Park Service does some much-needed maintenance on the trail below the pass, you will most likely have to descend poor tread through eroded gullies and extensive washouts. Numerous cairns help guide you, although the general route down the glacier-scoured terrain is relatively straightforward. The upper part of the descent has fine views of Moose and Lost Lakes, while a profusion of wildflowers graces the lower slopes. Farther down, dramatic views of Lion Rock, Mount Stewart, and Eagle Scout Peak issue a siren call luring backpackers to the mountainous terrain surrounding Tamarack and Hamilton Lakes. The descent finally eases near the Tamarack Lake Trail junction, where a couple of campsites can be found a short distance up this path in a grove of trees near Lone Pine Creek.
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One of the Twin Lakes below Twin Peaks

Head south to make a short, mild descent to another junction, and veer right (southwest) to climb steeply on the Over the Hill Trail. Open areas along this ascent offer stunning views of the rugged terrain surrounding Lone Pine Canyon and up the Hamilton Creek drainage. The grade eases on a traverse of the brow of the slope, and then you descend through thickening forest on the way to a junction with the High Sierra Trail. A ranger station and Bearpaw High Sierra Camp lie about 200 yards east, while the lateral trail to Bearpaw Meadow Campground, a heavily shaded backpackers camp with piped water, bear boxes, and outhouse, is about the same distance to the right (west).

Take the famed High Sierra Trail southwest and make a switchbacking descent through sugar pines and firs to a bridge over Buck Creek. Ascend the mostly open slopes of Buck Canyon, and then curve around to a twin-branched tributary with good campsites (bear box). Beyond, a long, rolling traverse leads across the north slope of the Middle Fork Kaweah River Canyon, crossing several refreshing brooks along the way. Through periodic gaps in the forest, you have excellent views of the canyon, Little Blue Dome, Sugarbowl Dome, and Castle Rocks. Past the junction with the Sevenmile Hill Trail on the right, the trail climbs steeply northwest through thick stands of white fir and incense cedar 0.25 mile to Mehrten Creek, where a use trail leads to the first developed campsites for eastbound travelers on the High Sierra Trail. Continue through Jeffrey pine forest and patches of manzanita on a descending traverse across Sevenmile Hill into the Panther Creek drainage. Eventually, the grade eases where the trail bends west and follows an ascending traverse back over multiple branches of the creek to a series of switchbacks leading up to a junction with the Alta Trail.

From the junction, follow a gently undulating traverse across the north wall of the Middle Fork Kaweah River Canyon to Eagle View, a favorite destination of day hikers for the incredible vista. Continue ahead on the High Sierra Trail through Giant Forest for another 0.75 mile, passing by some of the Big Trees and passing through junctions with side trails on the way to the end of your journey at the Crescent Meadow Trailhead (with a little extra time and energy, some of these side trails lead to even more giant sequoias). From there, catch the Gray shuttle bus to the Giant Forest Museum and then transfer to the Purple shuttle bus to Lodgepole. Buses usually run from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.

Alternate exit after shuttle buses have ended: Turn west at the junction and follow the Alta Trail down a series of short switchbacks, cross a spring-fed rivulet, and then proceed across a south-facing, open hillside, enjoying views of the Middle Fork Kaweah River Canyon along the way. After a mile of hiking, you reach Panther Gap and a junction with the Lakes Trail. Follow the Lakes Trail, roughly paralleling Wolverton Creek, first northwest and then west, on a mild to moderate descent to a pair of T-junctions. From the first junction, a trail heads southeast to arc around Long Meadow, while from the second junction, a path heads south toward the Wolverton Trailhead. Continue straight ahead at both junctions, following signs for Lodgepole. As the descending trail bends south and the roar of Wolverton Creek fills the air, the trail merges with an old roadbed and then continues to the Lodgepole Trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

A limited selection of lodges on the western side of the parks offers cushy accommodation for acclimatizing before or refreshing after a backcountry trip. From south to north, facilities include Wuksachi Village (888-252-5757), Stony Creek Lodge (866-522-6966), Montecito Lake Resort (800-227-9900), and Grant Grove Cabins and John Muir Lodge (866-522-6966). Two National Park Service campgrounds, Lodgepole and Dorst Creek, provide a less expensive way to get a jump on your trip (877-444-6777, recreation.gov). Nearby U.S. Forest Service campgrounds include Stony Creek, Upper Stony Creek, Buck Rock, Big Meadows, Tenmile, Landslide, Hume Lake, and Princess (877-444-6777, recreation.gov). In Lodgepole there are also plenty of places to shower, wash clothes, get information, shop, mail letters, or simply lounge.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Fin Dome above Rae Lakes Basin
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RAE LAKES LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 39.9 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 6,850'/6,850'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 9

MAP: USGS The Sphinx and Mount Clarence King

BEST SEASON: Midsummer–early fall

LOCATION: Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks

CONTACT: 559-565-3341, nps.gov/seki



PERMITS

Woods Creek Trail wilderness permit required. See Trip 41, for details.

CHALLENGES

Gas is not available within Kings Canyon National Park, so make sure you have enough gas to get into and out of the area. Campfires are banned in several places along this route, so plan on using a stove. Bears are active throughout Kings Canyon National Park, and bear canisters are required on the Rae Lakes Loop. Due to the area’s popularity, two-night camping limits apply in Paradise Valley and at Charlotte Lake; and one-night camping limits apply to Dollar, Arrowhead, Rae, and Charlotte Lakes.

HOW TO GET THERE


ROADS END TRAILHEAD N36° 47.680' W118°34.977'



From Fresno, follow CA 180 east into Kings Canyon National Park, pass through Grant Grove, and continue to the overnight parking lot at Roads End, 5 miles past Cedar Grove.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Without a doubt, the Rae Lakes Loop is one of the most popular backcountry trips in Sequoia & Kings Canyon. For those who don’t mind the company, the area offers classic High Sierra scenery featuring crystalline, subalpine lakes that reflect an array of glacier-sculpted domes and jagged peaks. Beginning in the majestic setting of Kings Canyon, the route visits two major Sierra creeks (Woods and Bubbs), a significant waterfall (Mist Falls), and two beautiful meadows (Castle Domes and Lower Vidette). It also crosses a major Sierra pass (Glen Pass).

Those fortunate to have extra time can visit Sixty Lake Basin. You can also reverse the route or find alternative campsites—especially near Baxter Lakes, Dragon Lake, Sixty Lake Basin, and East Creek—that are less crowded than the ones along this popular route. Cross-country enthusiasts have even more options for secluded camping.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the ranger station, a wide path heads east up the canyon of South Fork Kings River through a shady, mixed forest shortly to a bridged crossing of Copper Creek.

Beyond the crossing, the trees thin for a while, allowing filtered views of the towering granite walls of the canyon before the trail reenters a dense forest of ponderosa pines, sugar pines, white firs, and alders. After almost 2 miles, you reach a Y-junction with the Woods Creek Trail (labeled Paradise Valley Trail on some maps).

Veer left (northeast) at the junction and continue upstream along the river, past delightful pools and tumbling cascades with periodic views of Buck Peak, the Sphinx, and Avalanche Peak. Eventually, you hear the thundering roar of Mist Falls and reach a short lateral to a viewpoint near the base of the falls.

From Mist Falls, continue upstream on a moderate climb past a picturesque stretch of the river, which dances vigorously over granite slabs before tumbling into a sculpted pool. The trail weaves around large boulders and ascends rock-stepped switchbacks before the grade eases at the lower end of Paradise Valley. Beneath a forest of red firs, lodgepole pines, Jeffrey pines, aspens, and junipers, you reach the backpacker’s camp at Lower Paradise Valley, which has designated campsites, bear boxes, and a pit toilet. Proceed from there on a gentle stroll alongside the sedate river for 1.5 miles to the camp area of Middle Paradise Valley, which has designated sites and bear boxes.

Continue upstream on gently graded trail through alternating stands of mixed conifers and clearings with good views of the steep-walled canyon. After a stretch of moderate climbing, nearly level walking leads past a flower-filled meadow on the way to Upper Paradise Valley camp (designated sites, bear boxes). Immediately past the camp, you come to the crossing of the river just upstream from its confluence with Woods Creek. Bridges seem to get routinely washed out at this location, which can make this a very dangerous crossing until water levels drop enough to allow hikers access to a log spanning the lower water. Check with the Park Service about current conditions if you plan to take this hike in early to midseason.

After 0.5 mile of gentle ascent away from the creek, the trail approaches the stream and starts a moderate climb up the steep-walled valley. Where avalanches have swept the slopes clear of trees, you have fine views of the granite canyon walls and the domes above. Cross over a pair of tributaries before emerging into Castle Domes Meadow. Beyond the meadow, gently graded trail heads east through a lodgepole pine forest toward a junction with the famed John Muir Trail (JMT).

Turn right onto the JMT and soon arrive at Woods Creek Crossing. Fortunately, a suspension bridge built in 1988 offers an attractive alternative to the otherwise difficult ford of this roaring creek. Across the lively bridge are a number of overused, shady campsites with bear boxes and fire rings, although most of the firewood is picked over by midsummer.
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Arrowhead Lake and Fin Dome

Beyond Woods Creek Crossing, the trail curves around the north end of King Spur and begins a moderate climb up the lightly forested canyon of South Fork Woods Creek. Well above creek level, the trail crosses a rushing stream draining Lake 3,144 and climbs exposed, rocky terrain on the way to a boggy meadow. From there, you pass through a drift fence, ascend a rocky ridge, and pass a pair of campsites near the crossing of the willow- and wildflower-lined stream from Sixty Lake Basin. A mile-long climb from the stream leads to a junction with the Baxter Pass Trail just north of Dollar Lake.

Continue the ascent with ever-improving scenery, including fine views of Fin Dome. Head past a small waterfall and across the creek to Arrowhead Lake, where a use trail near the north end leads to campsites (bear box). From there, a short climb through widely scattered lodgepole pines leads to the first of the Rae Lakes. Campsites and bear boxes are nearby and also at the middle lake, where a seasonal ranger cabin is tucked into the pines above the northeast shore. Gently ascending trail passes around the east side of the two lower lakes before bending around the north shore of the upper lake to a ford of the stream and a junction with the Sixty Lake Basin Trail. The Rae Lakes region is one of the Sierra’s most scenic areas, with the peaks of monolithic Fin Dome, jagged King Spur, multihued Painted Lady, and the rugged Sierra Crest providing a fine backdrop to the sparkling, island-dotted lakes and rich green meadows.

From the Sixty Lake Basin Trail junction, walk south, above the west shoreline of the upper lake, and begin the stiff climb toward Glen Pass. Switchbacks lead through diminishing vegetation to a tarn-dotted bench filled with acres and acres of rock. The ongoing, winding ascent eventually brings you to the crest of a narrow ridge and the 11,978-foot pass, where you have a final glimpse of the Rae Lakes basin.

A serpentine, switchbacking descent leads away from the pass and past a pair of rockbound, greenish tarns to a seasonal stream with a couple of marginal campsites nearby. The descent continues through more rocks and boulders to more hospitable terrain, as the path bends southeast. The grade eases on a descending traverse across a lodgepole-dotted hillside above Charlotte Lake. Through gaps in the pines, you enjoy views of the lake and Charlotte Dome farther down Charlotte Creek Canyon. Continue on the JMT, past a junction with a trail to Kearsarge Pass, and then reach a sandy flat with a four-way junction: From here, the Kearsarge Pass Trail heads northeast, and the Charlotte Lake Trail heads northwest 0.8 mile to the lake (campsites, bear boxes, and ranger station).

Unless you’re planning to camp at Charlotte Lake, follow the JMT east over a low rise, and then descend tight switchbacks through dense forest to the Bullfrog Lake junction (camping is banned at Bullfrog Lake). Continue the descent across Bullfrog Lake’s outlet and down to Lower Vidette Meadow and a junction with the Bubbs Creek Trail.

Following signed directions for Cedar Grove, you leave the JMT and head west on a short descent to the north edge of expansive Lower Vidette Meadow, with excellent campsites (bear box) nestled beneath lodgepole pines along the meadow’s fringe. A more pronounced descent leads away from the meadow, following the now tumbling creek down the gorge. Hop across numerous freshets along a protracted descent to the grassy, fern-filled, and wildflower-covered clearing of Junction Meadow and a three-way junction with a trail to East Lake and Lake Reflection (worthy destinations if you have the extra time). Campsites can be found a short distance up this trail on either side of the Bubbs Creek ford, or farther down the Bubbs Creek Trail, past a horse camp near the west edge of the meadow.

Head west, away from Junction Meadow, and follow a moderate descent alongside turbulent Bubbs Creek through white fir forest. After a couple of miles, the creek mellows, and you follow gently graded trail through a grove of aspens with a ground cover of ferns on the way to a log crossing of Charlotte Creek. Just before the crossing, a short path leads to campsites along Bubbs Creek (bear box). The gentle grade continues for a while beyond the crossing, as you hop over a trio of side streams and stroll through shoulder-high ferns. Once the creek resumes its tumultuous course, you make a moderate descent down Bubbs Creek Canyon for the next several miles to Sphinx Creek Camp (bear boxes) and a junction of the Sphinx Creek Trail.

Proceed straight ahead (west-northwest) at the junction, and continue down Bubbs Creek Canyon to the top of a series of switchbacks that drop down the steep east wall to the floor of Kings Canyon. Along the way, deciduous trees start to appear amid the conifers, and open stretches of chaparral-covered slopes offer fine views of the canyon and The Sphinx. At the bottom, stroll across the floor of the canyon to a series of short wooden bridges over braided Bubbs Creek and reach a junction with the Kanawyer Loop Trail. Proceed ahead (north) a short distance to a bridge across South Fork Kings River, where you close the loop at a junction on the far side with the Woods Creek Trail. From there, turn left (west) and retrace your steps 1.9 miles to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Backpackers can shower off the backcountry grit and grime at the coin-operated showers and laundromat in Cedar Grove. Additional services include a visitor center, campgrounds, and a pack station. The Cedar Grove Lodge offers backpackers the opportunity to spend a night in relative comfort (reservations recommended: 866-522-6966, sequoia-kingscanyon.com), grab a bite in the snack bar before or after a trip, or pick up supplies and souvenirs at the market/gift store. Kings Canyon Lodge, located 17 miles from Cedar Grove, was destroyed in the Rough Fire of 2015, ending its 78-year run.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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High Lake on the New Army Pass Trail
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COTTONWOOD LAKES TO UPPER ROCK CREEK LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 27.8 miles (plus 1.5 miles between trailheads)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 4,625'/4,625'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop or point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 1.5

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Cirque Peak, Mount Whitney, and Johnson Peak

BEST SEASON: Late summer–early fall

LOCATION: Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Park, Golden Trout and John Muir Wildernesses

CONTACT: 760-876-6200, fs.usda.gov/inyo



PERMITS

Overnight stays in the John Muir Wilderness, Golden Trout Wilderness, and Sequoia National Park require a wilderness permit. Daily trailhead quotas are in effect from May 1 to November 1. The permit needed for this trip is Cottonwood Lakes; if you reverse the trip, you’ll need a permit for Cottonwood Pass. Reserved permits can be arranged through recreation.gov and then picked up at Inyo National Forest facilities at Mono Basin Scenic Area Visitor Center, Mammoth Lakes Visitor Center, White Mountain Ranger Station in Bishop, or the Eastern Sierra Interagency Visitor Center south of Lone Pine. Sixty percent of the reservations are available in advance, anytime from 6 months to two days before your trip. A $6 application fee and $5 per-person fee are required. The remaining 40% of the daily quota is available for free walk-in permits, which can be obtained after 11 a.m. the day before departure. Unclaimed advance reservations will be made available for walk-in permits after 9 a.m. on the day of departure.

CHALLENGES

Campfires are banned in several places, so plan to use a stove. Bears are active in the area, and bear canisters are required on this route.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Magnificent terrain near the south boundary of Sequoia National Park beckons backpackers to enjoy a host of pursuits such as fishing for golden trout; climbing Mount Langley or Cirque Peak; exploring the rugged beauty of Miter Basin; or simply enjoying this 27-mile loop’s bevy of lakes, two alpine passes, and several picturesque meadows.

Reversing this trip is possible, as is shortening the journey to a 24-mile loop by backtracking from Lower Soldier Lake on the New Army Pass Trail to the lateral heading south to the junction of the Cottonwood Pass Trail northeast of Siberian Outpost.



HOW TO GET THERE


COTTONWOOD LAKES TRAILHEAD N36° 27.187' W118° 10.196'

COTTONWOOD PASS TRAILHEAD N36° 26.900' W118° 10.241'



Rather than parking a car at each trailhead, make this a loop trip by walking the mere 1.5 miles between the Cottonwood Lakes Trailhead and the Cottonwood Pass Trailhead.

Cottonwood Lakes Trailhead: Take US 395 to the small town of Lone Pine and turn west onto Whitney Portal Road. Proceed 3 miles and turn left onto Horseshoe Meadow Road. After 18 miles, turn right at a signed junction for Cottonwood Lakes, and continue past the walk-in campground to the trailhead parking area (vault toilet, running water).

Cottonwood Pass Trailhead: Follow directions above, except proceed straight ahead at the Cottonwood Lakes junction. The trailhead is 0.5 mile farther, at the end of Horseshoe Meadow Road (vault toilet, running water).

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The Cottonwood Lakes Trail begins somewhat auspiciously as a short, brick-lined path near a restroom building. Beyond the trailhead signboard, gently graded, sandy tread leads west, slightly uphill and into Golden Trout Wilderness. Pass a spur on the left to the Cottonwood Lakes Pack Station and follow nearly level trail toward a crossing of South Fork Cottonwood Creek. Climb gently through scattered pines, meeting and then following the main branch of Cottonwood Creek up a broad valley. Cross the boundary between the Golden Trout and John Muir Wildernesses beneath steep cliffs on the left and across from the wood structures of the privately owned Golden Trout Camp in a meadow on the right. Beyond the boundary, the trail curves west on a more moderate ascent up the narrowing canyon. Cross a beveled log over Cottonwood Creek and then make your way through light forest while continuing to head upstream along the meadow-lined creek. Just after the ford of a tributary, reach a Y-junction between the Cottonwood Lakes Trail on the right and the New Army Pass Trail on the left, 3.6 miles from the trailhead.

Veering left on the New Army Pass Trail, you soon cross the creek and then climb moderately for a little over a mile to a junction with the South Fork Lakes Trail. Continue west on the New Army Pass Trail, climbing over a forested moraine to the edge of a large meadow and a junction with a lateral north to a connection with the Cottonwood Lakes Trail. Proceed ahead, skirting Cottonwood Lakes 1 and 2 before leaving the meadow behind and climbing shortly to a desolate-looking area covered with large granite boulders. Eventually, you leave the boulder field and follow mildly graded trail around a lightly forested hillside. Below, a stream rushes down toward the westernmost South Fork Lake, and a faint use trail leads across the stream and down to campsites situated between this lake and Long Lake above. A moderate climb takes you up to the south shore of Long Lake, where the best campsites are found beneath a stand of pines along the southeast shore, with a few less-protected sites above the north shore.

From the east side of Long Lake, the trail begins a steep climb toward High Lake and the pass beyond. Above timberline, you weave up rocky switchbacks to the lake, where the scarce campsites are exposed to the elements. Rocky switchbacks continue up the cirque headwall to New Army Pass (12,315'), with superb views of the lakes below and the Cottonwood Creek drainage.

From the pass, a moderate descent across barren slopes of coarse granite eventually leads to more hospitable terrain, where the trail meets and then follows a tributary of Rock Creek through boulder-sprinkled meadows rimmed by rocky cliffs and ridges. Stunted pines start to appear, and shortly thereafter the trail skirts flower-filled meadows and passes through a scattered-to-light forest of foxtail and lodgepole pines on the way to a junction with a lateral south to a union with the Pacific Crest Trail.

Veer right (north) and travel past a thin strip of meadow to a lateral leading to pine-shaded campsites (bear box) on a low rise above the outlet from Soldier Lakes. A short distance farther, boulder-hop the outlet. Turn right and head northeast through scattered pines, following the edge of a narrow, flower-covered meadow to the southern tip of Lower Soldier Lake. Follow the trail along the south shore. Dramatically framed by the towering walls of The Major General to the northeast, serene Lower Soldier Lake sits in a scenic cirque. Anglers should find fishing for the resident golden trout to be a sufficient challenge. The remote upper lake is just a short cross-country jaunt to the east. For a nice layover day, follow a use trail north then northeast along upper Rock Creek to Sky Blue Lake in Miter Basin. If you have even more time and are an experienced cross-country traveler, continue over Crabtree Pass (Class 2) to Crabtree Lakes and then return to the Rock Creek Trail via the Pacific Crest Trail.
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Lower Soldier Lake backdropped by The Major General

Return from Lower Soldier Lake to the Rock Creek Trail and continue downstream (southwest) through a thickening forest of lodgepole pines. A short, steep descent down a narrow gully along a riotous section of the creek passes a campsite just below the edge of a broad meadow, where the use trail mentioned above heads toward Miter Basin. Gently graded trail leads around the fringe of the meadow to a ford of the creek, and then passes a large pond known as Upper Rock Creek Lake and campsites (bear box) in a grove of pines. Reenter lodgepole pine forest beyond the meadow and pass through a drift fence. A moderate descent resumes, and the trail veers away from the creek for a while. Soon, the trail again draws near to the stream, which dances over slabs and cascades over boulders between meadow- and willow-lined banks. Cross Rock Creek and continue downstream to a picturesque meadow with a number of lodgepole-shaded campsites along its fringe. A short, forested descent leads to a junction with the PCT.

Turn left (southeast) and follow the PCT above small meadows to the start of several switchbacks on a moderate climb out of Rock Creek Canyon. After a mile or so, the grade eventually eases where the trail follows a broad ridge through a lodgepole and foxtail pine forest to the north of Siberian Outpost. Pass a little-used trail headed south to Siberian Pass and then make a short, mild climb to a junction with a northbound lateral to the New Army Pass Trail. Veer right (southeast) to remain on the PCT and climb through lodgepole pines; here you have good views of Siberian Outpost, Mount Kaweah, and the Great Western Divide. On loose, sandy tread you reach the inauspicious boundary between Sequoia National Park and Golden Trout Wilderness on a minor ridge west of Cirque Peak. Contour above a meadow with a seasonal tarn, and then make a long traverse across slopes at the head of Golden Trout Creek Canyon, while enjoying good views of Big Whitney Meadow and the Great Western Divide. A short, moderate descent leads to a junction with the short use trail that follows the seasonal outlet northwest to Chicken Spring Lake. The lake is situated in a rugged granite cirque, and the shoreline is dotted with weather-beaten foxtail pines. Good campsites can be found in sandy patches around a bay on the south side, near the outlet, and in the scattered pines above the west shore.

Return down the outlet to the PCT and head east on an easy traverse to a junction with the Cottonwood Pass Trail and a lesser-used path to Big Whitney Meadow. Turn left (east) and make the very short climb to Cottonwood Pass (approximately 11,200'), with good views of the Inyo and Panamint Ranges to the east and the Great Western Divide to the west.

Switchbacks lead down from the pass across a steep, rock-strewn hillside to a small meadow, where the grade eases considerably. Proceed on gently graded trail to a couple of stream crossings. Near the second crossing, a use trail leads to an old, dilapidated cabin (no camping). Continue through moderate forest cover along the northern fringe of expansive Horseshoe Meadow. Just after a junction with trails heading south to Trail Pass and north to the pack station, you exit the Golden Trout Wilderness and soon reach the Cottonwood Pass Trailhead in Horseshoe Meadow. Unless other arrangements have been made, someone will have to make the 1.5-mile trek down Horseshoe Meadow Road and up Cottonwood Lakes Road back to the Cottonwood Lakes Trailhead to retrieve a vehicle.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Lone Pine offers a handful of restaurants serving fare ranging from burgers (Frosty Chalet, 500 N. Main St., 760-920-4940) and pizza (Pizza Factory, 301 S. Main St., lone-pine.pizzafactory.com) to steaks and seafood (Seasons Restaurant, 206 S. Main St., 760-876-8927, and The Grill, 446 S. Main St., 760-876-4240). There are also a few budget motels in this tiny town, including the Whitney Portal Hostel (760-876-0030, mount whitneyportal.com), operated by the owners of the Whitney Portal Store and Cafe near the Mount Whitney Trailhead.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Chicken Spring Lake is a fine place to camp.
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HORSESHOE MEADOW TO WHITNEY PORTAL

Mike White


DISTANCE: 38.4 miles (plus 4.8-mile side trip to Whitney summit)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 5–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 7,125'/9,775'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 28

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 10

MAP: USGS Cirque Peak, Johnson Peak, Mount Whitney, and Mount Langley

BEST SEASON: Late summer–early fall

LOCATION: Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks, and Golden Trout and John Muir Wildernesses

CONTACT: 760-876-6200, fs.usda.gov/inyo


PERMITS

See Trip 45. Note: This route falls under the quota regulations for entry into the Whitney Zone, which makes competition for permits exceedingly high. The application fee is $6 per permit plus $15 per person. The permit needed is Cottonwood Pass.

CHALLENGES

Campfires are banned in several places along this route. Bears are active throughout Sequoia National Park and surrounding national forest lands, and bear canisters are required on the Mount Whitney Trail, in the area around Chicken Spring Lake, and along the Rock Creek corridor. All human waste must be packed out of the Whitney Zone; pack-out kits are available at the visitor center in Lone Pine and at the Crabtree Ranger Station, and they may be disposed of at the human-waste receptacle at Whitney Portal.

HOW TO GET THERE


WHITNEY PORTAL N36° 35.233', W118° 14.405'

COTTONWOOD PASS TRAILHEAD N36° 26.900' W118° 10.241'



This point-to-point trip is one of the more easily managed shuttles in the High Sierra, as both trailheads are accessed from the town of Lone Pine.

Whitney Portal: Take US 395 to Lone Pine and turn west onto Whitney Portal Road. Proceed 11 miles to Whitney Portal Campground and park in the overnight lot.

Cottonwood Pass Trailhead: Take US 395 to Lone Pine and turn west onto Whitney Portal Road. Proceed 3 miles and turn left onto Horseshoe Meadow Road. After 18 miles, continue straight at the Cottonwood Lakes junction, reaching the trailhead in another 1.7 miles at the end of Horseshoe Meadow Road (vault toilet, running water).

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Follow gently graded trail west from the trailhead and across the Golden Trout Wilderness boundary. Pass an X-junction with a trail heading south toward Trail Pass and a trail heading north toward the pack station. Continue ahead (west) from the junction, skirting the northern fringe of expansive Horseshoe Meadow. Hop across a stream to a use trail on the far side that leads shortly to a dilapidated cabin (no camping). The trail soon recrosses the stream and begins a moderate ascent away from the meadow, incorporating a series of switchbacks up a rock-strewn hillside. The zigzagging path eventually reaches Cottonwood Pass, with excellent views behind of Horseshoe Meadow and the distant Inyo Mountains and ahead of the Great Western Divide’s southern extremity.

A short distance beyond the pass is a junction with the Pacific Crest Trail and a trail to Big Whitney Meadow. Turn right (north) and follow the PCT on an easy traverse to Chicken Spring Lake’s seasonal outlet, where a use trail follows the outlet upstream a short distance to the lakeshore. Tucked into a cirque, the lake is nearly surrounded by rugged granite cliffs, and the shoreline is dotted with foxtail pines; several old snags add character to the surroundings. Sandy campsites can be found near a bay on the south side, near the outlet and beneath scattered pines above the west shore.

From Chicken Spring Lake, retrace your steps to the PCT and continue north on a moderate ascent to the crest of a ridge west of the lake, where you have fine views of Big Whitney Meadow and the Great Western Divide. Follow a mildly descending traverse away from the ridge, and eventually skirt a meadow with a seasonal tarn. Circle the base of some cliffs before making a short climb to an excellent vista of desolate Siberian Outpost, Mount Kaweah, peaks along the Great Western Divide, and a part of the Sierra Crest above Rock Creek. A short stroll from there leads you across the boundary of Sequoia National Park. Continue the traverse across the lightly forested hillside to an X-junction with the infrequently used trail heading south to Siberian Pass and a 1.1-mile connector to the New Army Pass Trail heading north.

Remain on the PCT and head west toward Rock Creek, initially on a gentle 2-mile trek across a broad, rolling ridgetop that separates the drainages of Rock Creek to the north and Siberian Pass Creek to the south. You enjoy fine views of Joe Devel Peak and the crags above Rock Creek along the way. Leaving the ridgecrest, the trail plunges steeply before easing across a flat. Beyond, you follow a switchbacking descent through forest toward the bottom of the canyon and a junction with the New Army Pass Trail.

Heading west, you make a winding, moderate descent away from the junction through alternating sections of forest and flower- and fern-covered meadows. Pass a lateral to the Rock Creek Ranger Station and soon come to some shady campsites just before a ford of Lower Rock Creek.


TAKE THIS TRIP

If you happen to be one of the many unlucky backpackers who don’t score a permit to bag the coveted Mount Whitney via the traditional route, you haven’t lost your chance to climb up this highest of peaks in the continental United States. This route provides a longer alternative with the bonus of some of the southern Sierra’s most striking scenery. High-alpine basins, rushing creeks, crystalline lakes, and serene forests are present in abundance—not to mention the chance to legally stand atop Mount Whitney.



Past the ford, you begin a moderately steep, switchbacking climb up the north wall of Rock Creek Canyon through a light forest of lodgepole pines. The grade eases on the way to a crossing of Guyot Creek (campsites). Make sure you acquire water here, as the next 4.5 miles are dry. From the creek, the trail makes a mile-long ascent to Guyot Pass then drops shortly to the east edge of Guyot Flat. Gently graded trail leads across Guyot Flat’s wide, sandy basin, then makes an undulating traverse toward the south lip of Whitney Creek canyon, followed by a steep, switchbacking descent to the canyon floor. A gentle stroll over rocky terrain brings you to Lower Crabtree Meadow and campsites with bear boxes near the ford of Whitney Creek. Just beyond the crossing is a junction with a connector to the John Muir Trail.

Leaving the PCT, turn right (north-northwest) and make a gentle half-mile ascent along the north bank of Whitney Creek to the lush environs of Upper Crabtree Meadow. Near the far end of the meadow, just before a crossing of the creek, the unmarked Crabtree Lakes Trail branches east. Beyond the ford, a lateral provides access to campsites (bear box) and the Crabtree ranger station (pick up a waste pack-out kit). Cross back over the creek to the north bank and intersect the John Muir Trail, with additional campsites nearby.

Follow the JMT along the north side of Whitney Creek through scattered foxtail and lodgepole pines to picturesque Timberline Lake. Although it has been closed to campers for several decades, the lake is worth a visit, especially to reach a vantage point on the south shore, where the hulk of Mount Whitney is reflected in the surface. Beyond Timberline Lake, the steady ascent continues as you leave the trees behind and pass through an open basin laden with granite slabs and benches. Ascend over a flat-topped ridge to Guitar Lake and proceed past a pair of tarns—the last reliable water sources prior to the stiff climb to Trail Crest. Campsites may be found in sandy patches near Guitar Lake and the tarns.

As the ascent grows steeper, the Hitchcock Lakes appear to the south, luring off-trail enthusiasts to more remote campsites beneath the precipitous north face of Mount Hitchcock. A series of long-legged switchbacks leads up the steep west face of the Sierra Crest on a steady, 1,500-foot climb to the Mount Whitney Trail junction. On a typical summer day, you will see a bounty of colorful backpacks leaning against a rock wall, temporarily left behind by hopeful peak baggers. Feel free to add your backpack to the pile and carry a small daypack with valuables and necessities on the 2-mile climb to the summit.

From the Mount Whitney junction, climb shortly southeast up to Trail Crest (13,650'). From there, follow the Mount Whitney Trail down the east side of the peak, through Outpost Camp, past Mirror Lake, through Trail Camp, and to the trailhead at Whitney Portal (as described in Trip 42).

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

After a few days on the trail, you will be pleased to taste real food (even if it is only hamburgers and milkshakes) again at the Whitney Portal Store. For a more varied menu, head to tiny Lone Pine, which has a handful of restaurants. It also has a few budget motels.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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SOUTH LAKE TO NORTH LAKE

Mike White


DISTANCE: 55.1 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 5–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 9,240'/9,790'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 12

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 10

MAP: USGS Mount Thompson, North Palisade, Mount Goddard, Mount Henry, Mount Hilgard, Mount Darwin, and Mount Tom

BEST SEASON: Late summer–early fall

LOCATION: Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks and John Muir Wilderness

CONTACT: 760-876-6200, fs.usda.gov/inyo



PERMITS

See Trip 45.

CHALLENGES

Campfires are banned in several places on this route, so plan on using a stove. Bears are active in Kings Canyon National Park and surrounding national forest lands, and bear canisters are required on the Bishop Pass Trail and in Dusy Basin.

HOW TO GET THERE


SOUTH LAKE TRAILHEAD N37° 10.152' W118° 33.960'

NORTH LAKE TRAILHEAD N37° 13.648' W118° 37.650'



South Lake Trailhead: From US 395 in the center of Bishop, go west on Line Drive, which becomes South Lake Road (CA 168) at the city limits, and proceed 15 miles to a junction. Turn left on South Lake Road and drive another 7.1 miles to the overnight parking lot at the end of the road near South Lake (vault toilets). If this lot is full, which frequently is the case, you must backtrack 1.3 miles to the overflow parking area below Parchers Resort. Although a footpath connects the upper and lower parking areas, most hikers elect to follow the road up to the trailhead.

North Lake Trailhead: From US 395 in the center of Bishop, turn west on Line Drive, which becomes South Lake Road (CA 168) at the city limits, and proceed past the South Lake junction for 3 miles to a right turn on the road to North Lake. Take this narrow dirt road 1.6 miles to a turnoff on the right. Go 0.2 mile to the overnight parking lot (vault toilets) between the pack station and North Lake.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

After a very brief descent through lush vegetation, the Bishop Pass Trail climbs above the east shore of South Lake, crosses into the John Muir Wilderness, and reaches a junction with a trail to Treasure Lakes. Continue ahead (southwest) to the crossing of a small, flower-lined stream, and past a faint, unmarked path to the Marie Lakes. Just beyond, you cross over another creek and then climb a series of short switchbacks over rocky terrain to the lower Chocolate Lakes Trail junction.

Continue south along the Bishop Pass Trail to the north shore of aptly named Long Lake, whose crystal-blue waters are surrounded by green meadows, granite boulders, and scattered conifers. Overused campsites abound around this popular destination, especially on a knoll near the south end of the lake. Near the far (south) end of the lake is the upper junction with the Chocolate Lakes Trail (signed RUWAU LAKE).

Beyond Long Lake, cross the inlet from Ruwau Lake and climb through a light forest of whitebark pines. Through small, grassy meadows, rock fields, and patches of wildflowers, you ascend to Spearhead Lake, a picturesque body of water backdropped by the spine of the Inconsolable Range. Isolated Margaret Lake is a straightforward, 0.4-mile, cross-country jaunt to the southwest. A half-mile climb leads up a rocky slope and past tumbling cascades to the lovely Timberline Tarns, where little-used campsites will tempt overnighters. From the tarns, a short climb heads up to island-dotted, austere Saddlerock Lake, nestled into a glacier-scoured basin near the foot of the northeast buttress of towering Mount Goode. Backpackers interested in camping at nearby Bishop Lake should follow a use trail from the southern end of Saddlerock Lake over a low rise. Continuing, you climb above timberline and enter the alpine zone, passing through rocky terrain on a winding climb to 11,972-foot Bishop Pass and the boundary of Kings Canyon National Park. The striking view to the west includes verdant, tarn-dotted Dusy Basin backdropped by rugged Giraud and Columbine Peaks and the deep chasm of LeConte Canyon. Flanking the pass to the north, Mount Agassiz beckons energetic peak baggers toward its summit.

From the pass, descend on sandy tread to some switchbacks, where a short use trail leads to a fine viewpoint, and continue downhill through welcome patches of green meadow dotted with wildflowers and bisected by sparkling rivulets. Along the descent, you enjoy the stunning scenery of Dusy Basin’s meadows and tarns, which are dramatically framed by the craggy Palisades, Isosceles, and Columbine Peaks. About 1.5 miles from Bishop Pass, a use trail branches east toward the uppermost tarn (approximately 11,350') in the basin, near where you could camp for the night. Alternatively, you can continue farther into the basin for more secluded sites. Another 0.75 mile down the Bishop Pass Trail, a second use trail leads to additional tarns and campsites.

Wherever you end up camping, Dusy Basin is an exquisite location, with small pockets of luxuriant meadow and sparkling granite slabs bordering azure tarns and crystalline streams. The ragged spires of nearby peaks pierce the rarified air, and the precipitous faces and knife-edged ridges provide stimulating challenges for the hardiest of mountaineers. The delicate alpine vegetation is fragile, so limit campsites to established sandy areas only, and while traveling in the basin, avoid trampling this vegetation wherever possible. Dusy Basin is truly a magical place and many extra days could be filled exploring its nooks and crannies. At least one layover day should be used for an off-trail ramble east over Knapsack Pass into neighboring Palisade Basin.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Many backpackers view the South Lake to North Lake Loop as one of the supreme backpacking trips in the High Sierra, offering a visit to three incomparable alpine basins, (Dusy, Evolution, and Humphreys) and four highly scenic canyons (LeConte, Evolution, Goddard, and Piute). In addition, you’ll experience a bevy of picturesque lakes and tarns, rollicking streams, serene forests, and flower-bedecked meadows. The short distance between the two trailheads allows for a fairly straightforward shuttle. This trip also can be reversed, exchanging the steep climb on poor tread up Piute Canyon for the similarly steep ascent on better tread from LeConte Canyon to Dusy Basin.



Continue the descent along the Bishop Pass Trail through increasing numbers of whitebark pines. Interspersed between granite slabs and boulders, pockets of meadow are graced by clumps of willow, patches of heather, and an assortment of wild flowers, including shooting star, penstemon, Indian paintbrush, aster, cinquefoil, pennyroyal, columbine, and buttercup. Follow the sparkling Dusy Branch downstream on its lively dance toward a union with Middle Fork Kings River below, reaching the edge of the basin and a staggering view into the deep declivity of LeConte Canyon. With a nearly constant view of the imposing granite wall on the far side, you embark on the steep, switchbacking descent toward the canyon floor. Zigzag down the east wall of the canyon to a wood bridge across Dusy Branch, and continue the plunging descent to a lightly forested bench with a number of fine campsites along the creek. Proceed through scattered to light lodgepole pine forest, interrupted briefly by an open stretch of chaparral that offers an imposing view of the canyon and gigantic Langille Peak. As the end of the descent approaches, the forest closes in again and you reach a junction with the John Muir Trail. Campsites are near the junction on either side of the LeConte Canyon Ranger Station.

Turn right and proceed north on the JMT on a mild, then moderate grade through light lodgepole pine forest. The towering mass of 12,018-foot Langille Peak looms over you to the left. A prolific display of wildflowers lines the trail, including corn lily, fireweed, wallflower, penstemon, larkspur, pennyroyal, goldenrod, shooting star, heather, monkey flower, and tiger lily. The ascent eases at Little Pete Meadow, where the river meanders through the sloping, grass-covered clearing bordered by sagebrush and scattered groves of lodgepole pines and mountain hemlocks. A number of shady campsites can be found around the fringe of the meadow.

Beyond the meadow, the climb resumes through open terrain, with fine views of the canyon and the now cascading river. After crossing a pair of side streams, you drop into a lush wildflower garden intermixed with young aspens. Pass through a drift fence, and climb through scattered pines to Big Pete Meadow and a number of fine campsites.

Toward the far (west) end of the meadow, hop over streams and pass through an area damaged by an avalanche, where massive Langille Peak continues to dominate the view. Pass more campsites, as the trail closely follows the course of the river in and out of the shade from a light forest. A moderate to moderately steep climb follows between walls of granite, which can make the area seem like an oven during the heat of the day. Above a talus slope, the trail skirts the side of the canyon and climbs above granite slabs to a fine view of a waterfall on the turbulent Middle Fork Kings River. Continue across a luxuriant, seep-watered hillside amid a bounty of wildflowers to a series of rocky switchbacks leading above the falls and into a small, picturesque basin filled with verdant meadows, delightful tarns, and intermittent stands of conifers.

Cross a small stream and make a short climb to shady campsites near the trail. Another set of switchbacks leads to views of a pond-filled basin. After crossing the dwindling Middle Fork Kings River, wander around a number of rock humps to the largest tarn below Helen Lake, where overnighters can set up camp on a rock shelf above the south shore, or on a hillside to the southwest, amid widely scattered trees. Leaving the last of the whitebark pines, you cross back over the Middle Fork and climb over slabs to a crossing of the meadow-lined outlet of the tarn immediately below Helen Lake. The winding climb continues through rocky terrain, past a short use trail leading to a view-filled campsite on a forested knoll, the last decent place to pitch a tent on this side of Muir Pass. Keep climbing, generally following the outlet to Helen Lake (11,617'), which was named for one of John Muir’s two daughters. The austere lake possesses a stark beauty, but most backpackers searching for a viable campsite will be disappointed by the tiny, marginal sites in this rocky basin near the convergence of the Black and Goddard Divides.

Follow the JMT around the south shore, past some tarns, and make a steady, winding climb toward 11,955-foot Muir Pass. Visitors will revel in the extraordinary views from this notch in the Goddard Divide, although your immediate attention may be captivated by the interesting man-made structure nearby. The Muir Hut was erected by the Sierra Club and dedicated in 1933 as a memorial to their founder and most notable member: John Muir. Due primarily to human-waste concerns, camping is not allowed anywhere in the immediate vicinity, except for emergencies.

The descent from Muir Pass begins moderately and then eases across the head of the canyon holding Evolution Basin. Less than a mile from the pass, the trail reaches lonely Lake McDermand, passing the west shore on the way to giant Wanda Lake, which was named for Muir’s other daughter. Spartan campsites near the outlet appear devoid of life at first, but the dramatic views of such notable peaks as Huxley, Spencer, Darwin, Mendel, and Goddard, and of the Goddard Divide more than compensate for the austere surroundings. A mild descent continues along the course of Evolution Creek, and you ford the stream before continuing past the next unnamed gem in the chain of lakes. Enter the glacier-polished basin of Sapphire Lake and drop to campsites near the north end.
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One of the many lovely tarns in Dusy Basin

Proceeding through the deep cleft of the canyon, make a short descent to the last lake in the chain, Evolution. The JMT follows the east side of the large lake, which is tucked into a long, narrow chasm at the north end of Evolution Basin and is towered over by the hulks of 13,831-foot Mount Darwin and 13,710-foot Mount Mendel. Verdant strips of meadow soften the otherwise granite surroundings of Evolution Lake, providing a seemingly less hostile environment than that around the upper lakes. Near the north side of the lake, the trail crests a low rise and swings around the north end of a large cove to a small, slightly elevated peninsula, where you’ll find a number of view-filled campsites. More sites may be found amid the scattered groves of pines on the hillside north of the lake and near the outlet on the northwest side. The slender Evolution Basin, graced with a string of jeweled lakes and rimmed by a procession of magnificent peaks, provides some of the most glorious scenery in the High Sierra.


Greasing the Wheels of the Permit System

Many trips into the Sierra Nevada that require wilderness permits for overnight stays are under a quota system limiting the number of daily departures from trailheads. If you haven’t reserved your permit in advance, it’s possible to increase your odds at landing one last minute (with the exception of trips into the Mount Whitney zone, which are usually distributed by lottery). The highest demand typically occurs for trips beginning on Fridays or Saturdays, so consider embarking on another day. Walk-in permits typically become available by late morning the day before a trip would begin, so try arriving at a ranger station shortly before that time. Finally, reduce the size of your party to the smallest number.



From Evolution Lake, follow sandy tread past small tarns and over granite slabs to switchbacks that lead through thickening lodgepole pine forest down into Evolution Valley. Nearing the floor of the canyon, the trail passes a thundering waterfall on the creek that drains Darwin Bench.

Proceed down the valley on gently graded trail through stands of scattered pines, across small pockets of meadow, and beside granite slabs and boulders to Colby Meadow, which has pleasant campsites along its fringe. Continuing on the JMT, you cross a couple of side streams before arriving at McClure Meadow, the largest of the meadows in Evolution Valley. Numerous campsites are scattered around the edge of the expansive meadow, some offering picturesque views of Evolution Creek sinuously coursing through the meadowlands. The McClure Meadow Ranger Station sits on a low rise just north of the trail. Beyond the cabin, nearly level trail continues past more campsites to the far end of the meadow.

For the next couple of miles, the trail weaves in and out of forest cover and crosses a trio of streams draining the Glacier Divide above on the way to Evolution Meadow. The trail travels a fair distance away from the clearing, passing sheltered campsites on the way. At the far end of the meadow, you cross a twin-channeled stream and then curve south toward a ford of Evolution Creek. Except in early season, the crossing should not be difficult, although you should expect to at least get your feet wet in the process.

Beyond the ford, a short stretch of gently graded trail leads along the south bank to where the creek suddenly begins a raucous plunge toward the canyon below, tumbling over slabs and careening around boulders on its way to South Fork San Joaquin River. The course of the trail seemingly matches the fall of the creek, with its zigzagging descent of the exposed, west-facing wall. You will, however, get nice views of the canyon and river below. The welcome shade from aspens, lodgepole pines, and junipers greets you at the canyon floor, where a short stroll leads to a bridge over the river and a junction with the Goddard Canyon Trail. A bounty of well-used, shady campsites lines both sides of the river.

Turn downstream (northwest) and follow the river through mixed forest to a crossing of the stream draining the canyon east of Mount Henry. Continue through alternating sections of forest and open slopes covered with sagebrush, currant, and an assortment of wildflowers. Just before a bridge over the river, a spur trail leads to campsites in a dense grove of pines above the south bank.

Downstream from the crossing, the canyon narrows, propelling the river through a slim, rocky chasm. Continue alongside the raging river until more placid waters appear about a mile from the bridge. Just beyond a crossing of a tributary, you reach Aspen Meadow—which is actually more of an aspen grove than a meadow.

Away from Aspen Meadow, head downstream through open, rocky terrain, around John Muir Rock, and then veer away from the river through widely scattered conifers to a lightly forested flat with a number of campsites. Exiting Kings Canyon National Park, you cross a bridge over Piute Creek and immediately reach a junction with the Piute Pass Trail.

Leaving the JMT, you turn right (north) and follow the Piute Pass Trail, initially close to tumbling Piute Creek. Farther on, the trail climbs steeply above creek level on poor tread across open, chaparral-covered slopes, which makes the stiff ascent seem unusually hot on a warm summer day. To add insult to injury, the trail occasionally loses precious elevation that must be regained on the way up the canyon. The only advantage to this arrangement is the stunning view of the canyon and the highly fractured Pavilion Dome and associated, unnamed domes along the west end of Glacier Divide. Just beyond Turret Creek, the trail bends east, fords West Pinnacles Creek, and then climbs moderately steeply northeast beneath the welcome shade of a lodgepole pine forest. Nearing Hutchinson Meadow, which has several campsites in the vicinity, you reach a junction with the Pine Creek Pass Trail. Although spacious and shady, most of these campsites are heavily used by horse packers, whose stock tend to generate copious amounts of horse dung and accompanying horse flies. Unless the stiff climb has tuckered you out, press on to the much more scenic Humphreys Basin for a campsite.

Away from the junction, the trail makes several fords of the braided creek draining French Canyon before resuming a moderate climb up Piute Creek Canyon. Through midseason, a fine wildflower display accompanies your ascent through slowly diminishing forest cover on the way to expansive Humphreys Basin. Once you reach the sweeping, flower-sprinkled basin, the options for campsites are virtually unlimited, at least for those who don’t mind leaving the security of a maintained trail. Other than a 500-foot ban around Lower Golden Trout Lake, dispersed camping is available near any of the numerous lakes and unnamed tarns sprinkled across the basin. The massive hulk of nearly 14,000-foot Mount Humphreys above the east edge of the basin dominates the landscape. Extra layover days can easily be spent exploring the far reaches of this basin. Heading up the main trail, you pass a junction with a fairly distinct path to Desolation Lake and then a faint use trail to Humphreys Lakes before climbing above Summit Lake to 11,423-foot Piute Pass.

From Piute Pass, head down North Fork Bishop Creek, past Piute Lake, a handful of unnamed tarns and ponds, and Loch Leven. Beyond Loch Leven, the trail traverses the north wall of the canyon and then switchbacks below Piute Crags on a descent into a thickening forest of lodgepole pines. Cross the creek on a pair of log bridges and proceed downstream into North Lake Campground and the end of single-track trail. From there, take the campground access road and the spur road to the overnight parking area near North Lake.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Both trailheads begin at high elevations, so camping the night before your trip at one of the nearby U.S. Forest Service campgrounds would be a wise choice, especially if you have just traveled here from sea level.

Resorts in the area include Parchers Resort (760-873-4177, parchersresort.net), about 1.5 miles below the dam along South Lake Road, and Cardinal Village Resort (760-873-4789, cardinalvillageresort.com), in the community of Aspendell. Bishop offers several choices for lodging, dining, and acquiring supplies.

High Sierra Transportation (760-872-1111) is a fully licensed and insured company providing transportation services to trailheads and airports. There is also a bus that services both trailheads.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Upper Golden Trout Lake and Mount Humphreys
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NORTH LAKE TO HUMPHREYS BASIN LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 31.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 5–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,775'/5,775'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 9

MAP: USGS Mount Darwin and Mount Tom

BEST SEASON: Midsummer–early fall

LOCATION: Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks and John Muir Wilderness

CONTACT: 760-876-6200, fs.usda.gov/inyo



PERMITS

See Trip 45.

CHALLENGES

Campfires are banned in several places along this route, so plan on using a stove. Bears are active throughout John Muir Wilderness and surrounding national forest lands, and bear canisters are highly recommended. Due to overuse, camping is banned within 500 feet of Lower Golden Trout Lake.

HOW TO GET THERE


NORTH LAKE CAMPGROUND N37° 13.648' W118° 37.650'



From US 395 in the center of Bishop, turn west onto Line Drive, which becomes South Lake Road (CA 168) at the city limits. Proceed 3 miles past the South Lake junction to the right turn to North Lake. Continue 1.6 miles on this narrow dirt road to a turnoff on the right. Go 0.2 mile to the overnight parking lot (vault toilets) between the pack station and North Lake.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The scenic features of the first part of this trip provide enough incentive for a visit: you will climb along a robust stream with a picturesque waterfall through flower-covered meadows and past a string of lakes to a view-filled pass.

However, the supreme climax of this journey lies just beyond the pass, at one of the High Sierra’s most picturesque locales, Humphreys Basin, an alpine wonderland with a bounty of scenic lakes and tarns. Bordered by rugged peaks of the Glacier Divide and the Sierra Crest, the large basin is a cross-country enthusiast’s paradise, with easy off-trail travel available in virtually every direction. You could spend a week here without visiting every beautiful nook and cranny.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

Begin your journey by walking the road from the overnight parking area 0.7 mile west to the trailhead in North Lake Campground. From there, follow the single-track Piute Pass Trail west through aspen stands, lodgepole pine forest, and patches of meadow into the John Muir Wilderness. Beyond two bridged crossings of North Fork Bishop Creek, switchbacks lead you well above the canyon floor to a long, ascending traverse, with fine views of a waterfall plunging steeply out of the basin above, as well as Mount Emerson and the Piute Crags to the north. Rock steps and more switchbacks follow, leading up the narrowing canyon through a diminishing pine forest. Cresting the headwall, you reach Loch Leven and some marginal campsites scattered around the shore, 3 miles from the parking area. Midway along the north shore, a use trail on the right leads to small campsites.

Leaving Loch Leven, a short, moderate climb leads through scattered lodgepole and whitebark pines past a pair of small ponds and up to the east shore of Piute Lake, which is surrounded by meadows, patches of willow, and scattered groves of whitebark pines. Campsites close to the trail are badly overused—search for other sites scattered farther around the lakeshore. Overnighters looking for more secluded camping can head northeast 0.3-mile cross-country to rockbound Emerson Lake.

Follow the trail northwest toward timberline, and ascend over granite slabs to pass through meadowlands watered by refreshing brooks and tiny ponds. A final traverse brings you to 11,423-foot Piute Pass, where your stiff climb is rewarded by a sweeping view across the broad expanse of lake-dotted Humphreys Basin to the rugged Glacier Divide, the dramatic summit of Mount Humphreys, Pilot Knob, and the deep cleft of the South Fork San Joaquin River canyon. If decision-making is not your strong suit, you’ll surely be in trouble at Humphreys Basin, as myriad lakes tempt travelers in virtually every direction.

If Muriel Lake is your goal, leave the trail near the pass and follow a use trail southwest and then west over open slopes to the lake (11,336'). Otherwise, remain on the Piute Pass Trail, following long-legged switchbacks on a descent high above Summit Lake to a crossing of the outlet from Humphreys Lakes. Here, a faint use trail climbs alongside the stream toward secluded terrain around Marmot and Humphreys Lakes. A short distance farther is a junction with the trail to Desolation Lake.

Leaving the Piute Pass Trail, you turn right (north) and follow the trail to Desolation Lake on a mild climb across open, rolling terrain composed of granite and interspersed with alpine meadows. Pass well above Lower Desolation Lake and then wind your way through rock humps toward the south shore of much larger Desolation Lake, situated near the edge of Humphreys Basin below the towering Sierra Crest. Leaving a beaten path behind, cross Desolation Lake’s outlet and work your way shortly around the west shore before climbing west over a low ridge and then descending to lovely Mesa Lake, where a few campsites are spread around the shoreline on patches of granite sand. Widely scattered clumps of wind-battered and gnarled whitebark pines, the trademark conifer of the Sierra alpine zone, are sprinkled on the hillside north of the lake, adding a touch of character to the otherwise low-growing vegetation. From the north shore, you have an unobstructed view across the water to the spectacular Glacier Divide, which forms the northern boundary of Kings Canyon National Park. No trails and only three moderately difficult cross-country routes breach this impenetrable-looking wall.

Travel to Mesa Lake’s northwest shore, and then make a 0.4-mile climb along the lushly lined inlet through alpine tundra and granite talus to a couple of tarns near the head of a tiny basin. Continue ascending north, then northwest along the rivulet to a nearly level patch of alpine tundra, where you make the easy climb to 11,800-foot Puppet Pass (also called Carol Col). The view from the pass includes the picturesque bench below, which is sprinkled with a cluster of shimmering lakes. Just beyond the bench is the broad vale of French Canyon, towered over by the impressive profile of Seven Gables. Numerous other summits pierce the skyline, including Merriam and Royce Peaks directly northwest, and Bear Creek Spire farther north.

Drop from Puppet Pass down a chute to Roget Lake, and continue across meadowlands to the north shore of Puppet Lake. Sprinkled around the shoreline are several campsites—more than enough for the few overnight visitors the area receives. A base camp at Puppet Lake provides a fine launching point for cross-country excursions to the other lakes in the vicinity, as well as more far-flung destinations such as Royce Lakes or Merriam Lake.

Circle the west side of Puppet Lake and drop down a steep slope to the west shore of Lake Elba. Stroll across gentle meadowlands to the edge of the canyon, a fine place to enjoy the vista of the awesome cascade tumbling down from Royce Lakes over the rock face on the far side of French Canyon. As you begin the descent into the canyon, you pass through mostly open terrain carpeted with willows and flower-covered patches of meadow, followed by a thickening forest of lodgepole pines. Boulder-hop across the stream on the floor of the canyon and immediately come to the dirt tread of the Pine Creek Pass Trail.

Turn left (southwest) and head downstream beneath the towering granite wall on the north side of the canyon, through meadowlands thick with clumps of willow, patches of heather, and a profusion of wildflowers through midseason. Hop across the braided stream from Royce Lakes and continue the mild descent of French Canyon through stands of lodgepole pines alternating with stretches of open meadow. Along the way, you pass an occasional, infrequently used campsite tucked into the trees between the trail and the creek. Continue downstream to a junction where a trail on the right heads east up the side canyon of the stream draining Merriam Lake.

Leaving the Piute Pass Trail, you climb stiffly up the forested hillside, as the somewhat indistinct path arcs over to soon come alongside the creek. After a half mile and nearly 700 feet of elevation gain, the grade eases where the route enters lovely meadowlands. Wander through this verdant garden for another half mile or so and then make a moderate ascent upstream to Merriam Lake’s scenic cirque basin. A number of quite pleasant campsites ring the shoreline. After your stay at Merriam Lake, retrace your steps back to the Piute Pass Trail.

Back on the main trail, you continue down French Canyon, crossing the stream from Merriam Lake and another creek draining an unnamed tarn about a mile later before dropping more steeply through lodgepole pines to a junction with the Piute Pass Trail near Hutchinson Meadow; there are several campsites in the vicinity. Although these campsites are spacious and shady, horse packers heavily use most of them, and this tends to generate copious amounts of horse dung and accompanying horse flies.

You turn left and head east from the junction on the Pine Creek Trail, making several fords of the braided creek draining French Canyon before climbing moderately up Piute Canyon. Through midseason, a fine wildflower display accompanies your ascent through slowly diminishing forest cover on the way back to expansive Humphreys Basin. Once you reach the sweeping, flower-sprinkled basin, the options for campsites are virtually unlimited, at least for those who don’t mind leaving the security of a maintained trail. Other than a 500-foot ban around Lower Golden Trout Lake, camping is available near any of the numerous lakes and unnamed tarns sprinkled across the basin. Upper Golden Trout Lake has a number of scenic campsites a relatively short distance from the Piute Pass Trail—watch for the lateral just past where the grade eases near the west edge of the basin. The massive hulk of nearly 14,000-foot Mount Humphreys above the east edge of the basin dominates the landscape. Extra layover days can easily be spent exploring the far reaches of the basin.

Heading up the Piute Pass Trail, you eventually reach the junction with the Desolation Lake Trail. Turn left (north) to retrace your steps to the parking area near North Lake.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

See previous hike.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Middle Palisade and Norman Clyde Peak in fall
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NORTH FORK BIG PINE CREEK

Andy Selters


DISTANCE: 15.8 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,600'/3,600'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 10

MAPS: USGS Coyote Flat, Split Mountain, and North Palisade

BEST SEASON: Summer and fall

LOCATION: John Muir Wilderness, Inyo National Forest

CONTACT: 760-873–2483, fs.usda.gov/inyo



PERMITS

A wilderness permit is required for overnight travel. Numbers are limited, so it’s best to reserve in advance. Reservations cost $6 per permit plus $5 per person and are accepted between six months and two days in advance. Basic information is at fs.usda.gov/main/inyo/passes-permits/recreation, and reservations are made at recreation.gov; click on “Inyo National Forest–Wilderness Permits.” Trailhead quotas do leave room for walk-in permits, first come-first served, starting at 11 a.m. the day before your departure, at a U.S. Forest Service (USFS) visitor center in Bishop, Lone Pine, or Mammoth Lakes.

CHALLENGES

On a summer day the first few miles of this trail are a hot climb. Bear-proof food containers are essential.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N37° 07.525' W118° 26.249'



From the center of Big Pine on US 395, take Crocker Avenue west. After a couple of blocks, the road climbs steeply into Big Pine Creek’s canyon. Once in the forest zone, it passes a couple of USFS campgrounds, and it ends at the trailhead at 7,800 feet elevation, 10.5 miles from US 395. Overnight hikers can drop off packs and partners here, but they must park 0.6 mile below the trailhead in the large lot provided.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Start walking past the locked gate at road’s end, beside rushing Big Pine Creek and below some private summer cabins. Just past the cabins, follow signs pointing up a couple of short switchbacks to a bridge over the North Fork, right below crashing First Falls. Across the creek and past some tall Jeffrey pines, you come to the first great mountain vista, where 14,019-foot Middle Palisade and Norman Clyde Peak dominate the South Fork skyline. At this vista is a junction; the trail up Big Pine Creek’s South Fork continues traversing, while the North Fork turns uphill.


TAKE THIS TRIP

A good trail to nine inviting lakes pooled beneath the legendary Palisades—the longest chain of 13,000-to 14,000-foot peaks in the Lower 48—makes this one of the most special trips in the Eastern Sierra. To the first few lakes especially, the trail is often busy, but the extra miles to higher benches reach an array of scenic splendors, including the largest glaciers in the Sierra.



Climb a few forested switchbacks to level out on an old roadbed. Hikers once drove on this to a trailhead below Second Falls, but in September 1982 a tropical storm wiped out the road. Turn right up the overgrown roadbed and recross the creek on another good bridge. Just past the bridge, a spur path goes right to a shady picnic site and then to a long traverse back to the overnight parking lot. Our trail turns upcanyon and takes a sandy tread along the valley bottom for over half a mile before cutting back northeast up the adjacent slope, a moraine. A couple hundred feet above the valley floor, by a classically windswept Jeffrey pine, the trail meets a triple junction: a right turn heads back to the pack station and the overnight parking; a continuing climb northeast runs for several miles to Baker Creek; the trail we want cuts back left to keep climbing toward Second Falls. Angle uphill and chug around a steep corner near the falls, then you can dive into welcome shade beside the churning creek.

Next the trail cruises through an aspen grove and the sylvan flats of Cienega Mirth, a name curiously combining Spanish and Scottish terms for a marshy place. Here, lush undergrowth thrives, including head-high larkspurs. On the left you’ll see a stone cabin built as a retreat in 1929 by horror actor Lon Chaney. Chaney died just one year later, and in 1980 the USFS took over the cabin. Easy walking continues through moist glades rich in shooting star, tiger lily, and columbine then climbs gently into open ground with a glimpse of the craggy crowns of Temple Crag and the more distant North Palisade, the area’s highest peak.

Next you hop across a tributary, swerve around a rise, reford the tributary, then return into woods. Here you meet the path descending from Black Lake, the return leg of the loop. Keep left to resume a gentle, winding climb under pines and past outcrops to a slope above First Lake. A little farther southwest, you pass a couple of woodsy campsites and ascend through a little granite portal to an overlook of Second Lake, the largest lake in the basin. Here and ahead, 12,982-foot-high Temple Crag dominates the territory with some of the most impressive ramparts in the Sierra.

Before the overlook, you may have noticed a use path heading to Second Lake, an interesting and less visited spot with some good campsites. Second Lake has a milky-greenish hue, because the water is rich in minerals ground into a superfine “flour” by the Palisade Glacier, out of sight beneath North Palisade. Another curiosity here is the two-toned col between Temple Crag’s dark granodiorite and the blond granite of the massive hill to its east. This is Contact Pass, a place where the lighter-toned granite intruded into the older, darker Palisades stone. Second Lake is also curious historically for the way the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power tried to gather more water in the 1920s by deepening the lake with a dam and blasting a drain tunnel. Mules amazingly hauled in heavy equipment, even a small locomotive and rail system for transporting rock; then LA abandoned the project. In the 1970s they were forced to chopper out the machinery, but you can still find much evidence.

From the overlook, the trail resumes climbing past short cliffs to Third Lake. Small campsites around the rim of this lake’s basin are probably the most popular in the area, and under truly grand surroundings. Many people go no farther than here, but more grandeur awaits higher. The trail curves north away from Third Lake to a pocket meadow and crosses a freshet issuing from Fourth Lake. Just beyond this ford, the Glacier Trail forks to the southwest. This trail climbs to the very foot of the Palisades (see side trip). The North Fork Trail then curves north and sidehills 300 feet up to a three-way split. A right turn goes to Black Lake and back to the trailhead, and is described below. The path on the left rounds a ridge to Fifth Lake. For 30 summers, Fifth Lake was the summer retreat of Robert Clunie, one of the most famous Sierra landscape painters. Fine campsites, decent fishing, and great panoramas are still there, just 0.2 mile away. To tour the whole basin, though, continue straight north. Just a couple hundred yards ahead you reach the west shore of Fourth Lake. Here is a more relaxing, forested setting, with comfortable campsites. Just beyond Fourth Lake, the trail comes to another fork.


SIDE TRIP: PALISADE GLACIER

This tough path climbs nearly 2,000 feet in a couple of miles, but it’s a must-do pilgrimage for anyone who thrills at the highest Sierra peaks. From the North Fork Trail 1 mile past Third Lake, the Glacier Trail briefly descends southwest to cross the main creek and start a steep, rocky climb. After gaining about 600 feet, the grade pauses at Sam Mack Meadow, a treeline niche with a campsite or two. From here, the rough path climbs steeply east in unmaintained, tight switchbacks up the adjacent ridge. When you reach the ridgeline above, you should be able to trace along its crest a route through the rocks and krummholz whitebark pines toward the peaks. Continue another half mile along this subtle spine, up to nearly 12,500 feet, and there you’re truly ensconced in the most alpine amphitheater in the Sierra. Reigning center is the fourth-highest peak in California, the North Palisade, a thronelike mass set between icy couloirs with a distinctive horizontal snowfield. To its left juts the big thumb of Mount Sill, and to its right splintery crests extend through Starlight and Thunderbolt Peaks. The Palisade Glacier fans out below the buttresses. To return, retrace your steps to the North Fork Trail.



The left branch here is a direct, unmaintained use path to Sixth Lake. It heads northwest up a swale and makes a couple of small switchbacks to a spur overlooking Fifth Lake, then descends as a foot-worn, rocky way around a knob and on to Sixth Lake. The main, right branch heads northeast and quickly meets the basin’s final junction. A right turn here climbs 0.2 mile to tiny Summit Lake and some of the grandest Palisade panoramas and best fishing in the area. A left turn here is signed for a gentle climb to Sixth Lake. This track goes past a small meadow, traverses along the base of a long talus slope, and then goes over a rise with spectacular treeline views to a short descent to the north end of Sixth Lake. Seventh Lake lies a short walk farther west. The best camping near these two lakes may be on the low rise between them. Sixth and Seventh Lakes are sites where state and federal biologists are trying to revive populations of the endangered yellow-legged frog, which is believed to have originally crowded most Sierra lakes. The biologists have removed introduced trout that eat the frogs, and they have returned captive-bred frogs that will hopefully remain resistant to a fungal disease that’s killing amphibians worldwide.

For the return leg of the loop, start from the Fifth Lake intersection. Turn left (east) to ramble above Fourth Lake and descend across its outlet. Next, an easy 15-minute rise turns a ridge and descends northeast to the south shore of woodsy Black Lake. There are excellent campsites above the trail here, and deep water with probably the area’s best fishing.

The route back continues east across Black Lake’s outlet stream and then breaks out of lodgepole forest to switchback down slopes of sagebrush and mountain mahogany open to more Palisade panoramas. Downhilling carries you swiftly to the junction with the primary North Fork Trail, 4.4 miles from the trailhead. Turn left, and when you reach the aforementioned intersection by the windswept Jeffrey, you can continue angling down straight, on the trail signed for the pack station. Go past the shady picnic spot, curve into the main canyon, and descend straight to the overnight parking lot.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Several campgrounds up Big Pine Canyon are good places to spend a night or two adjusting to the altitude. For visitors from sea level, this makes the backpacking easier. The town of Big Pine is a highway hamlet with nice cottage motels and a famous barbecue café. Big Pine is also the jump-off for popular day trips east into the White Mountains and the famous bristlecone pines. Six miles north of town is a short spur to Keough’s Hot Springs (760-872-4670, keoughshotsprings.com), a rustic resort where you can swim, soak, shower, and camp.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Mount Brewer, at the north end of the Great Western Divide, overlooks Bullfrog Lake.
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KINGS-KERN DIVIDE LOOP

Andy Selters


DISTANCE: 37.2 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 6

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 11,190'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Crowded–solitude

SCENERY: 10

MAPS: USGS Kearsarge Peak, Mount Clarence King, and Mount Brewer

BEST SEASON: Mid- to late summer

LOCATION: John Muir Wilderness, Inyo National Forest, and Kings Canyon National Park

CONTACT: 760-873-2483, fs.usda.gov/inyo



PERMITS

The permit you will need is for Kearsage Pass. See previous trip for details.

CHALLENGES

Four climbs over high passes demand that hikers be in strong physical condition, and acclimatizing to altitude helps too. The cross-country pass requires basic mountaineering poise. Remote, off-trail, and often rough travel comprises almost a quarter of the route. The cross-country territory is open and presents generally straightforward navigating, but map-and-compass competence is essential. Bear-proof food containers are required.

HOW TO GET THERE


ONION VALLEY TRAILHEAD N36° 46.365' W118° 20.418'



From the middle of Independence on US 395, head west on Market Street, and drive uphill for 13.2 miles to the end of the road at Onion Valley Campground, at 9,200 feet. Label and stash extra food in the bear-proof boxes provided.

TRIP DESCRIPTION:

From the road’s end, start up the trail to Kearsarge Pass, a 2,600-foot ascent over 4.8 miles that can get hot on a midsummer day. The climb starts with a long traverse across an open slope to a hairpin where a trail to Golden Trout Lake branches right. The Kearsarge trail then reverses up past groves of white firs and foxtail pines shading fragrant pennyroyal. A talus field along the way often chirps with resident pikas. At the top of that talus you reach a spot near the outlet of Little Pothole Lake with a view of University Peak’s impressive towers.


Going High With Ease

Because the air at high altitudes stresses us with less oxygen and moisture, a fast climb from sea level to a 10,000-foot camp can bring on sickness progressing to headaches, nausea, and worse. Fitness is not pre ventive, but starting a trip with a gradual progression is. Sleeping elevation is the most critical, so a good strategy on the first days is to hike reasonably high and descend to camp at, say, 6,000–8,000 feet. Drinking plenty of water helps too.



The trail then continues into lodgepole woods and curves near the shore of Gilbert Lake, the most convenient water source before the pass. A few minutes beyond there, you can see Flower Lake a couple hundred yards away through the pines. Any of these lakes offers good campsites. The next tiers of the climb ramp up through foxtail and lodgepole pines past a bench with a clifftop view down onto Heart Lake. Ledge-cut switchbacks then lead up the basin’s headwall, where whitebark pines frame distant views to the Inyo Mountains. The climb then overlooks Big Pothole Lake—a striking blue disc in a moraine-dammed bowl. The final switchbacks swing up to the right of crestline crags and reach Kearsarge Pass at 11,820 feet. Here, a grand panorama welcomes you to Kings Canyon National Park and an overview of the terrain ahead: to the south you see Kearsarge Lakes overlooked by Kearsarge Pinnacles; to the right the farthest shimmering lake is Bullfrog Lake. To its left is the gap you’ll take down to Bubbs Creek, a major fork of the Kings River. Across the south and west skyline spans the northern Great Western Divide—the chain of high peaks that runs north-south like a secondary Sierra crest, separating watersheds of the Kings, Kern, and Kaweah Rivers.

Off the pass, the trail heads down a huge open slope, and in not quite half a mile you reach a fork, where a high-running trail traverses toward the northbound John Muir Trail. Take the downhill fork signed toward Bullfrog Lake. In a few minutes you’ll meet a spur trail dropping south to Kearsarge Lakes.


SIDE TRIP: KEARSARGE LAKES

The Kearsarge Lakes offer good and popular campsites an easy 0.6 mile diversion south. Their location a reasonable day’s walk from the Onion Valley Trailhead makes them popular staging grounds for travel in either direction over Kearsarge Pass. After a camp there, you can return to the main trail heading toward the Kings-Kern Divide by angling west on a distinct but unsigned cutoff trail.



On our travel route, downhill rambling leads in a couple more miles to meadowy glades around Bullfrog Lake. The National Park Service allows no camping within a quarter mile of the lake. The trail curves around the lake, turns southwest through lodgepole pines, drops to cut around a small tarn, and goes back into forest, where it meets the John Muir Trail (JMT). A campsite sits here near the tumbling creek.

Take the JMT south and start switchbacking down among huge lodgepole pines and stout foxtail pines that frame views of East Vidette, a gracefully impressive tower so named for guarding the high country. The switchbacks run almost 1,000 feet down to a junction at the temperate glades of Lower Vidette Meadow. Here the Bubbs Creek Trail leads downstream, past campsites not too far away. In a few days you’ll return this way. Now, though, cruise upstream on the JMT at a pleasant grade, curving southeast through lovely open forest, aiming into the glacier-smoothed upper valley of boisterous Bubbs Creek. Gradual climbing continues into the long, straight parabola-shaped valley, where fallen pines are strewn about from winter avalanches. Here, you should be refining your timing to cross Forester Pass, a 3,000-foot climb from this valley. Especially if afternoon thunderstorms are possible, you should plan an early wakeup to cross the pass before any storms develop.

About 3.6 miles from Lower Vidette Meadow, at 10,500 feet, you reach a campsite on a little bench below the trail and just above the gliding creek. Many JMT hikers camp here to ascend the pass—3.5 miles and 2,700 feet higher—the next morning. Continuing upward, the JMT in half a mile crosses Center Basin’s creek, a tricky ford in early season. At about 11,200 feet, the trail passes a cluster of whitebarks that shelter the highest decent campsite before the pass.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This trip tours a legendary core of the High Sierra, the skyscraping Kings-Kern Divide. The famous John Muir Trail (JMT) takes you south over the divide, and an established, challenging cross-country route brings you back. The route takes in a panoply of Sierra beauty, from desert lee and high grandeur to picturesque, sublime, cathedral forest and riparian bounty and exuberance.



From these highest trees, the trail wends east across rocky alpine benches. The track crosses a creek and turns back south, climbing steadily into ever more sterile heights. A stream laughing down a meadow strip provides ample water and opportunities to enjoy the view back down upper Bubbs Creek to the high country around Glen Pass. A short arc back west takes you past the outlet of a tarn—at 12,300 feet, the last water—and the start to the last switchbacks. In early summer, snow might linger on the final slope, but it’s not steep. When you reach the 13,200-foot-high notch, you’ll probably be ready to take in the grand view across the expansive Kern headwaters, including the upper “Kern Trench” and the saw-toothed Kaweah Peaks.

The trail weaves down Forester Pass as a ledge system hewn back and forth across steep cliffs. Facing south, the ledges should be snow-free by late June. At the bottom, at 12,500 feet, the trail runs south like a garden path. As you stride, watch the long, low, stony ridge to your right (west), and how it will diminish. To the left, the slopes of Diamond Mesa similarly dwindle and open a view of helmet-shaped Mount Tyndall and the craggy top of Mount Williamson—both over 14,000 feet. When you reach about 11,900 feet and you get the full view of Tyndall, the trail jogs right through some small pools. This is a good place to review your map, take your exit from the busy JMT, and strike off for the little-visited high country to the west. Head southwest around the gentle extension of that low ridge.

As you ramble it’s OK to lose some elevation and, as scattered slabs and erratics allow, turn more west. You can look east to the helmet shape of Mount Whitney, and you’ll notice some long-dead tree trunks lying around; these are remnants from a warmer millennia when the treeline was higher. Gradually curve northwest into an isolated little basin with a small lake. From here, you climb due north straight up to the lowest point at the head of this basin. A maintained trail helps the footing up this steep, 600-foot climb. The sandy trudge rounds off to a new spectacular view, where a cerulean lakelet is foreground to a grand spread of Kings-Kern peaks. Round a small rust-colored crag by the lakelet and meet a maintained trail coming up from the western part of the upper Kern. Take this trail around the west shore of the little lake and down a short, steep slope to trail’s end at expansive Lake South America. Hop across the lake’s outlet, and as you look for a sandy spot to camp, you’ll likely feel as if an exalted world is yours. Knolls just west of the lake offer an especially astounding panorama of the Great Western Divide, from the remarkable finger of Milestone Mountain through the craggy hulks of Midway, Table, and Thunder Mountains.

At Lake South America, orient your map and bearings. The high but nondescript ridge summit just above, to the northeast, is Caltech Peak; trace your eye along its north ridge, past a cluster of crags and on to high Mount Stanford. Between Stanford and the next peak left, Mount Ericsson, sets the even arc of a broad pass cupping four crags of Deerhorn Mountain poking up from beyond. This is Harrison Pass, at 12,750 feet your gateway back to the Kings side of the divide.

From Lake South America’s “Ecuador” bulge, strike due north for the pass. You’ll enjoy easy walking, freshets of pure water, and the changing perspective of rarely visited lakes and peaks that remain unnamed. Climb to the right of the lowest point to the crest of Harrison Pass, where you’ll find many steep slots dropping off into the cirque below. The most commonly used notch is three cuts west of Mount Stanford’s mass, and it’s marked with a large pile of stones. Peering down, you might find the top 60 feet or so intimidating.

If there’s no snow, you can carefully work your way down midnotch on a slope of steep, firm dirt mixed with stones. Angle down and stay close to your hiking partners, so any dislodged rocks tumble harmlessly. Any bank of lingering snow will be icy and must be absolutely avoided; detour around and down via little ledges to the right. The going here is steep and a fall would be bad, but in climbing parlance the terrain is Class 2–3, passable with care for nonexpert mountaineers without a rope. Descending without a pack is much easier, so you might consider lowering packs on a cord for 50–75 feet to a staging point and regrouping from there. Another tip is that an ice ax offers excellent cane and bracing support in firm dirt and on rocky ledges, much better than hiking poles. If this descent looks dangerous to you, check the notches closer to Mount Stanford, as they can be snow-free earlier. If after considering all your options you are dubious about making this descent safely, turn back; this is no place to risk injury, and returning via the JMT is just as wonderful in reverse.

Beneath the Harrison Pass headwall, take your time down another 700 feet of moderately steep and trying talus scree. To your left, the Ericsson Crags shoot like columns into the sky, and to your right the massive west face of Mount Stanford looms with the stature of an alpine goliath. Before you reach easier terrain, steer hard left to try to avoid a final short, steep, loose slope; this unstable slope indicates that the rocks behind likely cover a creeping mass of ice, a rock glacier. After that, you walk on nicely stable rocks to a welcome rest spot, the north shore of a little tarn where shooting stars thrive.

Next, head downstream and you’ll quickly come to the south side of another tarn, at 11,850 feet. The outlet from this lake chutes into a shallow gorge that takes a 500-foot descent to the next bench of a classically stepped glaciated drainage. Do not follow the stream into the gorge; instead, climb briefly to the right (north) side of the creek and you’ll find an open slope where you can choose your way west down sandy ground, rock slabs, and ledges with whitebarks framing spectacular views out to the Great Western Divide. When you reach the next bench, you can find a beautiful campsite and gawk at the 1,200-foot-high front wall of the Ericsson Crags across from an amazing citadel of pinnacles and chutes on The Minster.

For the descent to the next bench, cross to the south side of the stream, and take an angling course left down granite slabs and ledges among beautiful pines. When you reach where the stream glides through a meadow, jump back to the north bank. Then, about 75–100 yards north of the stream, you can find a convenient subravine to resume descending, west. Then, on forested slope you can pick up an old trail that switchbacks steeply down among the lodgepole and foxtail pines. The slope and trail empty onto a northwest-trending bench where the stream hides in a flower jungle. Now, at 10,300 feet, you’re deep into west-side Sierra verdure.

Turn northwest, paralleling the stream and bench, and on the edge of forest and meadow you can still trace the old trail. After a quarter mile, though, the track gets lost into shrubs and wild onions, so for an eighth of a mile you have to push through the vegetation. Contour northwest back into open, steeper forest, and you can again find the old trail traversing steeply down. Follow this track on a long diagonal, and it will take you on a short switchback not far above a beautiful, sliding cascade in East Creek. The old trailbed continues north through open trees just above the canyon floor for almost half a mile, though it disappears at times across talus and shrubby areas. After a bay of East Lake comes into view, you come to a drift fence. Finally, the trail is obvious here, where you pass through a wired stock gate (close the gate behind you). Just a quarter mile farther, you’ll reach East Lake, a large lake 3.9 hard miles below Harrison Pass. This popular lake is your return to relative civilization, replete with camp areas (bear box).

Take the trail along the east shore of the lake, where you’ll see across to towering Mount Brewer. Then start a 2.8-mile, 1,500-foot descent to Bubbs Creek, tramping down, down under a full complement of midelevation fir and pine species, with vistas ahead of impressive buttresses on Mount Bago. When you reach Bubbs Creek, you meet a forest campsite and a potentially challenging ford. In mid-July of an average year the current is 20 feet wide and up to thigh-deep. As of this writing, there is an option a few hundred feet upstream, where the current splits and a fallen tree bridges the larger channel. Another possibility is to wade the wider current a few hundred feet downstream from the trail crossing.

Across Bubbs Creek are other campsites and tiny Junction Meadow. Here, you turn right and start your return climb back up to Kearsarge Pass. Fill your bottle, as Bubbs Creek will be out of reach for a while. A switchbacking climb repeatedly opens to views of dramatic cliffs and crags of this “backcountry Yosemite.” About 2.5 miles from Junction Meadow, the trail flattens out in forest with camping near Lower Vidette Meadow. A bit farther, you meet the JMT again, where you turn left uphill and retrace your steps over Kearsarge Pass to the Onion Valley Trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

To get acclimatized before this trip, Onion Valley Campground serves ideally at the 9,200-foot-elevation. If that’s full, try Lower Gray’s Meadow Campground at 6,100 feet. A day hike up to Golden Trout Lake makes for a perfect shakedown too.

The hamlet of Independence has some excellent surprises in lodging, notably the classic Winnedumah Hotel (winnedumah.com) and the Mt. Williamson Motel (mtwilliam sonmotel.com). There is also amazing French dining at the Still Life Cafe (135 S. Edwards St., 760-878-2555). The Eastern California Museum (155 N. Grant St., tinyurl.com/eastern camuseum) is also a wonderful place to visit, featuring a permanent exhibit on the famous mountaineer Norman Clyde.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Looking across Blue Lake north to Piute Crags and Mount Emerson
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MIDDLE FORK BISHOP CREEK

Andy Selters


DISTANCE: 11.4 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,080'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 10

MAPS: USGS Mount Thompson and Mount Darwin

BEST SEASON: Summer and fall

LOCATION: John Muir Wilderness, Inyo National Forest

CONTACT: 760-873-2483, fs.usda.gov/inyo



PERMITS

The permit needed is for Sabrina Lake Trailhead. See Trip 49, for details.

CHALLENGES

The whole route is above 9,500 feet with some moderately steep climbing, so reasonable fitness is important, and some preacclimatization to altitude is helpful too. For novices, some short trail sections can be inobvious, and in early summer mosquitoes can be a nuisance. Bear-proof food containers are essential.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N37° 12.810' W118° 36.594'



In Bishop, from the intersection of Main Street (US 395) and Line Street, drive west on Line and continue out of town as the road becomes CA 168. You’ll climb steeply and, 15 miles from town, keep straight where a fork turns left to South Fork Bishop Creek. Continue through the community of Aspendell, toward Lake Sabrina, and at 19.6 miles from Bishop, at 8,959 feet elevation, you reach the road turning right to North Lake. The overnight parking for the Middle Fork Trail is here, on the wide shoulder. The road to Lake Sabrina continues up, narrower from here, and 0.7 mile farther you reach the trailhead, in aspens on the left. You may drop off partners and packs here before parking back at the junction.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Strike south through the aspens, and in a minute you emerge to a view of Sierra peaks surrounding Lake Sabrina (pronounced sa-brine-ah), named for the wife of the dam’s engineer. Prominent summits include broad-topped Mounts Powell and Darwin, and the striking steeple of Mount Haeckel. One quick switchback sets you on a course contouring above the shimmering reservoir for about half a mile. Then the trail starts climbing and meets a trail forking almost straight upslope for George Lake and the Tyee Lakes. Continue on the main Middle Fork Trail, hop across a stream and a spring, and then start up a set of woodsy switchbacks.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Commonly referred to as the Lake Sabrina Trail, this is a tour of one of the most scenic and accessible lake basins in the High Sierra. The route itself is fun for often following natural contours and ledges, and it branches through forests and flowery meadows to a dozen sparkling lakes cupped in granite slabs beneath beautifully impressive peaks. While the most accessible spots will likely be peopled, with a little extra work you can find seclusion.



The trail keeps climbing steadily and curves to west-facing open slopes with views to the russet Piute Crags. Granite slabs along this section offer great places to linger. A brief descent then takes you to climb another bank of short switchbacks, up through a talus slope, where pikas chirp from their stony hideaways. The last switchback takes you to a right (west) turn to weave among some slabs and arrive at the outlet of Blue Lake. Driftwood logs offer a tricky bridge across the outlet, but on the other side, you arrive at a popular and classic Sierra picnic spot, where Thompson Ridge’s high granite and pines reflect in the magnificent lake. Campsites can be found in various niches on both sides of this lake.

[image: image]

Clyde Spires and Picture Peak highlight the magnificent terrain as you approach Midnight Lake.

From the “picnic” slabs, step west and you’ll regain the trail as it continues south, keeping about 50 yards west of the shore. Midway along the lake you meet a trail continuing south to Donkey Lake, a worthy 0.9-mile trip not many take. The main Middle Fork Trail turns west here for the next basin, crossing through a low saddle to a ledge traverse that empties into a meadowy mini-basin amid the lodgepole pines. Along here, you pass a couple of stagnant pools (buggy in early summer), which are outliers of the little Emerald Lakes hidden behind trees to the south. Then you climb briefly to follow the crest of a low, open spur strewn with some erratic boulders left behind by the last glacier. Along here you pass not far above Dingleberry Lake, where some fine campsites can be found. A local horse packer tagged these lakes with colorful if sometimes irreverent names.

At the end of the spur, the trail splits. To the left is a route for stock; to the right is the track for hikers. The hiker route leads to a slab descent and a broad stream with rocks set for hopping across. On the opposite bank, a short climb rejoins the stock wade, and easier climbing wends through a nice, open mix of willows, granite, and meadowy niches. Over a rise, the trail curves back south, angling uphill, and meets an unsigned track heading a third of a mile east to not quite reach Topsy Turvy and Pee Wee Lakes. Our main trail continues a gradual climb south into ever more open and spectacular scenery, where whitebark pines dot a meadowy granite basin beneath impressive peaks. Picture Peak, a buttressed monument in front of the Sierra Crest, stands particularly prominent and graceful.

Soon the trail reaches a fork; continued sidehilling straight south leads to slabs and then Midnight Lake, a half mile away. Turning left leads through whitebark pine groves then slabs near shallow Drunken Sailor Lake (called Sailor Lake on maps). Hungry Packer Lake is another third of a mile past there, and Moonlight Lake is an easy cross-country jaunt just east of that. Excellent campsites can be found near all of these lakes. Whichever you choose for your high point, return from there to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

To better adjust to the altitude of this trip, it’s smart to spend a night or two at one of the many campgrounds up the Bishop Creek canyon. The Sabrina campground near the trailhead is the best option, but there are many more excellent areas lower down, and more still up along the South Fork of Bishop Creek. Cardinal Village (321 Cardinal Road, 760-873-4789, cardinalvillageresort.com), on the outskirts of Aspendell, is also a great place for lodging and dining. A day or two taking day hikes on the nearby trails out of North Lake or South Lake will make the hiking up the Middle Fork much easier.

On either end of the trip, you can enjoy Bishop, a small but full-service city with good restaurants and lodging.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Devils Postpile is a must-see feature just off the main loop.
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AGNEW MEADOWS TO DEVILS POSTPILE

Mike White


DISTANCE: 27.2 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4–6

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 4,525'/5,125'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 5 (shuttle bus)

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Crowded

SCENERY: 10

MAP: USGS Mammoth Mountain and Mount Ritter

BEST SEASON: Midsummer–early fall

LOCATION: Ansel Adams Wilderness, Inyo National Forest

CONTACT: 760-924-5500, fs.usda.gov/inyo



PERMITS

Overnight stays in the Ansel Adams Wilderness require a wilderness permit, and daily trailhead quotas are in effect May 1–November 1. For this hike you will need the High Trail permit. Reserved permits can be arranged through recreation.gov and then picked up at Inyo National Forest facilities at Mono Basin Scenic Area Visitor Center, Mammoth Lakes Visitor Center, White Mountain Ranger Station in Bishop, or the Eastern Sierra Interagency Visitor Center south of Lone Pine. Sixty percent of the reservations are available in advance, anytime from six months to two days before your trip. A $6 application fee and $15 per-person fee are required. The remaining 40% of the daily quota is available for free walk-in permits, which can be obtained after 11 a.m. the day before departure. Unclaimed advance reservations will be made available for walk-in permits after 10 a.m. on the day of departure.

CHALLENGES

As mentioned, this is a popular trip, so it can be difficult to secure a permit. Campfires are banned at every lake you pass on this route (they are legal only along the initial High Trail traverse and along lower Minaret Creek), so plan on using a stove. Bears are active throughout this area; bear canisters are required. Due to overuse, camping is banned at Shadow Lake and within 0.25 mile of the outlets of Thousand Island and Garnet Lakes.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This trip offers the best and the worst of the High Sierra. The best entails picturesque alpine lakes and spectacular mountain scenery, including notable summits Mount Ritter and Banner Peak, as well as the string of arêtes known as the Minarets. The worst entails battling for a permit, traffic in Reds Meadow Valley, and camping bans due to overuse.

Negotiating a snowfield may be necessary before midseason, and you must climb a short section of Class 3 rock below Iceberg Lake to complete the loop. To avoid the cross-country section of the route between Ediza and Minaret Lakes, hike back down Shadow Creek from Lake Ediza and continue past Shadow Lake to a bridge over Middle Fork San Joaquin River and a junction with River Trail. Head downstream on River Trail, following signs for Agnew Meadows. Be prepared for a half-mile climb from the bottom of the valley across an open hillside to easier terrain near the meadows.



HOW TO GET THERE


MAMMOTH MOUNTAIN SKI AREA N37° 39.067' W119° 02.255'



From US 395, take the Mammoth Lakes exit and follow CA 203 west 2.5 miles to the Mammoth Ranger Station, where you can pick up your permit. Continue 1.25 more miles on CA 203, then turn right (north) to continue on CA 203, now called Minaret Road. Proceed 4.2 miles to the large parking area for Mammoth Mountain Ski Area.

There is an $8 fee per person ($4 for children) for traveling beyond Minaret Summit. Unless you arrive before 7 a.m. or after 7 p.m. or are camping, you must park in the ski-area lot and ride the Reds Meadow shuttle bus into Reds Meadow Valley. Bus service usually runs through the summer season, with exact opening and closing dates dependent on weather conditions. The buses run daily from around 7:15 a.m. to 7 p.m. every 20–30 minutes (more frequently when necessary). Tickets can be purchased at the shuttle-bus terminal at Mammoth Mountain Main Lodge Gondola Building (730-934-2289).

Agnew Meadows Trailhead: Take the Reds Meadow shuttle bus to the first stop, at Agnew Meadows, 2.7 miles from Minaret Summit, and walk the campground access road 0.3 mile to the trailhead.

Devils Postpile Trailhead: The trip ends at bus stop 6, Devils Postpile, 7 miles from Minaret Summit.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the bus stop, follow the access road toward Agnew Meadows Campground to the trailhead just past the pack station. Following signed directions northwest for the High Trail/Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), make a short, mild to moderate climb to a twin-log bridge over a stream, and then follow switchbacks through a red fir forest onto an open slope and into the John Muir Wilderness. Along the climb, views start to open up of Mammoth Mountain and the impressive Ritter Range to the west. At the top of the switchbacks, the trail begins a long, ascending traverse beneath the ridge leading to the summit of San Joaquin Mountain, crossing several lushly lined brooks spilling down the hillside along the way. Wildflowers along these streams include delphinium, yarrow, cow parsnip, leopard lily, paintbrush, lupine, shooting star, larkspur, columbine, penstemon, scarlet gilia, and monkey flower. Scattered to light forest obscures the views for a while, until you reach a stunning vista point near the 3-mile mark, directly across from the deep cleft of Shadow Creek Canyon, with shimmering Shadow Lake attracting your gaze.

Continue the steady ascent across open slopes that offer continuous views across the Middle Fork San Joaquin River canyon to the serrated peaks of the Ritter Range. Hop across a number of flower-lined streams and proceed to where a series of descending switchbacks interrupts the climb. The ascending traverse resumes shortly, leading across more streams on the way to a junction, where the High Trail and PCT continue left, and right leads to Agnew Pass. A dry campsite is near the junction.

Turn left (northwest) and follow the High Trail on gently descending tread through a light forest of lodgepole pines to a creek crossing. Beyond the creek, the trail climbs briefly to a junction with the PCT and a lateral to the River Trail. Following signed directions for Thousand Island Lake, proceed generally west on a mild to moderate climb that leads 0.3 mile to an unmarked junction with a path heading southeast to Badger Lakes. If you got a late start or feel too tired to reach Thousand Island Lake, pleasant campsites around the largest Badger Lake provide an overnight alternative.

A pleasant stroll west across the basin of Badger Lakes is followed by a moderate climb over a low ridge to a junction with a trail to Clark Lakes. Continue ahead (west) to the top of a rock rib, and then make a short, winding descent to a junction with the River Trail, which heads south. Heading northwest, within earshot of the Middle Fork San Joaquin River’s upper reaches, follow rising tread through scattered lodgepoles, and then switchback up a gully to a stunning view of Banner Peak. From there, a gentle stroll through granite humps leads to a junction of the John Muir Trail (JMT), near the meadow-lined outlet at the northeast shore of large Thousand Island Lake, which has a picturesque backdrop of the craggy summits of Banner Peak and the rest of the Ritter Range. Camping is banned within 0.25 mile of the outlet, as shown on an area map posted next to the trail. Legal campsites are spread along the northwest shore and seem to improve in quality and serenity the farther away from the JMT you go.

Leaving Thousand Island Lake, head south on the JMT, crossing the two-log bridge over the lake’s outlet. From here, you make a short, winding climb over a low ridge and down into the Emerald Lake basin. Backpackers wishing to escape the crowds at Thousand Island Lake may be able to find more secluded camping around Emerald Lake. A short climb out of the basin leads to Ruby Lake, where potential campsites are much more limited, thanks to the steep terrain forming the lake’s bowl. At the far (southeast) end of the lake, you cross over the outlet and begin a stiff, switchbacking climb over the ridge separating Ruby and Garnet Lakes. As you descend toward Garnet Lake, a rock outcropping provides a fine vista point of the lake, backdropped once again by the peaks of the Ritter Range. There is an unmarked junction with a use trail to campsites on the north side of the lake. If you plan to camp at Garnet Lake, follow this trail, as campsites are virtually nonexistent on the south shore. The path drops rather stiffly before approaching the lake near a peninsula with a number of sites.

Continuing on the JMT, a view-packed, switchbacking descent circles the lake’s north end to a bridged crossing of the outlet before an equally stiff climb takes you out of the basin through scattered whitebark pines and mountain hemlocks to a saddle with a nearby swimming hole. A rocky, switchbacking descent leads to a grass-covered basin and alongside a nascent tributary of Shadow Creek, which the JMT follows all the way to its union with the main branch of Shadow Creek. This protracted descent is met with an increasing forest cover of lodgepole pines, red firs, and western white pines. Where the trail bottoms out, reach a junction with the Ediza Lake Trail.
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Banner Peak as seen from the trail

Turn right (southwest) and head upstream along a placid stretch of Shadow Creek around a willow-covered meadow before the trail starts a mild to moderate climb and the creek tumbles through picturesque cataracts. The grade eases again, and you will spot an unmarked trail heading south to seldom-visited Cabin Lake. Continuing east up the canyon, hop over the stream from Nydiver Lakes, and proceed to a crossing of Shadow Creek. From there, the trail curves away from the creek for a short while before coming alongside it again and then ascending the narrow, rocky gorge to Ediza Lake, which is framed by the dark, jagged summits of the Ritter Range. You’ll have to travel to the far end of the lake for campsites, crossing the meadow on the south shore, and then crossing a couple of streams—one from Iceberg Lake and another from an unnamed tarn to the west. Shady campsites can be found on the hillside above the second stream and along the southwest shore of the lake.

To leave Ediza Lake, look for the somewhat obscure start of the unmaintained trail to Iceberg Lake near Ediza’s southeast point. The path climbs south steeply, switchbacking occasionally, through overgrown willows on the lower slope and across sloping meadowlands above that are carpeted with pussy-paws, lupine, and heather. The generally open terrain provides fine views of Banner Peak and Mount Ritter along the way, as well as the black Volcanic Divide to the east. Continue climbing up poor, rocky tread to the outlet, and then follow the cascading stream to the northern tip of austere-looking Iceberg Lake.

An ascending path continues across talus on the east side of Iceberg Lake before climbing the steep slope on the south side of the basin up toward Cecile Lake. After years of average to above average snowfall, this north-facing slope maintains an icy snowfield well into summer and should be attempted only by experienced parties with the proper equipment.

A ducked route passes around the east side of Cecile Lake across a sea of talus. The lake offers an up-close view of Clyde Minaret rising steeply and dramatically above the surface. Proceed to a cliff (and the crux of this route) at the far southeast edge of the basin, where you have the option of downclimbing a 10-foot chimney with a chockstone near the top or a 15-foot rock face with numerous holds just to the right of the chimney. By mountaineering standards, neither route is particularly difficult, but either way, you will have to make a short Class 3 climb while carrying a backpack. Inexperienced parties should either pack a short stretch of climbing rope for the descent or avoid the route altogether; rangers report that someone usually gets in trouble here at least once every season. (See Take This Trip for information about an alternate route.)

Once safely down this minor obstacle, follow a use trail down the canyon of the inlet to scenic Minaret Lake. Campsites may be found near where the stream enters the lake; farther around the lake on the south side; or on the north end, where a large peninsula nearly divides the lake in two. Clumps of mountain hemlock and patches of meadow surrounding Minaret Lake create a much more inviting ambience than the environment at rockbound Cecile and Iceberg Lakes. The supreme view of the towering arêtes of the Ritter Range, known as the Minarets, enhances the alpine scene. From south to north, the prominent Minarets include Riegelhuth, Pridham, Kehrlein, Ken, and Clyde. Pridham Minaret offers unroped climbers a Class 2 route to the summit.

Take the shoreline trail around the north side of Minaret Lake and over a couple of low rock humps to the west side. From there, switchbacks take you southeast away from the lake and down to Minaret Creek, which you follow through open, rocky terrain to a light forest of lodgepole pines and mountain hemlocks. A lengthy stretch of gently graded trail leads past some shady campsites alongside the creek before descending more steeply through an open area of volcanic rock, where Minaret Creek tumbles downslope in a series of picturesque cascades. Below the cascades, the trail continues the descent through a mixed forest of lodgepole pines, western white pines, red firs, and a diminishing number of mountain hemlocks. The grade eases near Johnston Meadow, where you reach a junction with the JMT.

Head south on the JMT, past Johnston Lake at the far end of the meadow, and resume a moderate descent to a log crossing of Minaret Creek. Reach a junction with the Beck Lakes Trail (Beck Lakes is a fine trip extension). Proceed downhill on the pumice tread of the JMT to a pair of switchbacks. Where the grade eases, cross the signed boundary between Inyo National Forest and Devils Postpile National Monument. Continue a short distance to the next junction, where the northbound Pacific Crest Trail veers left to follow the Middle Fork San Joaquin River upstream. Leaving the JMT, take the southeast trail and drop down to a log crossing of a rock-filled gully, and travel around a meadow to a three-way junction. Following a sign for Devils Postpile, proceed ahead (east) to cross the river on a stout bridge. Immediately reach another three-way junction (Devils Postpile is just a short walk down the right trail and is well worth a visit). Here, you turn left (north) and follow gently graded trail toward the Devils Postpile Ranger Station and bus stop #6.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Mammoth Lakes offers an inordinate number of choices for food, lodging, and entertainment. One of the best breakfast haunts is The Stove (644 Old Mammoth Road, 760-934-2821, thestoverestaurantmammoth.com). Unlike many of Mammoth’s eateries, which are in relatively new commercial complexes, The Stove occupies an old house that gives it a decidedly nonfranchised character. Toomey’s (6085 Minaret Road, 760-924-4408, toomeys mammoth.com) is a favorite spot for breakfast, lunch, or dinner.

If you’re not quite ready to jump back into the frenzy of civilization in Mammoth Lakes, you could visit Reds Meadow Campground for a hot shower or go a little farther to Reds Meadow Resort (800-292-7758, redsmeadow.com) for a simple meal at the café or a cold one from the store.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Lillian Lake
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LILLIAN LAKE LOOP

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 12.8 miles (not including side trips)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,310'/2,310'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Easy

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Timber Knob; Tom Harrison Ansel Adams Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Midsummer

LOCATION: Ansel Adams Wilderness, Sierra National Forest

CONTACT: Bass Lake Ranger District, 559-877-2218, fs.usda.gov/detail/sierra/passes-permits



PERMITS

You’ll need a wilderness permit for the Fernandez Trailhead, issued by Sierra National Forest. A quota system is in effect year-round. Approximately 60% of the daily quota can be reserved in advance, with the remaining permits available on a first-come, first-served basis; on summer weekends the Fernandez Trailhead may reach its quota. For reservations, contact the Bass Lake Ranger District, Attn. Wilderness Permits, 57003 Road 225, North Fork, CA 93643; 559-877-2218. There is a $10 processing fee per permit and a $5 reservation fee per person.

Monday–Friday, permits can be picked up at the Bass Lake Ranger District at 57003 Forest Service Road 225, North Fork (559-877-2218), and daily in summer at the Yosemite Sierra Visitors Bureau (559-658-7588), located in downtown Oakhurst (40343 CA 41), or at the Clover Meadow Ranger Station, located near the trailheads (559-877-2218, ext. 3136). To reach the Clover Meadow Ranger Station, from the Beasore Road (Forest Service Road 5S07) and FS 5S05 junction mentioned in the How to Get There section, continue 1.8 miles east on Beasore Road to the T-junction with FS 4S81 (Minarets Road), turn left onto FS 5S30, and drive northeast 1.8 miles to the ranger station.

CHALLENGES

The greatest challenge is the slow, bumpy drive to the trailhead. Note that snow may obscure parts of the trail until late June or early July, and mosquitoes will dampen your relaxation in June and early July.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The trio of lakes along this loop, and its side trips, rival the diversity offered in any Sierran lake basin around the 9,000-foot mark. Delights that await you include elegantly forested shores, wildflower gardens, steep headwalls, granite slabs, and fishing opportunities. Although distances are short and elevation change is moderate, this country is just too beautiful to rush through, so take a leisurely three days to savor the country. Meanwhile, the long drive to the trailhead keeps most crowds away.



HOW TO GET THERE


FERNANDEZ TRAILHEAD N37° 31.884' W119° 18.042'

WALTON TRAILHEAD N37° 31.902' W119° 18.054'



From CA 49 in Oakhurst, drive north on CA 41 for 3.4 miles to Road 222, signed for Bass Lake. Follow Road 222 east for 3.5 miles. Continue straight ahead on Malum Ridge Road (Road 274). Continue east 2.4 miles to a left (north) junction with Beasore Road (Forest Service Road 5S07). Paved but windy Beasore Road climbs north, passing Chilkoot Campground at 4.0 miles, followed by a series of dirt roads departing westward. At 7.6 miles beyond the campground, you reach a four-way intersection at Cold Spring Summit, where Sky Ranch Road (FS 6S10X) departs to the left and a parking area with toilets is on the right. Continuing straight ahead, Beasore Road winds another 8.5 miles past Beasore Meadows, Jones Store, Mugler Meadow, and Long Meadow before coming to Globe Rock, a total of 20.1 miles from the start of FS 5S07. Beyond Globe Rock, the road deteriorates, with many large potholes. Passing a spur to Upper Chiquito Campground, the impressive granite domes named the Balls, and the Jackass Lakes Trailhead, you reach the Bowler Campground after 6.6 miles. Ahead are two spur roads leading to trailheads to the right: first the Norris Trailhead (FS 5S86) and just beyond, the Fernandez and Walton Trailheads (FS 5S05), the latter just under 0.5 mile beyond the Bowler Campground. You follow FS 5S05 2.4 miles to its terminus in a large parking area.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The Walton and Fernandez Trails both depart from the parking area; you will depart along the Fernandez Trail, at the western side of the parking area, and return along the Walton Trail, at its northern tip. The Fernandez Trail starts through a typical midelevation Sierran forest of white fir, Jeffrey pine, and lodgepole pine. A gentle ascent leads to a small meadow and a junction with a little-used trail to the Norris Trailhead (0.35 miles), while your route bends to the right. Your trail’s gradient now becomes a moderate one, and red firs begin to replace white firs. The forest temporarily yields to brush as you struggle up short, steep, gravelly switchbacks, entering Ansel Adams Wilderness and soon reaching a near-crest junction with a steep trail that leads left to the Norris Trailhead (1.6 miles). You continue a moderate ascent of the Fernandez Trail for a few more minutes to a crest junction (1.8 miles).

The Fernandez Trail continues right, but you branch left along the Lillian Lake Loop Trail toward Vanderburgh Lake. Heading west, the next 2 miles are generally easy and conifer shaded, as you pass a waist-deep pond on your right, and two moraine-dammed, flower-filled meadows. Eventually the trail climbs to a bedrock notch in a granitic crest, with your first views of the San Joaquin drainage, beyond which the trail makes a short descent to Madera Creek and Vanderburgh Lake (4.3 miles). The trail curves west, passing good to excellent campsites along the lake’s north and east shores. If you are trying to decide which of the many lakes to camp at, this lake’s are the lowest elevation and the most forested, making them more or less appealing based on your predilection. At the west end of the lake, you climb bedrock to a junction with a trail to gorgeous Lady Lake (4.7 miles), an easy, worthwhile detour.


SIDE TRIP: LADY LAKE

From the junction with the Lillian Lake Loop Trail, a southbound trail climbs gently to moderately 0.5 mile up to a large campsite on the north shore of Lady Lake at 8,908 feet. On the east-shore moraine that juts into the lake, you’ll find another fine campsite. Both of these campsites are ideal for large groups—Lady Lake is one of the few subalpine lakes that accommodates many tents without environmental concerns. Its irregular form, speckled with several boulder islands, makes it particularly attractive, backdropped by metamorphic Madera Peak. Like all the lakes you might visit along this hike, Lady Lake has trout.



Beyond the Lady Lake Trail junction, the main trail crosses a lodgepole flat, then climbs a few hundred feet to a ridge. Here you can stop and appreciate the skyline panorama from the Minarets south to the Mount Goddard area in Kings Canyon National Park. Descending northwest on a moderate to steep gradient, the trail levels out and bends eastward; here you reach an easily missed junction with the spur trail to Chittenden Lake, another recommended side trip (5.4 miles).


SIDE TRIP: CHITTENDEN LAKE

The 1.0-mile-long trail to 9,182-foot-high Chittenden Lake leads west then northwest, climbing above the shelf holding the Staniford Lakes. After climbing open slabs, the trail sidles up to the eastern bank of Shirley Creek. Stepping across the creek, the trail turns sharply south (left), continues briefly under forest cover, and then traverses open slabs. Across here there is no indication of a trail—just continue due south, and before long the deep lake comes into view, with Sing Peak rising behind. If there are more than two backpackers in your group, don’t plan to camp at this lake because flat space is at a premium.



Continuing 0.1 mile past the Chittenden Lake Trail junction, you see the first Staniford Lake, a waist-deep, grass-lined lakelet; this water body is not the Staniford Lake that attracts attention. Instead, continue to a trailside pond atop a broad granitic crest. In this vicinity you can leave the trail and descend southeast (right) briefly cross-country on low-angle slabs to the largest of the Staniford Lakes, at 8,708 feet. It is a warm, shallow lake, perfect for swimming and offering sandy campsites among nearby slabs. More ponds, still part of the Staniford Lakes cluster, are seen before the Lillian Lake Loop Trail dips into a usually dry gully. It then traverses diagonally up along a ridge with glacier-polished slabs and outstanding views to the Ritter Range and San Joaquin drainage. You soon cross the ridge and descend to cross Lillian Lake’s outlet creek and reach a spur trail leading around Lillian Lake’s eastern and northern shores (6.15 miles). Camping is prohibited within 400 feet of the outlet, but along its northeast shore are well used, beautiful sites set a little back from the lake (6.45 miles). The largest and deepest lake on the main loop, it has a large population of trout that attracts anglers. Lillian Lake is the last of the lakes along this loop, and from its outlet, the trail descends a forested mile east to a two-branched creek with easy fords. After a short climb over a gravelly knoll, the trail descends to a junction where the Lillian Lake Loop Trail ends and you rejoin the Fernandez Trail (7.8 miles), on which you will turn right, heading south.

The forest cover quickly thickens, and the trail enters a dense forest glade situated in a shallow trough. You are next routed back onto a drier and sandier ridgeline, a moraine, which the trail follows to its end before switchbacking to the drainage below. The next junction you reach is with an old, abandoned trail up Timber Creek (9.45 miles). Staying right, you come to a broad sandy flat, where the Fernandez Trail forks right and the Walton Trail trends left (9.6 miles), both leading 3.15 miles to the parking area. Here I direct you along the Walton Trail, for it gains less elevation, has more open views, and takes you through all-new terrain. Continuing through the open flat, along which there are many camping options, you soon cross Madera Creek. A possible wade under the highest of flows, this crossing quickly becomes a rock hop and can dry out completely in late summer. Now climb a few short switchbacks to a knob, again gleaning open views north to the Yosemite boundary and south into the South Fork San Joaquin drainage—a wonderful way to end your trip. To your left (north) is an interesting geologic feature, a dark plug of olivine basalt, which was once part of the throat of a cinder cone. Dropping off the bare slabs, the trail passes through dry lodgepole pine forest, wetter glades where red fir dominates, and drier rocky knobs. Turning right at an old road junction, you quickly reach the Walton Trailhead (12.8 miles).

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

My favorite nearby campground is the Clover Meadow Campground. From the Beasore Road (FS 5S07) and FS 5S05 junction mentioned in the How to Get There section, continue 1.8 miles east on Beasore Road to the T-junction with FS 4S81 (Minarets Road), turn left onto FS 5S30 and drive northeast 1.8 miles to Clover Meadow Ranger Station and take the narrow road branching left from the ranger station. This small, pleasant campground has piped water, bear boxes, and phone reception. For an end-of-trip treat, stop by Jones Store as you head back along the Beasore Road.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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NORTHERN SIERRA NEVADA



At 400 miles long, the Sierra Nevada is the longest and highest single-block mountain range in the United States. Geographically, the Sierra Nevada is generally divided into three sections: southern, central, and northern. For the purposes of this guide, the northern section is the northern half of the range, extending from the North Fork Feather River Canyon southward to Yosemite National Park’s south and southeastern boundaries. The northern Sierra Nevada makes up about half the length of the entire range, an area roughly 200 miles long. Although much of the overlying rock in the northern Sierra is volcanic in nature, the underlying rock is part of the huge Sierra Nevada batholith, a composition of many granitic plutons, which are made up of intrusive igneous rock that crystallized beneath the earth’s surface. This geologic distinction identifies the northern lands in this region as part of the greater Sierra Nevada, as opposed to part of the southern Cascades, which are primarily volcanic in origin.

Yosemite is included for practical reasons, even though its topography is significantly different from lands to the north and is considered part of the High Sierra. Yosemite’s mountains are indeed taller, with some surpassing 13,000 feet, but it is really the shift to a granitic landscape that defines the High Sierra. From Yosemite south, the granite comprising the Sierra Nevada batholith is on display at the surface—almost everywhere—while it is more buried farther north. This classic granite landscape is evident in both Yosemite Valley and throughout the 1,200 square miles of backcountry.

Around the North Fork Feather River Canyon, the Sierra Nevada’s crest lands are relatively low—the highest peaks are rarely over 7,000 feet—but the elevations increase southward. Around Donner Pass (I-80), crest lands are mostly around 8,000 feet, with the highest peaks exceeding 9,000 feet. Around Lake Tahoe, crest lands are similarly high, but the highest peaks approach 11,000 feet. Finally, along Yosemite’s crest lands, valleys are mostly over 9,000 feet, and the peaks above them are mostly 11,000–12,000 feet, with two exceeding 13,000 feet.

Despite lacking the lofty grandeur of the southern Sierra, the northern Sierra is blessed with wonderful topography and beautiful scenery. One national park, many wilderness areas, a couple of recreation areas, and a state park protect some of this stunning backcountry. From south to north, these areas include Yosemite National Park, Hoover Wilderness, Emigrant Wilderness, Carson-Iceberg Wilderness, Mokelumne Wilderness, Desolation Wilderness, Granite Chief Wilderness, Grouse Ridge Recreation Area, Lakes Basin Recreation Area, Plumas-Eureka State Park, and Bucks Lake Wilderness. The proportion of lands preserved as wilderness dwindles north of Echo Summit (US 50). As elevations decrease and topography becomes more moderate, the lands have been more accessible for human use, especially logging in the western forests and urban developments in the Lake Tahoe Basin. Consequently, the northern Sierra’s recreational heritage is contained in small pockets of land surrounded by private land or public land crisscrossed by hundreds of miles of road, a fact easily confirmed by glancing at any U.S. Forest Service map.

YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK

Between 3 and 4 million people visit Yosemite National Park each year, the number spiking to 5 million in 2016. The draw, of course, is Yosemite Valley, one of the world’s most jaw-dropping natural features. No other major canyon or valley in the Sierra Nevada is as steep walled and flat floored. Additionally, none has the valley’s spectacular waterfalls, which may be its foremost draw. This wondrous topography has been shaped by myriad geologic forces across 100 million years. By 65 million years, Yosemite Valley was already a deep canyon, and the features above the canyon rims resembled their modern equivalents and have been little reshaped. Uplift beginning about 10 million years ago would have increased erosion rates, scouring Yosemite Valley ever deeper. While the water would have deepened the canyon, landscape-wide joints and fracture planes would simultaneously have caused whole slabs of rock to plummet downward, widening the valley and maintaining the vertical walls. Repeated glaciations over the past 2 million years altered the valley’s dimensions in three ways. First, each major glacier scoured the valley, removing its preexisting talus piles and loose rock from its walls. Second, the glaciers exerted pressure on the lower walls for thousands of years, and when each rapidly retreated, the pressure was suddenly released and a round of rapid exfoliation ensued. This process led to the accumulation of tremendous amounts of talus, such as you see today, some 15,000 years after the last glacier retreated. Finally, glaciers filled the valley with hundreds of feet of sediments, resulting in a broader, flat floor.

While most of the park’s visitors marvel at the valley’s waterfalls and monoliths, such as El Capitan and Half Dome, only a minority get off the road and into the 95% of the park designated as wilderness. It is a wonderful predominantly granitic landscape for a backpacker to explore. Compared to Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks to the south, Yosemite National Park is a little less rugged and its peaks a little shorter, making its trails more accessible to casual hikers seeking only moderate elevation gain. Like the entire Sierra Nevada, Yosemite abounds with beautiful lakes and has the advantage that, because Tioga Road bisects its high country, many of the lakes can be reached with quite moderate elevation gain and distance.

Yosemite has a dense network of maintained trails; 835 miles crisscross the park, of which just 107 miles are covered in this book (on Trips 54–59 and part of Trip 61), with some segments included in multiple hikes. Of the six walks that begin wholly in Yosemite, two are out of Yosemite Valley and the others are centered around Tuolumne Meadows. Trip 54, to Half Dome’s summit, is an experience of a lifetime. Trips 55 and 56 pass some of the Sierra’s finest waterfalls and cascades, along the Merced and Tuolumne Rivers respectively. Meanwhile Trips 57, 58, and 59 visit some admirable Sierran lakes, passing endless slabs, outcrops, meadows, and generally gorgeous subalpine scenery en route.

HOOVER WILDERNESS

The Hoover Wilderness extends from the Yosemite National Park boundary, on the Sierra Crest, east to lower-elevation U.S. Forest Service lands. Much of the Hoover Wilderness lies within a belt of metamorphic rocks, giving this wilderness a very different feel from Yosemite: deep, near-crest canyons are painted in various earth hues of metamorphic rocks, which weather to form nutrient-rich soils that are more densely vegetated, and old mines pepper this landscape. Only in the Robinson Creek drainage does granite dominate. The two trips offered in this wilderness are very different. Trip 57 passes 10 lakes as it traverses metamorphic lands and is one of the most lake-blessed short hikes in the Sierra. In contrast, lengthy, more lightly traveled Trip 61 runs entirely across granitic terrain and takes the backpacker through the Hoover Wilderness to reach the long, glaciated canyons of Yosemite National Park’s northeastern lands.

CARSON-ICEBERG WILDERNESS

Between Yosemite National Park and the Lake Tahoe Basin lie three designated wilderness areas: Emigrant, Carson-Iceberg, and Mokelumne (listed south to north). The Carson-Iceberg Wilderness, brought into the wilderness system in 1984, contains 161,000 acres of beautiful high country along the Sierra Crest, managed almost equally between the Humboldt-Toiyabe and Stanislaus National Forests. This wilderness is blessed with nearly 200 miles of trail to some of the least visited areas of the Sierra Nevada—a boon to solitude seekers desiring a less crowded experience than in more popular areas to the south. Two trips included in this guide visit Carson-Iceberg Wilderness, short trips easily handled by both beginning backpackers and families with children. The first travels an out-and-back route to Sword and Lost Lakes, among the warmest swimming lakes in the range. The second is a loop circuit to two other 8,300-foot lakes, Bull Run and Heiser, just off CA 4. While wilderness permits are required for overnight stays from April to November, there are no quotas, and they can be obtained by self-registration at trailheads or from any ranger station.

DESOLATION WILDERNESS

Three trips (64–66) described in this section travel through Desolation Wilderness, 63,960 acres of stunning backcountry above the southwest shore of beautiful Lake Tahoe. Composed of rich forests, granite and metamorphic peaks, and dozens of azure lakes, it is one of the most heavily visited wilderness areas in the United States, Desolation is heavily regulated as well, with daily zone quotas, mandatory day-hiker registration, overnight wilderness permit fees, campfire bans, and parking fees at two of the more popular trailheads. Despite the regulation, a trip through Desolation Wilderness remains one of the northern Sierra’s most coveted outdoor experiences.

TAHOE RIM TRAIL

The Tahoe Rim Trail (TRT) takes a 165-mile journey around Lake Tahoe, one of America’s most beautiful lakes. The trail is an enormous loop, giving thru-hikers the rare opportunity to begin and end at the same spot. But with eight trailheads, it’s also a perfect trail for day hikers or for those who want a shorter backpack trip, like the two described in this book. The TRT lives up to its name, often following high mountain ridges that provide delightful views of Lake Tahoe. But there is also a tremendous amount of variety on the trail. You will walk through deep pine and fir forests, pass through mountain meadows dotted with springtime flowers, and hike alongside sparkling mountain lakes in the granite paradise that is Desolation Wilderness.

The trail is a designated National Recreation Trail and a Millennium Trail, and shares about 50 miles with the Pacific Crest Trail. Construction of the TRT began in 1984, through a private nonprofit group called the Tahoe Rim Trail Association. The TRTA now builds trail upgrades, provides trail maintenance, and runs a robust hiking program that includes annual thru-hikes of the TRT. If you hike the entire trail, you can become a member of the Tahoe Rim Trail 165 Mile Club.

PLUMAS-EUREKA STATE PARK

North of the Tahoe area, Trip 69 passes through the combined lands of Lakes Basin Recreation Area and adjoining Plumas-Eureka State Park to four delightful lakes, some of only a handful of lakes at which backpackers are allowed to camp in the area. The relatively short distance involved makes for a fine trip for beginning backpackers and for families with young children. As the area is situated a good distance from Northern California’s population centers, visitation is low enough that permits are not required.
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Coville’s columbines color the base of metamorphic outcrops (see Trip 60). photographed by Elizabeth Wenk

BUCKS LAKE WILDERNESS

The section concludes with a 20-mile loop through Bucks Lake Wilderness, a serene 23,500-acre tract of backcountry tucked into Northern California about 17 miles southwest of Quincy. While it's most noted for boating, fishing, and summer homes, Bucks Lake has a fine network of hiking trails for hikers and backpackers. The trip described here is an excellent romp through typically quiet, mostly forested backcountry offering a high expectation of peace and quiet, the only exception being if you happen to take your trip when Pacific Crest Trail thru-hikers are making their annual pilgrimage.
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View up Tenaya Canyon from the summit of Half Dome

54

HAPPY ISLES TO HALF DOME

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 15.7 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,410'/5,410'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

SOLITUDE: Crowded

SCENERY: 10

MAP: USGS Yosemite Valley; Tom Harrison Yosemite Valley

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Yosemite National Park

CONTACT: Yosemite National Park Wilderness Center, 209-372-0826, nps.gov/yose



PERMITS

You need a wilderness permit for the Happy Isles to Little Yosemite Valley Trailhead, issued by Yosemite National Park, as well as a special permit to climb Half Dome.

You can apply for a wilderness permit from 24 weeks to two days in advance of your trip day, although given this is the most popular permit request in Yosemite, even applying on the first possible day you have a less than 10% chance of receiving a permit on the day of your choice. Though you can make a permit reservation by calling 209-372-0740, permits emailed to the center over the previous 24 hours have priority over those made by phone. The reservation form to fill in is available at nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/wpres.htm and can be emailed up to 24 hours in advance of the first date to make reservations; so that means you submit your reservation request 24 weeks and one day before your hike starts. The cost of confirmed permits is $5 per permit plus $5 per person in the group.

You request a Half Dome permit together with your wilderness permit by filling in the applicable sections on the wilderness permit application. See nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/hdwildpermits.htm for additional information. The cost for the Half Dome permit is an additional $10 per person. If you are successful in requesting a permit, you will receive payment instructions by email.

Pick up your permit at the Yosemite Valley Wilderness Center, located in Yosemite Village next to the Ansel Adams Gallery.


Leave Some Time to Find the Perfect Campsite

The campsites visible from the trail may be occupied when you arrive. So you want some spare time to explore the surroundings to find a perfect location. In most of the Sierra, you can camp anywhere—as long as you’re 100 feet from trail and water—and some of the best sites aren’t visible from the trail.



CHALLENGES

The Half Dome cables are safe for competent hikers, but they are an exhausting ascent not to be attempted in rain or when storms threaten. A small number of hikers have fallen and died on this route, mostly climbing in wet conditions. Also, acrophobics are advised to avoid this trip—the route is exposed and steep. But really, the biggest challenge is getting the permit!

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD (HAPPY ISLES SHUTTLE STOP 16) N37° 43.945' W119° 33.579'



Enter Yosemite Valley via CA 140, CA 41, or Big Oak Flat Road (via CA 120). From the intersection where CA 41/Wawona Road merges from the right, continue 5.2 miles on Southside Drive to a four-way intersection with Northside Drive. Continue straight and either turn right into the Curry Village lot in 0.15 mile or drive another 0.4 mile to reach the backpacker trailhead parking. If you park in the Curry Village lot, take the shuttle to the trailhead. If you park in the backpacker parking area, it is a 0.4-mile walk to the Happy Isles shuttle stop 16, where the trailhead is located. (You pick up your wilderness permit at the Yosemite Valley Wilderness Center, located in Yosemite Village.)


TAKE THIS TRIP

Half Dome is justifiably one of the Sierra’s most popular backcountry summits, a challenging, attractive route rewarded with a stunning view of Yosemite Valley and the park’s high country to the east. Additionally, the hike treats you to a close-up of two spectacular waterfalls, Vernal and Nevada. By camping in Little Yosemite Valley, you have a head start on the numerous day hikers and will enjoy a less crowded ascent of the cables and a quieter summit stay.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the shuttle-bus stop (4,030') you walk briefly east along the road, across a bridge, and then south, soon reaching a large trail sign. Beyond, the paved trail steepens, passes a viewpoint, and then turns east, continuing diligently uphill until a quick drop leads to the Vernal Fall Bridge (1.0 mile). Here you see Vernal Fall, backdropped by Mount Broderick (left) and Liberty Cap (right). Passing a water faucet and toilets, you quickly reach a junction (1.2 miles), where you stay left, on the Mist Trail; to the right, the John Muir Trail is the longer, less steep, less scenic alternative, which you will take on the way back. Dressed for the upcoming, often soaking mist, start up the Mist Trail. The spray increases as you advance upward, sandwiched among throngs of hikers as you carefully ascend steep steps. After a brief pause, boasting wonderful views of the fall, the steep stairs resume, leading up a drier, forested gully to an alcove beneath an ominous overhang. A last set of stairs, protected by a railing, guides hikers to the brink of Vernal Fall.

Just upstream is Emerald Pool, and near the pool’s east end, the trail begins ascending again (near some pit toilets), reaching a junction at 1.75 miles that marks the beginning of this hike’s loop component. For now, curve left over to the Silver Apron Bridge, and then climb up to a broad bench and toward Nevada Fall. Soon you commence a series of more than two dozen short, rocky switchbacks. The climb ends at the top of a gully where, on brushy slopes, you once again meet the John Muir Trail (and more pit toilets; 2.8 miles, 5,990').

You now climb a rocky slope that narrows to a gully near its top and then quickly descend to the banks of the Merced River. Beneath conifer cover you continue northeast along the river’s azalea-lined bank to encounter a trail fork (3.45 miles). Take the right fork, which parallels the Merced River upstream to reach a spur to Little Yosemite Valley’s large backpacker’s camp (3.9 miles). Here you spend the night. It has bear-proof food storage boxes, composting toilets, and, to the northeast, a ranger’s camp.

In the morning, locate a junction a little north of the toilet block and trend right, sign-posted to Half Dome. With a daypack and adequate water for the day, head up the forested John Muir Trail to a junction, where you branch left toward Half Dome (5.3 miles, 7,010'). After about 0.6 mile, the slope lessens and the trail bends west, soon climbing along the rim of Tenaya Canyon. Before the trail tops a crest, Half Dome’s northeast face comes into view, and soon you also have views backward to Clouds Rest and its satellites, the Quarter Domes. You now have a 0.3-mile flat traverse leading to the base of Half Dome’s intimidating slab shoulder (6.8 miles).

Well-built switchbacks zigzag up bedrock to the shoulder’s apex, and you then descend bare slab to a saddle. Here are the dome’s even more intimidating cables, which definitely cause some hikers to retreat. If you stare up the cables and decide this is not for you, feel comfortable in your decision and enjoy the view from here. Remember also that thunderstorms miles away can roll in more rapidly than you can ascend the traffic jam up and down the cables, so be conservative with your weather forecast.

The cables too quickly steepen almost to a 45-degree angle. Looking down, you can see that you don’t want to fall. With too many people to make passing possible, you simply assume your spot in line, pull yourself up the approximately 10 steps between horizontal wood planks (good break points), and then rest until the person ahead has leapt forward again. And so the process continues, the slope gradually becoming steeper.

Eventually an easing gradient gives new incentive, and soon you are scrambling up to the broad summit of Half Dome (7.45 miles, 8,842'). Most hikers proceed to the dome’s high point, located at the north end, from which they can view the dome’s overhanging northwest point. Stout-hearted souls peer over the lip of this point for an adrenaline-charged view down the dome’s 2,000-foot-high northwest face. From the broad summit you have a 360-degree panorama, including an aerial view down Yosemite Valley and up Tenaya Canyon past Clouds Rest to the Cathedral Range.

To return, backtrack down to the Little Yosemite Valley backpacker’s campground and either spend another night here or pack up your overnight pack. Your route backtracks to the junction northeast of Nevada Fall, at the top of the Mist Trail (12.1 miles). Now turn left, staying on the John Muir Trail, and head toward the Nevada Fall Bridge (12.3 miles).


SIDE TRIP: BRINK OF NEVADA FALL

About 50 feet north of the Nevada Fall Bridge, just where the trail assumes a more southerly tack, you can strike northwest (right) to find a short spur trail that drops to a viewpoint beside the fall’s brink. Its start is rather cryptic, but if you walk generally west you’ll soon see a set of stairs and worn granite curving counterclockwise down to the railings.



From the Nevada Fall Bridge, strike southwest, soon reaching a junction with the Panorama Trail (12.5 miles), where you stay right to begin a high traverse boasting an ever-changing panorama of Nevada Fall backdropped by domelike Liberty Cap and broad-topped Mount Broderick—both glaciated. Progressing west, Half Dome soon becomes prominent too. Eventually you descend to Clark Point (13.45 miles), where you meet—and take—a scenic connecting trail switchbacking down to Emerald Pool and Vernal Fall. About halfway down this 0.45-mile segment, you reach an unfenced vista point where you get to stare at Vernal Fall from a near-aerial perspective. The rocky trail soon reaches a familiar junction above Emerald Pool (13.9 miles), where you turn left, soon reach the top of Vernal Fall, and retrace your steps down to Happy Isles (15.7 miles).

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The night before and after a backpacking trip, you’re eligible to stay in the walk-in Yosemite Valley Backpacker’s Campground, located at the back of the North Pines Campground; between sites 331–335, proceed across Tenaya Creek on a footbridge and quickly reach the campground. Camping in Little Yosemite Valley, you won’t need to carry a bear-proof food canister because bear-proof storage boxes are provided. Be sure to bring a pair of gloves with a good grip to ascend the cables. After your hike, you might celebrate with pizza and beer at nearby Curry Village.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The Merced River near the Bunnell Point bridges
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HAPPY ISLES TO MERCED LAKE

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 26.6 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3–4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 4,870'/4,870'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 9

MAP: USGS Half Dome and Merced Peak; Tom Harrison Yosemite High Country

BEST SEASON: Late spring–early fall

LOCATION: Yosemite National Park

CONTACT: Yosemite National Park Wilderness Center, 209-372-0826, nps.gov/yose



PERMITS

You need a wilderness permit for Happy Isles to Little Yosemite Valley (if spending first night in Little Yosemite Valley) or Happy Isles to Sunrise/Merced Lake Pass Thru (if spending first night beyond Little Yosemite Valley), issued by Yosemite National Park.

You can apply for a wilderness permit from 24 weeks to two days before your trip day, although given this is the most popular permit request in Yosemite, even applying on the first possible day gives you a less than 10% chance of receiving a permit on the day of your choice. Though you can make a permit reservation by calling 209-372-0740, permits emailed to the center over the previous 24 hours have priority over those made by phone. The reservation form to fill in is available at nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/wpres.htm and can be sent up to 24 hours in advance of the first date to make reservations; so that means you submit your reservation request 24 weeks and one day before your hike starts. The cost of confirmed permits is $5 per permit plus $5 per person. If you are successful in requesting a permit, you will receive payment instructions by email. Pick up your permit at the Yosemite Valley Wilderness Center, located in Yosemite Village next to the Ansel Adams Gallery.

As an alternative, you could begin this hike from Glacier Point, applying for a Glacier Point to Little Yosemite Valley permit (first night in Little Yosemite Valley). This adds 3.1 miles to your first day’s walk but requires less elevation gain. Pick up your permit at the Yosemite Valley Wilderness Center.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This truly spectacular walk follows the length of the stunning Merced River Canyon from Yosemite Valley to Merced Lake. It begins with an ascent of the famous (or infamous) Mist Trail—a steep, strenuous trail that first sprays you with Vernal Fall’s mist and then climbs alongside Nevada Fall. Above these falls, the climbing is more moderate with flat valleys punctuated by climbs on slabs beside dashing cascades. All the while, dramatic glacier-smoothed granite canyon walls tower overhead.



CHALLENGES

The Mist Trail to the top of Vernal Fall is wet, especially before August, so be sure to bring a pack cover or poncho. Permits leaving Happy Isles are in incredibly high demand in summer, so consider planning this hike for May or September, when permit competition is much less fierce and this relatively low-elevation walk is still pleasant. Bear canisters are required for this trip.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD (HAPPY ISLES SHUTTLE STOP 16) N37° 43.945' W119° 33.579'



Enter Yosemite Valley via CA 140, CA 41, or Big Oak Flat Road (via CA 120). From the intersection where CA 41/Wawona Road merges from the right, continue 5.2 miles on Southside Drive to a four-way intersection with Northside Drive. Continue straight and either turn right into the Curry Village lot in 0.15 mile or drive another 0.4 mile to reach the backpacker trailhead parking. If you park in the Curry Village lot, take the shuttle to the trailhead. If you park in the backpacker parking area, it is a 0.4-mile walk to the Happy Isles shuttle stop 16, where the trailhead is located. (You pick up your wilderness permit at the Yosemite Valley Wilderness Center, located in Yosemite Village.)

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the shuttle-bus stop (4,030') you walk briefly east along the road, across a bridge, and then south, soon reaching a large trail sign. Beyond, the paved trail steepens, passes a viewpoint, and then turns east, continuing diligently uphill until a quick drop leads to the Vernal Fall Bridge (1.0 mile). Here you see Vernal Fall, backdropped by Mount Broderick (left) and Liberty Cap (right). Passing a water faucet and toilets, you quickly reach a junction (1.2 miles), where you stay left, on the Mist Trail; to the right, the John Muir Trail is the longer, less steep, less scenic alternative, which you will take on the way back. Dressed for the upcoming, often soaking mist, start up the Mist Trail. The spray increases as you advance upward, sandwiched among throngs of hikers as you carefully ascend steep steps. After a brief pause, boasting wonderful views of the fall, the steep stairs resume, leading up a drier, forested gully to an alcove beneath an ominous overhang. A last set of stairs, protected by a railing, guides hikers to the brink of Vernal Fall.

Just upstream is Emerald Pool, and near the pool’s east end, the trail begins ascending again (near some pit toilets), reaching a junction at 1.75 miles that marks the beginning of this hike’s loop component. For now, curve left over to the Silver Apron Bridge, and then climb to a broad bench and toward Nevada Fall. Soon you commence a series of more than two dozen short, rocky switchbacks. The climb ends at the top of a gully where, on brushy slopes, you once again meet the John Muir Trail (and more pit toilets; 2.8 miles, 5,990').

You now climb a rocky slope that narrows to a gully near its top, and then quickly descend to the banks of the Merced River. Beneath conifer cover, you continue northeast along the river’s azalea-lined bank to encounter a trail fork (3.45 miles). Take the right fork, which parallels the Merced River upstream to reach a spur to Little Yosemite Valley’s large backpacker’s camp (3.9 miles). It has bear-proof food storage boxes, composting toilets, and a ranger’s camp to the northeast. Whether you camp here or 2 miles ahead is dictated by which permit you’ve obtained—some specify Little Yosemite Valley as your first night’s destination, others that you continue at least 2 more miles upstream on the sandy tread through flat-floored Little Yosemite Valley.


Get on the Same Page

There can be a lot of conflict in a group if one person wants to hike the minimum possible distance each day and then relax, while others want to push themselves and constantly explore the surroundings. And the conflict will be much worse if you discover this once on the trail instead of reaching a compromise in advance.



Little Yosemite Valley’s east end is graced by the presence of a beautiful pool at the base of a Merced River cascade. Unfortunately most of Little Yosemite Valley, including this site, was scorched in the 2014 Meadow Fire, and while this campsite is still used, it is no longer nearly as attractive (5.95 miles). Onward, you climb past the cascade and then head toward the 1,900-foot-high Bunnell Point cliff. Rounding the base of a glacier-smoothed dome, unofficially called the Sugar Loaf, you enter Lost Valley, also burned. At its eastern end, again climb bare slabs beside the tumbling water. The magnificent canyon scenery can easily distract one from the very real danger of this exposed section of trail. Just beyond the V gorge, the canyon floor widens a bit, and just before descending to the river’s banks, if you trend east (left) from the trail, you will find a small camping area atop some slabs. The trail now crosses the Merced River on a pair of bridges (8.0 miles) and follows the south bank briefly upstream.

Where the stream banks again transform into steeply sloping slabs, your upcanyon walk diverges from the water’s edge and climbs a series of more than a dozen switchbacks that carry you 400 feet above the river. Your climb reaches its zenith amid a spring-fed, profuse wildflower garden bordered by aspens, equally colorful in summer and fall.

Beyond this glade you soon emerge onto a highly polished bedrock surface, pass through another forest stand, and then emerge on a bedrock bench above the river’s inner gorge. Traversing the bench, you come to a bend in the river and recross the Merced River on a bridge (9.7 miles, 7,010'). Strolling east, you soon reach the west end of spacious Echo Valley, pass a few mediocre campsites, and proceed to the valley’s north edge, where you encounter a junction with the trail ascending alongside Echo Creek (10.5 miles).

Stay right, immediately crossing Echo Creek’s braided channels on three bridges, then strike southeast through a boggy stretch of Echo Valley, a dense tangle of approximately 15-foot-tall lodgepole pines, regenerating after fires in 1988 and 1993; the combination of downed logs and thickets of young trees makes camping implausible. After mounting a shelf at the east end of Echo Valley, you are again at the river’s edge, and from here could strike north to multiple campsites for small groups, some in sandy flats among slabs and others in small stands of lodgepole pine. Continuing on slabs past the churning river, you reach Merced Lake’s outlet, at which there are no suitable campsites, and continue around the lake’s north shore to the designated backpacker’s camping area, just a little northeast of the lake, complete with a pit toilet and food storage box (12.6 miles). Eighty-foot-deep Merced Lake supports three species of trout: brook, brown, and rainbow. Note: The backpacker’s campground is 0.15 mile west of the Merced Lake High Sierra Camp. After your stay at the lake, backtrack to the junction northeast of Nevada Fall, at the top of the Mist Trail. Rather than descend on the Mist Trail, turn left, staying on the John Muir Trail, and head toward the Nevada Fall Bridge (see side trip).
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View east across Merced Lake

From the Nevada Fall Bridge, strike southwest, soon reaching a junction with the Panorama Trail, where you stay right to begin a high traverse with an ever-changing panorama of Nevada Fall backdropped by domelike Liberty Cap and broad-topped Mount Broderick, both glaciated. As you progress west, Half Dome soon becomes prominent too. Eventually you descend to Clark Point, where you meet—and take—a scenic connecting trail switchbacking down to Emerald Pool (right fork). About halfway down this 0.45-mile segment, you reach an unfenced vista point where you get to stare at Vernal Fall from a near-aerial perspective. The rocky trail soon reaches a familiar junction above Emerald Pool, where you turn left, soon reach the top of Vernal Fall, and retrace your steps down to Happy Isles.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The night before and after a backpacking trip, you’re eligible to stay in the walk-in Yosemite Valley Backpacker’s Campground, located at the back of the North Pines Campground; between sites 331 and 335, proceed across Tenaya Creek on a footbridge and quickly reach the campground. Before mid-July, when the Mist Trail can drench you, it is wise to have a pack cover, because even though you’ll dry quickly, you don’t want to soak the contents of your backpack. After your hike, you might celebrate with pizza and beer at nearby Curry Village.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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View to Glen Aulin and Wildcat Point, the start of the Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne Wilderness
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GLEN AULIN AND WATERWHEEL FALLS

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 17.6 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,630'/2,630'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Tioga Pass and Falls Ridge; Tom Harrison Tuolumne Meadows

BEST SEASON: Early–midsummer

LOCATION: Yosemite National Park

CONTACT: Yosemite National Park Wilderness Center, 209-372-0826, nps.gov/yose



PERMITS

You need a wilderness permit for Glen Aulin (if spending the first night at Glen Aulin Backpacker’s Campground) or Glen Aulin Pass Thru (if spending the first night beyond Glen Aulin Backpacker’s Campground), issued by Yosemite National Park.

You can apply for a wilderness permit from 24 weeks to two days in advance of your trip day. Although you can make a permit reservation by calling 209-372-0740, permits emailed to the center over the previous 24 hours have priority over those made by phone, and all permits will quickly be booked out for summer weekends. The reservation form to fill in is available at nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/wpres.htm and can be emailed up to 24 hours in advance of the first date to make reservations, so that means you submit your reservation request 24 weeks and one day before your hike starts. If you are successful in requesting a permit, you will receive payment instructions by email. The cost of confirmed permits is $5 per permit plus $5 per person in the group. Pick up your permit at the Tuolumne Wilderness Center, located along the Tuolumne Meadows Lodge spur road in the far eastern part of Tuolumne Meadows; turn right just as the road begins to climb above the meadows.

CHALLENGES

Glen Aulin proper can be buggy through July, so be sure to carry repellent or long clothes. At times of peak runoff (usually June), the ford at Delaney Creek can be dangerous and the approaches to the three bridges can all require a greater than knee-deep wade. Plan to cross these early in the day. Bear canisters are required.

HOW TO GET THERE


GLEN AULIN TRAILHEAD N37° 52.733' W119° 21.512'



The trailhead is located within eastern Tuolumne Meadows, along the spur road to Lembert Dome and the Tuolumne Meadows Stables. From the intersection of CA 395 and CA 120 (Tioga Road) in Lee Vining, drive 19.0 miles west along CA 120, passing the Yosemite National Park entrance station at the 12.0-mile mark. Alternatively, from Crane Flat, at the intersection of CA 120 and the Big Oak Flat Road in western Yosemite National Park, drive 39.6 miles east. The spur road is located just east of the Tuolumne Meadows Campground.


TAKE THIS TRIP

While California’s most storied waterfalls are on display in Yosemite Valley, an equally striking collection of shorter falls and cascades is on exhibit in the Tuolumne River Canyon. Along this walk, you will watch water chute, tumble, and churn down granite slabs as you walk past Tuolumne Falls, White Cascade, Glen Aulin Falls, California Falls, LeConte Falls, and Waterwheel Falls, each waterfall boasting a unique temperament. Between these commotions, enjoy deep, quiet pools; polished slabs; and steep granite walls.



The spur road passes the small Lembert Dome parking area and continues 0.3 mile to a locked gate, the start of the walk; you can park anywhere along this stretch but closer to the gate shortens your walk. Alternately, just before the gate, turn right (north) to the Tuolumne Stables, where there is a large parking area. From the stables you can retrace your steps to the official trailhead or use the connecting trails fanning out from the stables parking area; both are a similar hiking distance. The mileage is measured from the locked gate.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the diffuse parking area, make your way west to the locked gate; it is 0.3 mile west of the Lembert Dome parking area, just as the dirt road bends north to the horse stables. Continue west on the service road, enjoying fine views south toward Unicorn Peak and Cathedral Peak. After 0.25 mile, you meet a smaller trail heading northeast to the horse stables and at 0.4 mile the main trail splits. Your route veers right, slightly uphill, still on an old road, and quickly encounters a spur trail to the bubbling natural Soda Springs. You can follow the spur trail west across this vicinity or continue on the Pacific Crest Trail, which arcs counterclockwise; the two reconnect just 0.1 mile to the north.

Beyond, take the westbound, undulating trail, signposted for Glen Aulin. Another spur trail from the stables soon merges from the southeast (right) while you trend northwest (left) (1.25 miles), and just beyond you descend to cross Delaney Creek. With significant flow during June and early July, you will want to search for a log to balance across; later on, boulder-hopping will do. Crossing a second smaller tributary, you soon reach the junction to Young Lakes Trail and again stay left (1.65 miles).

Continue westward on your pleasant, rambling traverse, winding through scattered lodgepole pines and then descending some bare granite slabs to a flat-floored forest. You are soon at the west end of a huge meadow near the banks of the Tuolumne River and, just beyond, reach three branches of Dingley Creek (2.75 miles). From here, the nearly level trail often runs along the river, and in these stretches by the stream, there are numerous glacier-smoothed granite slabs on which to take a break—or a dip, if the river’s current is slow. After a mile-long, winding traverse, the trail leaves the last slabs to climb briefly up a granite outcrop to get around the river’s gorge and then winds down to a Tuolumne River bridge (4.1 miles).

The river now flows rapidly down a series of sparkling rapids separated by large pools and wide sheets of water that spread out across more slightly inclined granite slabs. As you descend beside the river, give yourself time to gaze at Tuolumne Falls in particular. The trail twice trends into moist glens west of the river corridor; in the second glen, you pass a junction with the trail to McGee Lake and May Lake (5.25 miles; See Trip 57). Just beyond is White Cascade, best viewed before you cross another bridge high above the churning river.

From here it is only a few minutes’ walk to the Glen Aulin High Sierra Camp junction (5.4 miles, 7,880'), where you turn right and cross Conness Creek on a bridge to reach the High Sierra Camp and adjacent backpacker’s campground, complete with bear-proof food storage boxes, a pit toilet, and (when the High Sierra Camp is open) a water tap. While there are a few campsites downstream along the Tuolumne River, the backpacker’s camp is a nice base from which to do a day hike to Waterwheel Falls.

Just 40 feet north of the spur trail to the High Sierra Camp, you turn left on the westbound trail down the Tuolumne River Canyon, leaving the northbound Pacific Crest Trail, and climb over a low knoll of metamorphic rock. From it you have an excellent view west down the flat-floored, steep-walled canyon. You switchback quickly down into Glen Aulin proper and parallel the Tuolumne River through a decidedly marshy (in early summer) lodgepole pine forest. Abundant downed trees, the aftermath of the 1987 Glen Aulin Fire, provide useful—if narrow and zigzagging—boardwalks. There are small campsites to the north of the trail about 0.5 mile from the last trail junction and again at 0.85 mile, about halfway along Glen Aulin where the cliff face extends right to the trail. At the far end of the glen, you cross the outlet creek from Mattie Lake and, on bedrock, arrive at the brink of cascading California Falls (7.0 miles, 7,780').


Know How Much Your Gear Weighs

Weigh all your backpacking gear to help you decide what is necessary to bring. When I first did this, I was surprised to discover my wool hiking socks weighed almost as much as my thermal shirt—extra socks suddenly seemed a lot less necessary.



Switchbacking down beside the cascade, you leave behind the glen’s thick forest of predominantly lodgepole pines and descend past scattered Jeffrey pines and junipers and through lots of brush. At the base of the cascade, you make a gentle descent north, and near the end of this short stretch parallel a long pool, a good spot to break for lunch or perhaps take a swim—just stay away from the pool’s outlet, the brink of a smaller, unnamed fall. Continuing down, the trail again parallels the cascading river as it generally descends through brush and open forest, passes a small campsite, transitions from red to white fir forest, and shortly reaches the next headline feature, LeConte Falls (8.3 miles, 7,090’). It cascades down fairly open granite slabs with good, safe break spots to the side; this is my favorite cascade, for you can safely share the granite slabs with the tumbling water and enjoy some smaller waterwheels. In the forest below, you reach extensive Waterwheel Falls (8.8 miles). This cascade gets its name from the curving sprays of water tossed into the air when the river is flowing with sufficient force. The cascade’s classic views are from midway between its brink and its base, at the end of the second zigzag down. On the slabs the falls descend, use extreme caution even where the rock is dry.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

As a wilderness permit holder, you are eligible to use the walk-in Tuolumne Meadows Backpacker’s Campground, located within the main car camping campground; after parking your car outside the campground, walk behind the Conness Campfire Circle to find the backpacker’s campground. You can get food, drinks, and last-minute supplies at the Tuolumne Meadows Store, just southwest of the campground.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Tuolumne River churning down toward Glen Aulin
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HIGH SIERRA CAMPS LOOP, NORTHWEST PART

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 17.1 miles (not including side trips)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,350'/2,780'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 8.9. A shuttle usually runs between these trailheads every 30 minutes during the summer months; ask about its status when you pick up your wilderness permit.

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Tioga Pass, Falls Ridge, and Tenaya Lake; Tom Harrison Tuolumne Meadows

BEST SEASON: Summer

LOCATION: Yosemite National Park

CONTACT: Yosemite National Park Wilderness Center, 209-372-0826, nps.gov/yose



PERMITS

See Trip 56.

CHALLENGES

Sections of this walk can be buggy through July, so be sure to carry repellent or long clothes. At times of peak runoff (usually June), the ford at Delaney Creek can be dangerous and the approaches to the three bridges can all require a greater than knee-deep wade. Plan to cross these early in the day. Bear canisters are required.

HOW TO GET THERE


GLEN AULIN TRAILHEAD N37° 52.733' W119° 21.512'

SUNRISE LAKES TRAILHEAD N37° 49.546 W119° 28.205



The trailhead is located within eastern Tuolumne Meadows, along the spur road to Lembert Dome and the Tuolumne Meadows Stables. From the intersection of US 395 and CA 120 (Tioga Road) in Lee Vining, drive 19.0 miles west along CA 120, passing the Yosemite National Park entrance station at the 12.0 mile mark. Alternatively, from Crane Flat, at the intersection of CA 120 and the Big Oak Flat Road in western Yosemite National Park, drive about 40 miles east. The spur road is located just east of the Tuolumne Meadows Campground.

The spur road passes the small Lembert Dome parking area and continues 0.3 mile to a locked gate, the start of the walk; you can park anywhere along this stretch. Alternately, just before the locked gate, turn right (north) to the Tuolumne Stables, where there is a large parking area. From the stables you can retrace your steps to the official trailhead or use the connecting trails fanning out from the stables parking area; both are a similar hiking distance. The mileage is measured from the locked gate.

The route ends at the Sunrise Lakes Trailhead, along Tioga Road near Tenaya Lake’s southwest corner, 8.9 miles from the Glen Aulin Trailhead. If your party has only one car, a shuttle bus usually makes it possible to get a ride back to your original trailhead. During the summer season, these buses usually run every half hour, plying between Olmsted Point and Tuolumne Meadows and stopping at both the relevant trailheads. Note that the shuttle buses charge a $9 fee, so be sure to carry cash.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Yosemite’s High Sierra Camps Loop is justifiably popular, sampling the best of the scenery the Tuolumne Meadows region and Cathedral Range have to offer. This hike describes the northwestern half of the loop, taking you past superb waterfalls on the Tuolumne River and one of Yosemite’s standout lakes, May Lake. Mount Hoffmann, an achievable, view-rich peak, is a highly recommended side trip. Doing just half the High Sierra Camps Loop, you start and end at different trailheads, but a regular shuttle bus makes getting between the two trailheads easy.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the diffuse parking area, make your way west to the locked gate; it is 0.3 mile west of the Lembert Dome parking area, just as the dirt road bends north to the horse stables. Continue west on the service road, enjoying fine views south toward Unicorn Peak and Cathedral Peak. After 0.25 mile you meet a smaller trail heading northeast to the horse stables and at 0.4 mile the main trail splits. Your route veers right, slightly uphill, still on an old road, and quickly encounters a spur trail to the bubbling natural Soda Springs. You can follow the spur trail west across this vicinity or continue on the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), which arcs counterclockwise; the two reconnect 0.1 mile to the north.

Beyond, take the westbound, undulating trail, signposted for Glen Aulin. Another spur trail from the stables soon merges from the southeast (right) while you trend northwest (left) (1.25 miles), and just beyond you descend to cross Delaney Creek. with significant flow during June and early July. During these months you will want to search for a log to balance across; later in the year, boulder-hopping will do. Crossing a second smaller tributary, you soon reach the junction to Young Lakes Trail and again stay left (1.65 miles).

Continue west on your pleasant, rambling traverse, winding through scattered lodgepole pines and then descending some bare granite slabs to a flat-floored forest. You will soon be at the west end of a huge meadow near the banks of the Tuolumne River and, just beyond, reach three branches of Dingley Creek (2.75 miles). From here, the nearly level trail often runs along the river, and in these stretches by the stream, there are numerous glacier-smoothed granite slabs on which to take a break—or a dip, if the river’s current is slow. After a mile-long, winding traverse, the trail leaves the last slabs to climb briefly up a granite outcrop to get around the river’s gorge and then winds down to a Tuolumne River bridge (4.1 miles).
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View to the Cathedral Range and Fairview Dome from a large meadow along the Tuolumne River

The river now flows down a series of sparkling rapids separated by large pools and wide sheets of water that spread out across more slightly inclined granite slabs. As you descend beside the river, give yourself time to gaze at Tuolumne Falls in particular. The trail twice trends into moist glens west of the river corridor; in the second glen, you pass a junction with the trail to McGee Lake and May Lake, which will be your route on the second day (5.25 miles). Just beyond is White Cascade, best viewed before you cross another bridge high above the churning Tuolumne River.

From here it is only a few minutes’ walk to the Glen Aulin High Sierra Camp junction (5.4 miles, 7,880’), where you turn right and cross Conness Creek on a bridge to reach the High Sierra Camp and adjacent backpacker’s campground (5.6 miles), complete with bear-proof food-storage boxes, a pit toilet, and (when the High Sierra Camp is open) a water tap.


SIDE TRIP: CALIFORNIA FALLS

If you arrive at Glen Aulin High Sierra Camp with spare time and energy, it is worth walking a little down the Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne to see additional waterfalls. Just 40 feet north of the spur trail to the High Sierra Camp, the trail down the Tuolumne River Canyon branches west (left) off the PCT and climbs over a low knoll of metamorphic rock. From it you have an excellent view west down the flat-floored, steep-walled canyon and to informally named Glen Aulin Falls, located just to your left. You switchback quickly down into Glen Aulin proper and parallel the Tuolumne River through a decidedly marshy (in early summer) lodgepole pine forest. At the far end of the glen, you cross the outlet creek from Mattie Lake and, on bedrock, arrive at the brink of cascading California Falls (1.6 miles from Glen Aulin High Sierra Camp, 7,780'). Additional wondrous falls lie downstream, but you will want a full day to explore them—see Trip 56, Glen Aulin and Waterwheel Falls, for a description.



The second day’s hike is to the May Lake High Sierra Camp. You first retrace your steps to the junction signposted for McGee and May Lakes. Branching right into new territory, you briefly curve northwest through a notch, and then your duff trail ascends gently southwest, soon crossing and recrossing McGee Lake’s ephemeral northeast-flowing outlet. Where the trail levels off, McGee Lake (6.55 miles)—long, narrow, and bordered on the southwest by a granite cliff—comes into view through the lodgepole trees. In late summer the lake may dwindle to a stale pond, and it proffers only limited campsites.

Beyond the lake, your trail descends along its southwest-flowing outlet for 0.75 mile before you cross it. Soon you have a view northwest through the shallow Cathedral Creek canyon to hulking Falls Ridge. After several minutes you reach Cathedral Creek (7.65 miles), which can be a ford in early season but a boulder hop later on. Starting a moderate ascent beyond the creek, you soon reach a stand of tall, healthy red firs, and then, higher on the trail, have a good panorama, which is welcome after 3 miles of forest walking. In the distant northeast stand Sheep Peak, North Peak, and Mount Conness, while in the near north, Falls Ridge is a mountain of pinkish granite. The trail continues up a moderate slope on gravel and granite shelves, through a forest cover of hemlock, red fir, and lodgepole pine. Stepping across a seasonal branch of Cathedral Creek, you have one more stretch of uphill under dense hemlock cover to a junction from which the Murphy Creek Trail (to Tenaya Lake) departs left, while you turn right (10.05 miles).


Consider a Dry Camp If Mosquitoes Are Bad

If you’re walking during prime mosquito season—usually mid-June to mid-July—consider a dry, ridgetop camp. Bring sufficient water-storage capacity to fill up at the last stream you pass, and then camp away from water, where there will be far fewer bugs.



Skirting south of lush forest and seasonally boggy meadows (don’t forget to apply mosquito repellent!), the nearly flat trail quickly leads to a junction with the Ten Lakes Trail (10.5 miles). You branch left and ascend briefly to a long, narrow, shallow, forested saddle beyond which large Tenaya Lake is visible in the south. After traversing somewhat open slopes, you momentarily come to a series of rocky switchbacks decorated with a profusion of wildflowers. Progress up these is also distinguished by the striking views of Mount Conness, Mount Dana, and the other peaks on Yosemite’s eastern border. The trail then passes through a little saddle just north of a glacier-smoothed peak, and ahead, suddenly, is Clouds Rest, Yosemite’s largest expanse of bare granite, rising grandly in the south.

Now the trail descends gradually over fairly open granite to the north shore of warm Raisin Lake (12.05 miles). Ahead, the trail continues beside a streambed and then swings west to cross three seasonal channels. Finally the trail makes a half-mile-long steep ascent under sparse conifer cover to the bench holding May Lake. Views improve constantly, and you again earn the panorama of the peaks on the Sierra Crest. Where the terrain flattens, you swing south, passing through pocket meadows to reach the northeast corner of May Lake and then paralleling its east shore to the May Lake High Sierra Camp. From May Lake’s southeast corner (13.95 miles, 9,330'), you’ll see a trail striking west, which has a backpacker’s camp with bear-proof food storage boxes, a pit toilet, and water faucet. Note swimming is prohibited at the lake.


SIDE TRIP: MOUNT HOFFMANN

If you have the time, you might take the 1.8-mile trail (one way) from May Lake to the top of Mount Hoffmann, which is located at the geographic center of Yosemite National Park and offers a 360-degree view of much of the park’s lands. The trail departs from the southeastern corner of May Lake, follows the south shore, and then climbs a rocky, wildflower-decorated slope to a small meadow. Skirting south of the meadow, the trail then turns sharply right (north), ascending steep, sometimes poorly defined switchbacks to a broad plateau. Continue straight across the plateau on a now-obvious trail and then climb slabs to the summit.



You begin the third day’s hike, a mere 3.15 miles long and virtually all downhill, by taking the trail south from the southeast corner of May Lake to Snow Flat, the trailhead. This trail winds briefly down broken slabs and then reenters sparse forest cover as it trends nearly due south between two shallow ridges to the May Lake Trailhead (15.05 miles). Your continuing route is at the far back of the parking area (northeast end) behind a locked gate. You will now follow this closed road, Old Tioga Road, down to a crossing of the current Tioga Road, CA 120 (16.45 miles) and then parallel the road’s eastern side downhill, toward Tenaya Lake. At a junction with a wooden sign simply declaring TRAIL JUNCTION, remain to the left, adjacent to the road, and cross a small creek. Flat, sandy walking through open lodgepole forest quickly leads to a T-junction with a more prominent trail. Turn left (west) and you are almost immediately at the Sunrise Lakes Trailhead (17.1 miles, 8,170')

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

See Trip 56.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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View down the length of Long Meadow to Mount Florence
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HIGH SIERRA CAMPS LOOP, SOUTHEAST PART

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 30.1 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 5,560'/5,040'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 9.7 miles

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 9

MAP: USGS Tenaya Lake, Merced Peak, Vogelsang Peak, and Tioga Pass; Tom Harrison Tuolumne Meadows

BEST SEASON: Summer

LOCATION: Yosemite National Park

CONTACT: Yosemite National Park Wilderness Center, 209-372-0826, nps.gov/yose



PERMITS

You need a wilderness permit for the Sunrise Lakes Trailhead, issued by Yosemite National Park. See Trip 56, for details.

CHALLENGES

Sections of this walk can be buggy through July, so be sure to carry repellent or long clothes and a tent. The third day is a long uphill, starting at a relatively low elevation—get an early start, before it gets too hot. Bear canisters are required.

HOW TO GET THERE


SUNRISE LAKES TRAILHEAD N37° 49.546' W119° 28.205'

LYELL CANYON TRAILHEAD N37° 52.667' W119° 20.311'



The trail begins on Tioga Road at the Sunrise Lakes Trailhead, a large pullout at a highway bend near Tenaya Lake’s southwest shore. From the intersection of US 395 and CA 120 (Tioga Road) in Lee Vining, drive 27.9 miles west along CA 120, passing the Yosemite National Park entrance station at the 12.0-mile mark, and the Tuolumne Meadows Campground at the 19.3-mile mark. Alternatively, from Crane Flat, the intersection of CA 120 and the Big Oak Flat Road in western Yosemite National Park, drive 30.7 miles east.

You will complete your hike at a trailhead parking area along Tuolumne Meadows Lodge Road. To reach this lot from Tuolumne Meadows Campground (the only campground in the area), drive 0.6 mile northeast on Tioga Road, turning right onto Tuolumne Meadows Lodge Road. Follow this road for 0.4 mile—the parking area is on the left and the trailhead is obvious just to the right of the road.

If your party has only one car, you can take a shuttle back to your original trailhead. During the summer season, these buses usually run every half hour between Olmsted Point and Tuolumne Meadows, stopping at both the relevant trailheads. Note that they charge a $9 fee, so be sure to carry cash.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Yosemite’s High Sierra Camps Loop is justifiably popular, sampling some of the Cathedral Range’s best scenery. This hike describes the southeastern component of the loop, taking you past sublime subalpine lakes, cascading bedrock streams, meadow corridors, and delightful wildflower gardens. Continually on offer are views of the sharp-tipped summits, rounded domes, and beautifully polished granite slabs for which the Tuolumne Meadows region is so famous.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the trailhead parking area near the southwest corner of Tenaya Lake at 8,160 feet, take a trail that heads east, passes two small spur trails to the right, and soon crosses Tenaya Lake’s outlet. Just beyond, you reach a junction with a trail that makes a loop around the lake. You veer right, paralleling Tenaya Creek south for 0.25 mile before the trail turns to the southeast and gently ascends in sparse forest over a little rise and drops to a ford of Mildred Lake’s outlet. Like the other streams over the next 2 miles, this crossing can dry up in late summer or early fall but requires a sandy wade (or wobbly log balance) in early summer.

Onward, the trail undulates, winding generally south, and then it begins to climb in earnest through a thinning forest. As you climb, enjoy several vantage points to look back upon Tenaya Canyon’s polished granite walls, but Tenaya Lake remains hidden. On the notably steep and rocky but mostly shaded switchbacks, be sure to rest and admire seasonally abundant wildflowers. Finally the switchbacks end and the trail levels as it arrives at a junction on a shallow, forested saddle, where right leads to Clouds Rest and you turn left to the Sunrise Lakes (2.55 miles, 9,230’).

You first reach the lower Sunrise Lake (3.0 miles) and its small campsites, and then climb to a small crest, veer east, and continue your ascent to beautiful meadow-ringed upper Sunrise Lake (3.55 miles), which offers lovely campsites northeast of its outlet. With 1.5 miles remaining to the High Sierra Camp environs, drag yourself from the lake’s restful shores and turn south to climb a gully, jog east, and continue your ascent up a second gravelly gully to a broad gap. Here you see the Clark Range head-on, piercing the southern sky. You now descend south into denser cover, veer east, and then head north along the steep descent to a backpacker’s camp, with its pit toilet, water faucet, and food storage box (5.1 miles). By walking briefly north from it you’ll reach Sunrise High Sierra Camp, with its inspiring sunrise views over the Cathedral Range, including Matthes Crest.

You begin the second day’s hike by descending 0.1 mile to a junction with the John Muir Trail. Turn left onto it, and turn east and then north as you skirt Long Meadow to a second junction, where the JMT continues straight ahead, while you turn right (east) onto the Echo Creek Trail (6.0 miles) and immediately ford Long Meadow’s creek on boulders—or wade it at high flows. This trail quickly switchbacks up 200 feet to the top of a forested ridge. It then descends through a dense hemlock-and-lodgepole forest alongside a small creek, stepped across twice on the descent. Soon you arrive at Echo Creek’s Cathedral Fork, delighted to watch it cascade down expansive polished slabs (7.2 miles). After nearly a mile of delightful streamside walking, the trail veers away from the creek and descends gently along a shelf well above it. Even in late summer these shaded slopes are watered by numerous rills bordered by still-blooming flowers. On this downgrade the trail crosses the Long Meadow creek (8.9 miles), spilling down three channels at high flow, and the route then levels out in a mile-long, partially burned, flat valley where wildflowers thrive in moist soil.

Beyond this “park,” the trail descends slopes that are more open, and eventually, across the valley, you can see the steep course of Echo Creek plunging down to its rendezvous with its western Cathedral Fork. Still along the Cathedral Fork, your trail levels off and passes good campsites immediately before you take a bridge over Echo Creek (10.6 miles).

Beyond the bridge, your trail leads down the forested valley, staying well above the creek. This pleasant, shaded descent soon transitions to a steep, open slope where you encounter juniper trees and Jeffrey pines as you drop to another bridge (11.8 miles). Continuing, the trail rises slightly and the creek drops precipitously, so that you are soon far above it. Then the sandy tread swings west and diagonals down a brushy slope to a T-junction (12.3 miles), where right leads west along the so-called Merced Lake High Trail to a junction with the JMT, while your route turns to the left and drops 450 feet down forested and then brushy slopes to Echo Valley and the trail ascending the Merced River Canyon (13.0 miles). Head east, left, immediately bridging braided Echo Creek, then passing through a thicket of lodgepoles regenerating after 1988 and 1993 fires. Ascending on slabs, the trail continues east above the Merced River’s gushing cascades and pools. A small group would find delightful camping on slabs to the north. Ascending a stretch of trail immediately above the roiling river, you shortly reach Merced Lake’s outlet (14.3 miles). Continue along the north shore for about 0.7 mile to a large backpacker’s campground, with a pit toilet and food storage boxes; the High Sierra Camp (and its water faucet) is another 0.15 mile along the trail.

Your first mile on day 3 is your easiest, a nearly level mile east to a junction near the Merced Lake Ranger Station (15.95 miles), where you turn left to ascend Lewis Creek. You now abruptly exit forest cover and labor up a decidedly rocky trail, broken only rarely by forest stands, as you ascend 850 feet to the next junction. Here you leave Lewis Creek and turn left onto the Fletcher Creek Trail (16.95 miles, 8,150’).

Switchbacks lead down to a bridge over Lewis Creek. Beyond, you pass a small campsite under tree cover, and then enter more-open, brushy slopes as you ascend a cobbled path. After a half mile, you have fine views of Fletcher Creek chuting and cascading down from a notch at the base of a granite dome and then leaping off a ledge in free fall; it is worth detouring onto the expansive granite slabs for a closer view. In the next flat is the spur trail to Babcock Lake (18.55 miles), a forest-and-slab-ringed lake whose mediocre camping entices few people. After some flat forest tramping, the trail breaks back out into the open and rises via switchbacks just east of the tumbling creek. Ahead you see the creek fork, with the left branch, Emeric Creek, disappearing behind a notch that leads to Emeric Lake, while your trail stays along Fletcher Creek, passes through a slot between two domes, and reaches a long meadow guarded in the west by a highly polished knoll and presided over in the east by huge Vogelsang Peak. Fletcher Creek runs through the meadow in a reasonably broad, deep channel.


SIDE TRIP: EMERIC LAKE

If you wish to camp at Emeric Lake—a fine location and likely less crowded than the lakes closer to the Vogelsang High Sierra Camp—take a sharp left at the scissors junction (see below) and climb slabs up and around a low granite rib to reach the northeastern corner of Emeric Lake. There are fine campsites along the lake’s northwestern side and also in clumps of trees in the meadow extending north of the lake.



When you come to a scissors junction (20.55 miles) at the north end of the meadow, you can detour 0.45 mile left to Emeric Lake and its collection of campsites or veer right, the route to Vogelsang High Sierra Camp. Straight ahead leads to Boothe Lake and Tuolumne Pass; campsites at Boothe Lake are the most sheltered in this vicinity, sporting lodgepole pine clusters. The trail to Vogelsang (the route described here) ascends a shallow trough beside the much-diminished Fletcher Creek. Forest walking yields to increasing slabs and small meadow openings with increasing elevation, until a few final switchbacks across an open slope take you to a junction at the edge of Vogelsang High Sierra Camp (22.85 miles). The backpacker’s camping area is straight ahead, in the direction signposted for Ireland Lake; you will see the use trail to the left after just 0.1 mile. You could alternatively detour to Vogelsang, Townsley, or Evelyn Lake for additional camping options.

You begin day four by dropping slightly as you traverse north across slopes to Tuolumne Pass (23.65 miles, 10,000'), where you enjoy tremendous views: to the north is the Sierra Crest between Tioga Pass and Mount Conness, while to the south are cliff-bound, dark-banded Fletcher Peak and Vogelsang Peak cradling the Vogelsang area. Now on the Rafferty Creek Trail, you begin a gradual descent north through a high, boulder-strewn meadow along Rafferty Creek’s headwaters. As you continue down through sparse-to-moderate lodgepole forest, the year-round creek is east of the trail, sometimes near and sometimes far. Views occasionally appear, and in between you meander among lodgepoles and occasional western white pines. As the trail and the creek make their final 400-foot drop into Lyell Canyon, you negotiate steeper switchbacks and then meet the combined Pacific Crest Trail (PCT)/John Muir Trail (JMT) on the flat valley floor holding the unseen Lyell Fork Tuolumne River (28.55 miles).

Ahead, the route is almost flat. You traverse west (left) to a junction with a trail that follows the southern perimeter of Tuolumne Meadows (29.2 miles) and turn right (north), promptly crossing the Lyell Fork on a double footbridge. The meadows above these bridges are delightful and a wonderful place to spend the last hour of the day, with Mounts Dana and Gibbs, on the eastern horizon, glowing in the late sun.

Past the second bridge the PCT/JMT heads over a slight rise and descends to a trail junction by the Dana Fork Tuolumne River, signposted for the distant Gaylor Lakes (29.75 miles). Staying left, you cross the Dana Fork on a bridge and pass a spur trail that heads to Tuolumne Meadows Lodge. You continue left, downstream 0.3 mile, paralleling the lodge’s road, to where you see a large parking lot just to your north; turn right and you will reach your car or can wait for a shuttle bus (30.1 miles).

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

As a wilderness permit holder, you are eligible to use the walk-in Tuolumne Meadows Backpacker’s Campground, located within the main car-camping campground; after parking your car outside the campground, walk behind the Conness Campfire Circle to find the backpacker’s campground. You can get food, drinks, and last-minute supplies at the Tuolumne Meadows store, just southwest of the campground. Doing just half the loop, you start and end at different trailheads, but in summer a usually regular shuttle bus makes getting between the two trailheads easy.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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TUOLUMNE MEADOWS TO VOGELSANG HIGH SIERRA CAMP AND EMERIC LAKE

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 21.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3–4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,860'/2,860'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Tioga Pass, Vogelsang Peak, and Tenaya Lake; Tom Harrison Tuolumne Meadows

BEST SEASON: July–early September

LOCATION: Yosemite National Park

CONTACT: Yosemite National Park Wilderness Center, 209-372-0826, nps.gov/yose



PERMITS

You need a wilderness permit for the Rafferty Creek Trailhead, issued by Yosemite National Park. See Trip 56, for details.

CHALLENGES

The final day of the walk is a little long but is easy walking, and you’ve had a few relaxing days since your ascent. As with all hikes entering Yosemite National Park, you need to carry a bear-proof food canister.

HOW TO GET THERE


LYELL CANYON TRAILHEAD N37° 52.667' W119° 20.311'



The trailhead is at the far eastern end of Tuolumne Meadows, along Tuolumne Meadow Lodge Road. From the intersection of US 395 and CA 120 (Tioga Road) in Lee Vining, drive 18.6 miles west on CA 120, passing the Yosemite National Park entrance station at the 12.0-mile mark. Turn left onto Tuolumne Meadows Lodge Road, pass the Wilderness Center (where you pick up your wilderness permit and where you could park), and continue 0.4 mile to the Dog Lake parking area, on your left.

Alternatively, from Crane Flat, at the intersection of CA 120 and the Big Oak Flat Road in western Yosemite National Park, drive 40 miles east. Tuolumne Meadows Lodge Road is on your right just as Tioga Road begins to climb above Tuolumne Meadows, 0.6 mile east of the Tuolumne Meadows Campground entrance.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Within a few-mile radius of the Vogelsang High Sierra Camp are six superb, unique lakes to visit for a night or an extended lunch: Boothe, Emeric, Evelyn, Fletcher, Townsley, and Vogelsang. The suggested itinerary picks Evelyn Lake, boasting tent sites clustered beneath rugged whitebark pines adjacent to its expansive meadow, and Emeric Lake, a slab-ringed lake a little off the beaten track, as your destinations. However, subalpine Vogelsang Lake, alpine Townsley Lake, delightful Fletcher Lake, and lodgepole-forested Boothe Lake are all equally worthwhile destinations.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

Leaving the Dog Lake parking area, cross the Tuolumne Lodge Road and head south from the Lyell Canyon Trailhead. In a few steps turn right onto the combined John Muir Trail and Pacific Crest Trail (JMT/PCT). Following the Dana Fork of the Tuolumne River upstream, you reach a junction with a spur trail to the Tuolumne Meadows Lodge; turn right here, bridging the Dana Fork (0.25 mile) and soon passing a trail signposted for the distant Gaylor Lakes (0.32 mile), where you again stay right. The JMT/PCT now leads over a slight rise and descends to cross the Lyell Fork on a pair of handsome bridges that span the river at the west end of a long meadow. Just ahead you meet a junction with a trail that follows the southern perimeter of Tuolumne Meadows (0.85 mile); turn left to parallel the unseen Lyell Fork upstream under a dense veil of lodgepole pines. The route reaches a junction on the west bank of Rafferty Creek (1.55 miles), where you leave the JMT/PCT and turn right to ascend the Rafferty Creek Trail.

You immediately begin an often warm climb at moderate grade through scattered lodgepole pines. The climb eases after 0.5 mile, with the trail assuming a gentler grade to match a change in topography. Paralleling Rafferty Creek upward, you walk across slabs interspersed with sandy patches and hosting colorful blooms for only a few weeks after snowmelt. In places the landscape is open and offers good views eastward to reddish-brown Mount Dana and Mount Gibbs, as well as gray-white Mammoth Peak. At 3.4 miles, the trail slightly changes course and you parallel the now rather diminutive Rafferty Creek upward. Exiting forest cover, you skirt the western side of a meadow and soon reenter the thinning lodgepole stands. Before long, you find yourself staring up a much larger meadow. Through this you ascend easily upcanyon, having backward views north to the Sierra Crest between Tioga Pass and Mount Conness, and views ahead to cliff-bound, dark-banded Fletcher Peak and Vogelsang Peak to its right. This boulder-strewn, marmot-rich meadow leads remarkably gradually to Tuolumne Pass, a major gap in the Cathedral Range, and a junction (6.45 miles).

To reach Fletcher, Townsley, Evelyn, or Vogelsang Lakes, take the left fork toward Vogelsang High Sierra Camp and traverse gradually upward across a moderately steep slope above Boothe Lake. As the trail bends slightly south, the tents of Vogelsang High Sierra Camp are immediately in view and you reach a four-way junction (7.25 miles). Left leads to Fletcher, Townsley, and Evelyn Lakes; straight-ahead to Vogelsang Lake; and right to Emeric Lake. The designated camping area at Fletcher Lake is to the left (northwest) of the trail after about 0.2 mile; a bear box is available here. Townsley Lake offers only meager campsites and is better suited for a day excursion.


SIDE TRIP: VOGELSANG LAKE

Vogelsang Lake is set above the valley on a beautiful slab bench adorned with wind-twisted whitebark pines. Its few tent sites offer meager protection from the elements but splendid views and that alpine feel. Even if you prefer to camp in a more sheltered location, the 0.6-mile walk to the lake (from the Vogelsang High Sierra Camp junction) is a worthwhile detour.



To reach Evelyn Lake, my recommendation for the first night, follow the northern shore of Fletcher Lake across sparse, gravelly meadows, climbing gently to the northeast once you reach the lake’s east end. At the top of the rise, you walk along a meadowy channel and then turn east as you enter the spacious meadow filling the shelf north of Evelyn Lake. Some lovely campsites exist in the sandy patches among slabs both to the west and east of the lake and in whitebark pine clusters farther east. The views from here are outstanding: in addition to the open views to the north, the Kuna Crest and Koip Peak are now visible to the east, and Fletcher and Parsons Peaks remain dominant to the southwest. The next morning, from your campsite, retrace your route to the junction near the High Sierra Camp (11.0 miles), and now take the westerly option signposted for Emeric Lake. Passing some campsites to the north soon after you start, you descend alongside Fletcher Creek to a scissors junction (13.25 miles). Continue straight across and vault a low bedrock ridge to reach the northeastern corner of Emeric Lake (13.55 miles). There are fine campsites along the lake’s northwestern side and also in stands of trees to the edge of the meadow to the north of the lake.

After a delightful swim and evening relaxing on slabs, retrace your steps to the scissors junction, and now turn left (north), following an alternate route back to Tuolumne Pass. Your walk, heading toward Boothe Lake, is almost entirely through lodgepole pine forest, following the Emeric Creek drainage upstream but rarely glimpsing the watercourse. You pass a collection of tarns on a broad bench (possible campsites) and then soon find yourself sidling across a steeper slope that drops to Boothe Lake. Continue to the northern end of the lake to reach a spur trail descending to the shore—this lake is more hemmed in than others nearby but sports the warmest swimming water and most sheltered campsites. Once you reach Tuolumne Pass (16.85 miles), retrace your steps to the trailhead (23.3 miles).

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

As a wilderness permit holder, you are eligible to use the walk-in Tuolumne Meadows Backpacker’s Campground, located within the main car-camping campground; after parking your car outside the campground, walk behind the Conness Campfire Circle to find the backpacker’s campground. You can get food, drinks, and last-minute supplies at the Tuolumne Meadows store, just southwest of the campground.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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VIRGINIA LAKES BASIN TO GREEN CREEK

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 11.8 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 1,520'/3,360'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 15.1

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Dunderberg Peak; Tom Harrison Hoover Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Mid- to late summer

LOCATION: Hoover Wilderness, Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest

CONTACT: Bridgeport Ranger Station, 760-932-7070, fs.usda.gov/main/htnf/passes-permits



PERMITS

You will need a wilderness permit for the Virginia Lakes Trailhead, issued by Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest. Quotas are in effect from the last Friday in June through September 15, with approximately half the permits reservable and the remainder available first come, first served. Reservations are $3 per person, and there is a $6 permit reservation fee. While the quota often does not fill, it is worth reserving to secure your trip itinerary. Reservations can be made for the upcoming season six months before your trip’s start date at recreation.gov. Pick up your permit at the Bridgeport Ranger Station, 1.2 miles south of the CA 182–US 395 junction in Bridgeport (where US 395 turns south).


TAKE THIS TRIP

This relatively short hike is a dream come true for an angler or wildflower lover. It passes 10 lakes and near-continuous stream corridors, and fishing opportunities abound. Both the Virginia Lakes and the Green Creek corridor are known for their summer color; the meta-morphic rock outcropping here decomposes to form nutrient-rich, moist soils supporting an astounding diversity and density of flowers. Throughout the walk, you have beautiful views of steep ridges and attractive summits.



CHALLENGES

The east side of Burro Pass holds snow well into summer, but hikers have usually etched a safe passageway through it. The pass tends to be windy and lacks shelter from thunderstorms, but you’re safe as soon as you drop off the summit plateau. The greatest challenge is dealing with the tedious car shuttle—if you have only one car, go out and back as far as East Lake, slightly lengthening your distance and elevation change but experiencing the best of the scenery. Bear canisters are required for this trip.

HOW TO GET THERE


VIRGINIA LAKES TRAILHEAD N38° 02.876' W119° 15.799'

GREEN CREEK TRAILHEAD N38° 06.733' W119° 16.525'



From the junction of CA 182 and US 395 in Bridgeport, drive 12.7 miles south on US 395 to the Virginia Lakes Road (Forest Service Road 21) junction at Conway Summit. If traveling north, Conway Summit lies 12.8 miles north of the junction of CA 120 and US 395 in Lee Vining. Turning west onto Virginia Lakes Road, follow this broad, paved road 6.1 miles to a moderate-size trailhead at road’s end, passing the Virginia Lakes Pack Station on the right, a tract of vacation homes, Virginia Lakes Resort (with café) on the left, and finally the Trumbull Lake Campground, after which the road reverts to gravel.

There are two routes to drive between the Virginia Lakes Trailhead and the Green Creek Trailhead, the latter located along FS 142. You can return to US 395 and drive 8.35 miles north to the start of Green Creek Road (located 4.3 miles south of the junction of CA 182 and US 395 in Bridgeport). Take FS 142 for 3.45 miles to a T-junction with Dunderberg Meadow Road (FS 20); branch right, still on FS 142; and go 5.1 miles to an obvious trailhead parking area on the right. The second route is to cut between the Virginia Lakes and Green Creek drainages on Dunderberg Meadow Road: from the Virginia Lakes Trailhead, retrace your steps 1.55 miles down Virginia Lakes Road, then turn left onto Dunderberg Meadow Road. This dirt road winds 8.45 miles north to the T-junction with Green Creek Road (FS 142); turn left here and follow Green Creek Road the final 5.1 miles to the trailhead. Dunderberg Meadow Road is in good condition and much more direct, but both routes take a similar amount of time.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The trail departs behind the information signs, initially following near Big Virginia Lake’s shore, then briefly jogging north into a stand of aspens, before curving left to reach a junction where a stock trail merges from the right. Traipsing under sparse subalpine shade, you soon reach Blue Lake (0.4 mile). You climb gently to moderately across a talus field of ruddy-brown hornfels above the north shore of Blue Lake, the scant soil decorated with an astonishing diversity of wildflowers.

At Blue Lake’s western headwall, your way climbs steeply to the verdant banks of Moat Lake’s outlet stream. More gradual switchbacks beneath lodgepole pine cover lead to a small miner’s cabin followed by another short climb on steep bluffs to Cooney Lake (1.2 miles). Above the lake, views open to your trip’s barren high point, Burro Pass (a local name, also known as Summit Pass), saddling the western horizon.

Next, you reach a shelf harboring a clutch of small lakelets—the Frog Lakes. You cross infant Virginia Creek on rocks and logs and swing south around the meadow-ringed, lowest Frog Lake. Continuing upward on lush alpine turf, you step across the river again and reach the highest lake, where good camps are found among scattered whitebark pines. The trail now diverges north from the creek corridor and climbs steadily through a rocky landscape dotted by whitebark pines. Views across the Virginia Lakes basin continue to improve; then after a burst of short switchbacks—often snow covered through much of July—you gain broad 11,130-foot-high Burro Pass (2.9 miles). The relatively warm, mineral-rich, moist metavolcanic soil here supports an abundance of alpine wildflowers rarely seen along a trail.

From the barren, windswept crest, you make an initial descent south then switchback northwest through a small, stark side canyon to a sloping subalpine bench. After another set of switchbacks, you arrive at a junction, where you turn right to head down Green Creek, while left leads to Summit Lake and Yosemite National Park (4.6 miles).

From the junction, your trail descends northeast, passing an excellent overlook downcanyon to gaze upon Hoover Lakes and red metamorphic Dunderberg Peak with gray granitic Kavanaugh Ridge beneath. You drop to step across East Fork Green Creek and then skirt the west and north shores of upper Hoover Lake, before reaching another wide, rocky creek crossing. The trail next follows the east shore of the lower Hoover Lake across a talus slope and then drops easily over willowed benches before crossing the East Fork Green Creek again (6.1 miles), this time in a stand of hemlocks and whitebark pines.

Rising slightly, you pass a spur trail to small campsites near less-visited Gilman Lake and then climb gently to small, green Nutter Lake, crossing into the West Fork Green Creek drainage. Traversing a pinemat manzanita–patched slope next presents East Lake, the largest of the Green Creek lakes. The trail parallels the east side of East Lake for most of its 0.75-mile length, passing scattered, usually small campsites to either side of the trail (7.4 miles, 9,510').

Just past the lake, your trail makes the first of three outlet creek crossings, then traipses through flat forest for 0.3 mile (with possible camping to the east), before beginning a 500-foot drop through hemlock and lodgepole forest. Soon you reach the second crossing, broad and negotiated on big rock blocks. A short distance later, a third crossing requires much care; there are also rock blocks to step upon, but steep cascades just downstream. After another set of tight switchbacks, the trail levels off, and here you’ll note a spur trail departing left (west) toward Green Lake and its excellent campsites (8.6 miles, 8,940').

Next the trail fords Green Lake’s outlet creek; for hikers, it’s best executed on a logjam downstream of the stock crossing. A brief jaunt takes you to a junction, where left leads to West Lake, situated in a basin of barren rock. You turn right to descend the Green Creek canyon, enjoying unbroken downcanyon views until the trail descends into a swath of luxuriant wet-site wildflowers that dazzle the eyes with myriad colors. In fall this stretch of trail is equally showy, as the leaves on the scrubby aspen trees turn a brilliant yellow.

Beyond, you enter a lodgepole and aspen forest, descend a dozen short, rocky switchbacks, and traverse along a rocky bench. One more drop on switchbacks and you reach a stately valley-bottom Jeffrey pine forest, step across a tiny creek, and arrive at Green Creek Road (10.8 miles). You follow the road for about 5 minutes before taking a trail branching left (11.1 miles), which winds and undulates downcanyon, passing above the campground and reaching the parking area at the Green Creek Trailhead (11.7 miles). (You could follow the road to the trailhead, but the trail is a much more scenic way to end your excursion.)

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Virginia Lakes Resort (760-647-6484, virginialakesresort.com), just before the Virginia Lakes Trailhead, has a café and small store. The Trumbull Lake Campground along Virginia Lakes Road is perfect for the night before or after your hike; reservations are available at recreation.gov. If you have a day or two free before or after your hike, two absolutely not-to-miss location attractions are Mono Lake’s tufa towers and the old gold-mining town of Bodie. In Bodie, many of the original buildings are still standing and you can tour the old mill.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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BENSON LAKE AND MATTERHORN CANYON LOOP VIA BARNEY AND PEELER LAKES

Elizabeth Wenk


DISTANCE: 51.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 5–8

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 10,560'/10,560'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 9

MAP: USGS Buckeye Ridge, Matterhorn Peak, and Piute Mountain; Tom Harrison Hoover Wilderness Region

BEST SEASON: August and September

LOCATION: Hoover Wilderness and Yosemite National Park

CONTACT: Bridgeport Ranger Station at 760-932-7070 or see fs.usda.gov/main/htnf/passes-permits



PERMITS

You need a wilderness permit for the Robinson Lakes Trailhead, issued by Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest. See previous trip for details.

CHALLENGES

There are a number of potentially dangerous stream crossings along this route, especially Robinson Creek, Piute Creek, the Smedberg Lake outlet creek, and Matterhorn Creek. If you’re hiking in early summer, cross early in the day and hike with a partner. Like much of northern Yosemite, in June and July mosquitoes can be awful along parts of this trail; if you choose to hike then, bring repellent, long clothes, and a tent, and consider dry camps.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD (ANNETT’S MONO VILLAGE CAMPGROUND KIOSK) N38° 08.850' W119° 22.695'



From US 395 near the northwest side of Bridgeport, take paved Twin Lakes Road southwest 13.4 miles to the entrance of Annett’s Mono Village at the west end of Upper Twin Lake. The trailhead is at road’s end in Annett’s Mono Village, a private resort and campground. Overnight users must pay to park here—drive about 0.1 mile past the day-use parking area where you first turn into the Annett’s complex to the overnight parking lot, located farther south along the lakeshore. Then visit the obvious campground entrance kiosk and pay $10 per trip, regardless if it is one night’s parking or many.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This is Yosemite at its finest: sweeping subalpine vistas; soaring granite peaks; and delightful, trout-filled lakes. From the Robinson Creek Trail, this route leads into breathtaking subalpine terrain around glittering Peeler Lake. After following Rancheria Creek, it follows the Pacific Crest Trail to sought-after Benson and Smedberg Lakes. The next jewel is Matterhorn Canyon, a stunning glacial valley with smooth glacier-sculpted cliffs enclosing a broad, lush valley. At the head of the canyon, you are rewarded with an unforgettable view of the spiky Sawtooth Ridge.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

Depart Annett’s Mono Village’s campground entrance west through the campground 0.2 mile, then continue upcanyon on a closed road. At 0.5 mile, you turn right onto the Robinson Creek Trail, while the road veers left (south) across Robinson Creek on a bridge. Your path strikes west, staying north of Robinson Creek under a canopy of white fir, Jeffrey pine, Fremont cottonwood, and aspen. The trail winds gently uphill, crossing a stream chortling down from the basin between Victoria and Eagle Peaks and eventually entering more open terrain, where the canyon reveals its beautiful, steep glacier-carved walls. Dry expanses support mule-ears, patches of sagebrush, and an abundance of early-summer wildflowers, while elsewhere the route passes through aspen groves. The pleasant amble leads to a patch of shade beneath white fir cover beside Robinson Creek (2.8 miles).

Now gear down to climb more than a dozen well-graded switchbacks leading north through head-high brush, within earshot of unseen Robinson Creek. Where the switchbacks end and the trail begins a westward traverse alongside Robinson Creek, the track is often wet, as water from springs dribbles along the trail, sustaining abundant wildflowers and dense aspen glades. Just after you step across a tributary, you reach the north end of a large flat that extends to the shore of Barney Lake. Barney Lake’s north shore has a sandy beach—a fine spot for a lunch break and perfect after a swim—and offers a selection of campsites (4.1 miles, 8,258').

Barney Lake is nestled in a narrow glaciated trough, enclosed by steep granite bluffs, with Crown Point at the valley’s head. The trail follows the western shoreline, a dry talus slope mixed with glacial debris. Winding through broken rock and past avalanche-twisted aspens, you slowly descend back to creek level and ford Robinson Creek. This crossing can be reasonably deep in spring and early summer, becoming a rock hop by midsummer. Beyond, you climb easily south above the riverbank through a mix of red fir and lodgepole pine. The trail soon leads back to the bank of Robinson Creek (5.4 miles); this crossing can be a wade at high water and occasionally is quite dangerous. Next the trail crosses the much smaller cascading stream from Peeler Lake, sometimes your last water until Peeler Lake. Ahead lies a dry glacial till–covered slope, which you ascend via a long series of notably gentle switchbacks. Beyond, you level off for a quick breather before darting north to a steeper ascent.

Eventually you come to a small saddle and a trail junction (6.75 miles, 9,185'); left (south) is a trail bound for the Robinson Lakes (your return route), while you turn right (northwest) toward Peeler Lake. You climb moderately for 0.25 mile to a small flat where the trail crosses Peeler Lake’s outlet twice before switchbacking south up a narrow gully. The final stretch to Peeler Lake is along a magical little shelf above the lake’s outlet creek, replete with a collection of picturesque mountain hemlocks. Just as you sense the lakeshore is imminent, a spur trail (7.5 miles) leads left (south) 0.15 mile to a collection of nice campsites on the lake’s still-unseen eastern shore. The lake is home to rainbow and brook trout.

Beyond the spur, the main trail descends to—and then through—car-size granodiorite blocks that dam the lake’s outlet. The trail then undulates along the lakeshore, climbing and descending repeatedly to bypass small bluffs and passing a large campsite in one forest pocket. Continue to the Yosemite National Park boundary at the lake’s northwestern corner and then descend along Peeler Lake’s west-draining outlet. The walk to Kerrick Meadow is a delightful stroll through lodgepole stands, across stretches with slabs, and past meadow fingers that coalesce into a verdant cover of grass and dwarf bilberry as you reach the meadow; there are campsites to the north here. You soon reach a junction where right leads north to Buckeye Pass but you turn left (south) to walk the length of Kerrick Meadow (8.8 miles). Kerrick Meadow is a frost-hummocked expanse of sedge, rice grass, reed grass, and dwarf bilberry that covers a vast ground moraine at the head of Rancheria Creek. The meadow bottlenecks briefly where the creek tumbles over a silver cascade and then opens into another splendid expanse of grass, and you soon reach another junction (10.2 miles), where left (east) leads to Rock Island Pass but you stay right (south), bound for Seavey Pass.

The meadow now ends and the gradient steepens as you drop through open lodgepole forest to reach a second, even longer meadow flanked to the southwest by Price Peak, with Rancheria Creek meandering down its middle. After more than 30 minutes of walking, where the meadow pinches closed, you’ll spy a side tributary to the left (east)—this is the outlet creek from Arndt Lake, whose slab-encrusted shores 0.25 mile south-southeast offer some good campsites.

Rancheria Creek’s banks now become a broken gorge and you drop down over fractured slabs to reach yet another expansive meadow, in the middle of which you cross Rancheria Creek, a broad sandy wade in all but the driest conditions. Soon trending east, mimicking the river’s course, the trail then traverses shaded slopes to a junction with the PCT (14.95 miles), where you turn left. Heading uphill for the first time in many miles, you switchback up a steep slope to a little passageway nestled between two domes. Winding along past tarns, wildflower patches and slabs, and through two beautiful gaps that should be Seavey Pass but aren’t, you finally cross the pass (15.75 miles, 9,120') and begin your descent.

Gradual at first, you continue along a high shelf cradling additional lakes, all with slabs extending to their shores and some with possible campsites. Scooting past the last lake, the trail then steeply descends a draw via short switchbacks. The grade abruptly ends at a meadow at the imposing eastern base of Piute Mountain as the trail bends south to follow a tributary toward Piute Creek. Excepting brief forested glades, the trail diligently descends a dry, boulder, and slab slope of pinemat manzanita and huckleberry oak. Rounding a corner, you see Benson Lake ahead. Your trail eventually reaches the valley bottom, and after a short, flat stretch through lush forest and tangles of bracken ferns, you reach a junction (18.5 miles) with a spur trail that leads right (southwest) to Benson Lake’s shore.

The spur trail leads through nearly flat forest to the famous Benson Lake beach (18.9 miles, 7,581'), an alluvial fan of granite sand that was long ago deposited by Piute Creek in flood and has been reshaped into a beach. You will find campsites at the back of the beach or in the forest at the far northeastern tip of the lake. Fishing is good.

Retracing your steps to the PCT, turn southeast across wide Piute Creek, a dangerous crossing in early summer if there are no logs present, and climb up a brushy saddle. A short distance later, you reach the creek that drains Smedberg Lake, which also poses a difficult ford in early summer. The path now climbs steeply up a rocky slope in a tight canyon walled by tremendous bluffs. Crossing the creek again, you briefly enter a wet glade and then revert to dry, rocky terrain beside the cascading river. After a final crossing just below a small waterfall, the trail veers south to tackle a steep but delightfully shaded hillside. Almost 700 feet higher, you reach a junction (22.2 miles) with the trail branching right (southwest) to Murdock Lake, which has campsites, about 0.5 mile away. Continue left (east) on the PCT to a meadow and junction (22.5 miles) with a trail heading south to Rodgers Lake, also offering campsites.

Continuing toward Smedberg Lake, you wind along forested shelves and between narrow passageways in the pervading polished slabs and bluffs, all the while circumnavigating the base of near-vertical Volunteer Peak. Soon you crest a small pass and begin your final descent to Smedberg Lake (23.55 miles, 9,219'). As soon as you reach the lake, turn left to find abundant, and justifiably popular, campsites along the lake’s western edge.

Beyond Smedberg Lake, you climb gradually alongside meadows and then more steeply as you mount a series of sand-and-slab benches toward Benson Pass. After crossing an early-drying meadow, the trail ascends a narrow, sandy gully that segues to a steep, gravelly slope leading to the flat summit of Benson Pass (25.65 miles, 10,125'). Enjoy views to the northeast over Doghead and Quarry Peaks to Whorl Mountain. Descending again, a steep stretch rapidly leads down to the hop-across ford of Wilson Creek (26.7 miles). Turning downcanyon, be sure to enjoy both the polished-slab-lined creek and the steep, avalanche-scarred walls of this classic glaciated, hanging tributary canyon.

The trail soon crosses Wilson Creek twice more and beyond embarks on two dozen tight, rocky switchbacks where Wilson Creek canyon debouches into deeper Matterhorn Canyon. You eventually reach the relative flat of the canyon floor (28.85 miles) and the trail turns up Matterhorn Canyon. You walk through pleasant lodgepole forest flanking Matterhorn Creek, passing a selection of lovely campsites over the mile to a wide, cobbled ford of the creek. On the east bank is a junction (30.0 miles), where your trail starts up Matterhorn Canyon (left), while the PCT continues south.

Leaving the PCT, head north for a 6-mile ascent to Burro Pass; if you aren’t camping near the ford of Matterhorn Canyon creek, do so higher up in the beautiful canyon. At first, the trail climbs imperceptibly through lush vegetation, and then you enter an open, bouldery stretch and soon cross Matterhorn Creek via boulders (31.3 miles); soon afterward you recross the creek at a horseshoe bend. You walk along sandy benches that are the last guaranteed campsites for a large group and then ford again to the west side (32.55 miles).

About now, you leave forest cover for good, marching upward along a meadow corridor and passing occasional nice campsites under lodgepole stands—your last desirable camping opportunities before the pass are over the 1.5 miles after the fourth crossing. As you round one corner, the sharp-tipped Finger Peaks come into view, and then around the next bend, Sawtooth Ridge and Burro Pass are visible to the north, while Whorl Peak soon dominates to the east. Continuing up the remarkably lush valley, the views become ever more dramatic. Eventually, the trail dissolves into switchbacks that lead purposefully to Burro Pass (36.2 miles, 10,660'). The view from here is stunning, especially north to Sawtooth Ridge. Staring at the odd-shaped protrusions and pinnacles on the skyline, one immediately comprehends the inventive names assigned to them: the Dragtooth, the Doodad, Three Teeth, and Cleaver Peak.

Leaving Burro Pass, the trail drops steeply and is often obscured by long-lasting snowfields. Continuing down the steep, often eroded trail, you pass occasional small campsites, eventually crossing nascent Piute Creek. You skirt a large, often marshy meadow and depart into continuous lodgepole pine forest for the first time in many miles. You initially pass additional campsites, both on slabs and in forest flats, but as you approach the trail’s low point in Slide Canyon (38.8 miles), there are fewer options due to abundant downed trees, the aftermath of a November 2011 windstorm.

Now the trail begins to head back uphill, and you can look downcanyon to the feature that gave this canyon its name: The Slide. After a longish traverse, six switchbacks follow a creek upstream, the trail eventually emerging into a finger of meadow before stepping across the creek. The trail now winds mysteriously upward, passing through a narrow slot, across meadowed flats, and finally ascending steep, rough switchbacks toward Mule Pass (40.75 miles, 10,470'). Along this stretch there are many small, sandy patches east of the trail that make view-rich campsites. You may be surprised to discover Mule Pass, the drainage divide, lies in the middle of the sandy flat west of the trail’s high point, so descending briefly you leave Yosemite National Park and reenter Hoover Wilderness.

The trail first descends past two small meadows to a small tarn; a few campsites an be reached by following a maze of head-high whitebark pines to the tarn’s outlet stream. The trail descends tight switchbacks to the east of a large rockslide, following a gully that holds snow late into the year. Skirting a moraine, you eventually reach a sandy, willowed flat where you cross the headwaters of Robinson Creek and meet a junction with the trail to Rock Island Pass (42.1 miles); turn right down to Crown Lake and the Robinson Lakes.

After briefly walking above a series of tannin-rich tarns (with some nearby campsites), you resume a switchbacking descent between fins of rock to reach the next flat, this one cradling Crown Lake. Camping is prohibited near the outlet of this well-used lake, but there are possible campsites if you head about 0.1 mile east of the outlet or a little downstream (42.85 miles at the outlet). Anglers will be pleased to find a self-sustaining fishery of rainbow trout.

Granite bluffs border the trail almost continuously as you wind your way toward the larger—and lower elevation—of the Robinson Lakes, with Robinson Creek bubbling to the side. As at Crown Lake, the cliff bands and boulder fields limit camping options around most of this lake; the best site is on a knob at the northwestern corner of the lake. Climbing gently, you promptly reach the second Robinson Lake, at which camping is prohibited. Skirting the edge of the lake, you reach a tarn, its waters a brilliant, translucent blue green. Giant rock blocks, the terminal moraine of the Crown Point cirque glacier, comprise part of its shoreline, and the trail winds through these, soon reaching a flat hemlock glade and then descending to meet the trail from Peeler Lake (44.25 miles). From here, turn right (east) to retrace your first day’s steps downhill all the way to Annett’s Mono Village (51.0 miles).

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

For a sweet treat, visit the High Sierra Bakery (760-914-4002), right on US 395 in the heart of Bridgeport. The definitive cure for trail-pounded feet is a soak in Buckeye Hot Springs: After your walk, take Twin Lakes Road 6.2 miles back east toward Bridgeport, then turn north (left) onto Buckeye Creek Road. Drive 2.75 miles north to a T-junction, where left leads to the Buckeye Campground, while you turn right. Head downcanyon (east) about 0.2 mile. Stop for the hot springs at an unsigned parking area on the right. There are numerous smaller pools at the rim of the scarp, but be sure to sample the biggest and hottest spring down below, just beside a gravelly bend of Buckeye Creek.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Beautiful Frog Pond and Round Top
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FOURTH OF JULY, ROUND TOP, AND WINNEMUCCA LAKES LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 6.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,300'/3,300'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate–crowded

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Carson Pass and Caples Lake; USFS A Guide to the Mokelumne Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Mokelumne Wilderness, Eldorado National Forest

CONTACT: 209-295-4251, fs.usda.gov/eldorado



PERMITS

Wilderness permits are required for overnight stays and can be obtained on a first-come, first-served basis from the Carson Pass Information Station at Carson Pass during normal business hours. There is a $5-per-day parking fee as well ($20 for seasonal pass).

CHALLENGES

Campfires are not allowed within the Carson Pass Management Area. Camping is not allowed at Frog Lake, and backpackers must camp at designated sites at Winnemucca, Round Top, and Fourth of July Lakes. The area is quite popular in the summer, and the main parking lot fills up fast, particularly on weekends. An overflow parking area is directly eastbound on CA 88.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N38° 41.692' W119° 59.356'



Follow CA 88 to Carson Pass (8,574') and park your vehicle in the lot on the south side of the road near the Carson Pass Information Station.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) begins on the west side of the Carson Pass Information Station and heads southbound on wide, well-traveled tread through a mixed forest of lodgepole pines, mountain hemlocks, and western white pines. Gently descending trail leads by a small pond surrounded by willows before a mild to moderate ascent crosses into the Mokelumne Wilderness and then switchbacks toward the Sierra Crest. The forest thins on the approach up to the ridge, which allows glimpses of such volcanic summits as Round Top and the Sisters to the south. These open slopes are carpeted with purple lupine and yellow mule-ears. A mile into the trip, reach a junction with a short lateral on the left to Frog Lake. The scenery around turquoise-colored Frog Lake is certainly worth the short diversion, especially when wild iris is in bloom. Later in the season, the lake loses some of its attractiveness when a shrinking shoreline creates a bathtub ring. By walking past the far shore and up a low rise, you gain a sweeping view of Red Lake below, Hope Valley in the middle distance, and the peaks beyond.

Heading away from the Frog Lake junction, you soon come to a three-way junction with the trail to Winnemucca Lake on the right (this trail will be your return route). Remaining on the PCT, veer left and make a winding one-third-mile climb to the crest, where Forestdale Divide and the upper canyon of Forestdale Creek spring into view. Exiting the Carson Pass Management Area, the PCT drops steeply off the crest and arcs across east- and north-facing slopes that tend to hang onto their snowfields well into summer. Once the snow disappears, these hillsides are ablaze with color from a vibrant display of a wide variety of wildflowers. After a half mile, the descent momentarily eases on top of a granite bench but then quickly resumes as the trail travels south toward the floor of the basin. Wind around some rock outcrops and drop down to the crossing of a tributary stream at the bottom of the descent.

A steady, 0.4-mile climb from the crossing leads across the main channel of Forestdale Creek and onto a bench cradling a handful of shallow ponds. The trail wanders through this delightful subalpine environment before embarking on a switchbacking, mile-long ascent up to Forestdale Divide. Come to a junction at 5.1 miles, where the southbound PCT angles to the east.

Veer to the left onto Trail 18E07 and begin a protracted, 2.5-mile descent into Summit City Canyon. Initially the open terrain allows good views across the canyon of 9,846-foot Deadwood Peak, but you eventually lose the views as you come back under forest cover on the way to a junction with Trail 18E21 from the Evergreen Trailhead near Upper Blue Lake. Continue ahead at the junction for a short distance to a wide stream channel, some primitive campsites, and a junction with signposted Trail 18E13.

Turn right (north) and begin a moderate climb up the north wall of the canyon, starting out in forest cover but soon emerging onto shrub-covered slopes. The trail bends west to follow a rising traverse across the hillside, where the lightly used trail is nearly overgrown in places by thick shrubs. Fine views of Summit City Canyon and Fourth of July Peak abound on this ascent across the open hillside. Nearing the steep canyon holding Fourth of July Lake’s outlet, the trail veers northwest and switchbacks into scattered forest and across the signed Carson Pass Management Area boundary. Another batch of short switchbacks lead up to the east shore of Fourth of July Lake and its six designated campsites. Reposing in a cirque at the base of Fourth of July Peak, the lake is rimmed by steep cliffs, stands of forest, pockets of willow, and flower-filled meadows.

When the time comes to leave Fourth of July Lake, a stiff 1,000-foot, switchbacking climb awaits you on the way to a saddle between Fourth of July Peak and the Sisters. Scattered wildflowers may lift your spirits during the climb through midsummer. After 1.5 miles, the grade finally mellows on an arcing traverse across the west and north flanks of the Sisters on the way to Round Top Lake, 2.25 miles from Fourth of July Lake. Lined with clumps of whitebark pines, the lake is quite scenic, with a backdrop from the dark volcanic slopes of the Sisters and Round Top. The lake’s six designated campsites provide a fine base camp for those interested in scaling 10,381-foot Round Top.


CLIMBING ROUND TOP

From the trail junction near the northeast tip of Round Top Lake, head away from maintained trail on a boot-beaten path up the gully of the lake’s inlet toward the saddle between East Sister and Round Top. Before the saddle, the route veers into a distinct notch in a ridge then follows the ridge toward a false summit. Most parties are more than content with the false summit as their ultimate destination, as the true summit is not much higher and requires technical climbing skills and equipment to negotiate the climb, which has considerable exposure. The view from either summit is remarkable. As always, exercise caution and good judgment.




TAKE THIS TRIP

This short loop trip south of Lake Tahoe offers a wonderful overnight (or longer) getaway with outstanding subalpine scenery. The three lakes on this circuit nestle into picturesque basins beneath the towering dark ramparts of Round Top and The Sisters. At the height of the season, the wildflower display is one of the best and most diverse in the northern Sierra. A visit to the site of Lost Cabin Mine adds a bit of historical interest.

The beautiful terrain and straightforward access from CA 88 combine to make this loop very popular with both day hikers and backpackers. Overnight permits are required, and camping is limited to designated sites at the three lakes. You may be able to minimize the crowds and obtain a permit with less difficulty by visiting the area midweek.



Walk to the trail junction at the northeast tip of Round Top Lake and head east toward Winnemucca Lake. A short, moderate climb up a granite ridge amid widely scattered, wind-battered whitebark pines and ground-hugging vegetation leads to the top of the divide separating the two lakes. From the crest of the ridge, follow the trail on a lengthier descent down a gully and across a tributary stream to the west shore. Nearing the lake, you cross the outlet on a flat-topped log and reach a junction marked by a post. Pockets of whitebark pines shelter three designated campsites on the north shore of Winnemucca Lake, while dark cliffs rise up from the opposite shore beneath the towering presence of Round Top.

From the junction on the west side of Winnemucca Lake, a 1.4-mile-long trail ascends the slope along the west flank of Elephants Back to the junction with the PCT not far from Frog Lake. From there, retrace your steps back on the PCT to the trailhead at Carson Pass.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

If your return route takes you west on CA 88 toward Jackson, the Kirkwood Inn & Saloon (209-258-7304, kirkwood.com/resort-services/resortdining) is a fine place to stop for lunch or dinner. The moderately priced, historic inn has served patrons for over 150 years. In the opposite direction near Hope Valley and a mile east of the CA 89 junction, Sorensen’s Resort (530-694-2203, sorensensresort.com) is a quaint establishment with cozy bed-and-breakfast cottages, cabins, and rental homes, along with a small café serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Bull Run Peak sits just southeast of Bull Run Lake. photographed by N8Allen/Shutterstock
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PACIFIC GRADE SUMMIT TO BULL RUN LAKE

Mike White


DISTANCE: 10.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 1,965'/1,965'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Easy–moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Pacific Valley and Spicer Meadow Reservoir; USFS Carson-Iceberg Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Midsummer

LOCATION: Carson-Iceberg Wilderness, Stanislaus National Forest

CONTACT: 209-795-1381, fs.usda.gov/stanislaus



PERMITS

For overnight stays in Carson-Iceberg Wilderness via CA 4, contact the Calaveras Ranger District (Stanislaus National Forest), PO Box 500, Hathaway Pines, CA 95232; 209-795-1381. The office is on CA 4 at Hathaway Pines. You can mail in or call in a permit request, but you have to pick up the permit in person during normal business hours or just outside the office after hours. You can also get a permit at the Alpine Ranger Station on CA 4 between Bear Valley and Lake Alpine, which is open Thursday–Monday, 8:30 a.m.–5 p.m., during the summer season.

CHALLENGES

There can be locally abundant hordes of mosquitoes before August, so be sure to bring a tent at that time of year.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N38° 30.917' W119° 54.895'



From the junction of CA 49 and CA 4 in Angels Camp, drive about 45.1 miles northeast up CA 4 to the conspicuous Bear Valley entrance. About 1.4 miles farther is the Alpine Ranger Station, on the left. Get a wilderness permit here if you haven’t gotten one below. In 1.7 miles you soon reach Lake Alpine Lodge, beside its namesake, and at the lake’s end, at about mile 60, is its east-shore access road, which has three campgrounds. From this road, ascend 5.8 miles northeast up CA 4 to a small parking area for a picnic ground. This parking area is about 70 yards west of Mosquito Lakes Campground, whose entrance is 0.25 mile west of Pacific Grade Summit, which is 7.8 miles west of Ebbetts Pass. For most of the summer, there is one Mosquito Lake, but as the water drops later in the season, the lake separates into two lobes.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Mosquito Lake lives up to its name through mid-July in average years, and if the mosquitoes are active at the lake, then they will pester you along the trail and at the other lakes as well. From the trailhead at 8,050 feet, you immediately pass a junction with the Emigrant Trail and arc around the lake’s west end to a second junction, this one with the newly designated Mokelumne Coast to Crest Trail. Continue ahead and start a moderate, diagonal ascent to a broad flat, 250 feet higher than the trailhead. A few paces east, barely above the trail, is a view that offers a sweeping panorama; from northeast to northwest are Reynolds and Raymond Peaks, Jeff Davis Peak, and the Nipple, with Freel Peak due north on the distant skyline between them, and then Round Top. Onward, you make a minor, forested descent to a grassy pond, then after a short climb south reach an open granitic crest. Next, descend about 200 feet in elevation to a snowmelt creek, and then make a short ascent to a junction at 1.6 miles.

Your route turns left to Heiser Lake, a mere half-mile away. Hike about 0.2 mile up a gentle grade to a switchback, from which you diagonal up to a minor ridgecrest with good views. From there, make a similar descent to nearby 8,350-foot Heiser Lake. The best campsites are along the north shore, but others exist along the south shore. The lake is quite shallow at both ends, although the center is about 15 feet deep, good for both swimming and fishing. However, so many day hikers come here to fish that you may not catch any trout. Glacial striations in this part of the Sierra indicate that the last glacier through here was just over 1,000 feet thick, having flowed west across Pacific Valley and onward across other canyons without modifying them.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Trout-stocked Bull Run Lake is only a 2-hour hike for the average backpacker. With a stunning mountain backdrop, and a bedrock island an easy swim away, Bull Run is a classic subalpine lake. A side trip to smaller Heiser Lake takes only about an hour round-trip and is a good destination for novices or those with children. Both lakes are popular destinations—to avoid the crowds, visit on weekdays.



Bound for more scenic Bull Run Lake, retrace your steps to the junction. Turn left and traverse briefly southwest before making a plunge that eases after about 300 feet of elevation loss. You then have an easy, half-mile creekside stroll to a second junction at 2.5 miles and 7,860 feet. An alternate, lakeless route, starting from Stanislaus Meadow, arrives here. Ahead, you quickly cross Heiser Lake’s seasonal creek and then stroll southeast for a third of a mile to face a 500-plus-foot, three-stage ascent south. The first stage diagonals south up across several small streams, and then the second stage proceeds usually steeply from slab to granitic slab. Finally, you reach a snowmelt pond and commence your final climb, also convoluted but at a moderate grade. After another one-third mile of progress, you crest a granitic slab and after 3.8 miles almost fall into Bull Run Lake (8,333')—not such a bad idea after the taxing climb.

Bull Run Lake offers brisk swimming, usually in the mid-60s by midsummer, and you may find the 50-yard swim to the lake’s rock-slab island a tempting goal for a bit of sun-bathing. Anglers go after brook trout, planted since at least 1950 in this 30-foot-deep lake. The best campsites are along the lake’s northeast shore, although isolated ones lie just beyond a large meadow bordering the lake’s southeast shore—all of them provide a base camp for further exploration of the area. From the lake, you can climb 0.5 mile south up granitic slopes to a saddle and then angle east up a gully to another saddle, this one separating Peak 9,352 to the south from Peak 9,413. The latter offers better, panoramic views, including dark, volcanic Bull Run Peak, almost due east.

At the end of your stay at Bull Run Lake, backtrack to the trail junction west of Heiser Lake’s outlet and turn left (southwest). Descend, steeply at times, 350 vertical feet down rock slabs covered with lodgepole and western white pines, red firs, and mountain junipers, staying well above the outlet creek from both lakes before the grade eases in a shady flat. A short, forested traverse leads to a crossing of this creek, which may entail a cold, wide, knee-deep ford in early season. Beyond the ford, follow the course of the creek a shady 0.3 mile to a ford of the twin-branched outlet, which may also present early-season challenges. Beyond the ford, the trail maintains a westbound course for 100 yards to an even wider ford of the headwaters of North Fork Stanislaus River. A search for logs across this stream may result in a quicker and drier crossing.

Immediately beyond the North Fork, cross a seasonally dry wash before turning north and roughly paralleling the river upstream. A wide path leads up a moderate grade to Stanislaus Meadow, where a chorus of cowbells may herald the presence of cattle munching away on the verdant grasses. A fence helps to keep the cattle in the meadow, while the trail follows an easy route through the trees near the west edge for 0.3 mile to the signed Stanislaus Meadow Trailhead (7,739').

Away from the trailhead, follow the dirt access road to the left of a barbwire fence enclosing expansive Stanislaus Meadow to a three-way junction marked by a post. Turn right onto the single-track of the combined Emigrant and Mokelumne Coast to Crest Trails, and continue along the fenced meadow on gently graded tread, crossing some usually dry seasonal streams on the way through the fringe of a lodgepole-pine forest. Beyond the end of the fence, ignore an unmarked dirt trail angling across your path and proceed to a signed three-way junction with a lateral on the left to the Sandy Meadow Trailhead. Continue ahead shortly to a lobe of the meadows and a usually easy crossing of the trickling, nascent North Fork Stanislaus River. Soon the trail begins a moderate climb through a light forest of lodgepole pines, western white pines, and mountain hemlocks. Make another usually easy crossing of the river and continue the ascent. Eventually, the grade becomes steeper and the tread turns rocky just before a level stretch delivers you to the final junction near the highway. From there, turn left and retrace your steps a very short distance to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

For many people, the Lake Alpine Recreation Area (tinyurl.com/lakealpinerecarea) is a destination in itself, with folks staying in campgrounds or in cabins at Lake Alpine Resort. You may wish to stop there to buy food or drinks at its store or at its restaurant and bar, and sit on the deck just above Lake Alpine. This island-dotted reservoir is relatively warm, making it great for swimming and sunbathing. Be aware that it is so popular on weekends that you may have trouble finding a parking space. If you visit the area, you will more than likely see evidence of the 2018 Donnell Fire, which after starting on August 1 charred more than 36,000 acres.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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The Desolation crest from the trail to Half Moon Lake
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GLEN ALPINE TO HALF MOON LAKE

Mike White


DISTANCE: 10.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 1,480'/1,480'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Easy

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Emerald Bay, Echo Lake, and Rockbound Valley; USFS A Guide to the Desolation Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Desolation Wilderness

CONTACT: 530-543-2600, fs.usda.gov/ltbmu



PERMITS

Both backpackers and day hikers must obtain a permit for entry into Desolation Wilderness. Free day-hiking permits may be self-issued at the trailhead or at Taylor Creek Visitor Center, Pacific Ranger Station in Pollock Pines, or Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit in South Lake during business hours.

A zone quota system is in effect for overnight visitors, with up to 70% of the quota available by advance reservation. The remainder are available as walk-in permits on a first-come, first-served basis at the abovementioned U.S. Forest Service offices. Reservations are available from one day to six months in advance. Overnight wilderness permits are subject to a nonrefundable $6 fee, plus $5 per person for 1 night and $10 per person for 2–14 nights (refundable if canceled at least 8 days prior to entry date). The cost of a single permit will not exceed $100. (Group size is limited to 12 individuals, and children under age 12 are free). Advance reservations can be made through recreation.gov. The quota for Half Moon Lake is five backpackers per day, resulting in fierce competition for permits, especially on weekends.

CHALLENGES

Campfires are not allowed in Desolation Wilderness. Bears are active throughout this wilderness, so hikers must observe proper food-storage guidelines at all times. While bear canisters are not required, they are highly recommended. Plan to arrive at the trailhead early on weekends, as the small parking lot fills up rather quickly.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N38° 52.634' W120° 04.846'



On the west side of Lake Tahoe, follow CA 89 to Fallen Leaf Road (3 miles northwest of the Y-junction with US 50), and drive south 4.8 miles to the far end of Fallen Leaf Lake. Veer left at a junction for Glen Alpine and follow the narrow road 0.7 mile to the trailhead parking area just beyond a bridge over Glen Alpine Creek. The trailhead has vault toilets.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the trailhead, follow a closed gravel road past unseen Lily Lake to your right (it is obscured by a floral barrier of tall willows), and then proceed past a number of summer cabins to pause near a scenic cascade on Glen Alpine Creek. Beyond the watery splendor, you continue up the rocky road that is steep in places to Glen Alpine Springs, site of a former resort established by Nathan Gilmore in the late 1800s. The area has undergone some restoration, and docents provide informative tours on summer weekends. Beyond the springs, you proceed on single-track trail through mixed forest and open, shrub-covered slopes with fine views of the surrounding peaks and ridges. Pass into Desolation Wilderness and shortly reach a junction with the trail to Grass Lake.

Veer right at the Grass Lake junction and make an extended, switchbacking climb across open granite slopes up the narrow canyon of the outlet from Gilmore Lake. Returning to forest cover, you hop over an alder-lined rivulet; continue climbing to ford the outlet; and soon reach a junction with Trail 17E32, a shortcut to the combined Pacific Crest and Tahoe Rim Trails (PCT/TRT), as well as the nearby destinations of Susie and Heather Lakes.

Turn right and continue northwest through a scattered, mixed forest of lodgepole pines, western white pines, and firs, as lupine and paintbrush line the path through midseason. Emerge from the forest to cross an open, shrub-covered hillside, and then pass a lily pad–covered pond on the way to a junction with the PCT/TRT. From this junction, the PCT/TRT heads southbound to Susie Lake and northbound to a junction with a short lateral to Gilmore Lake.


TAKE THIS TRIP

As one of the most heavily used wildernesses in the West, Desolation can be a difficult nut to crack when searching for some solitude and serenity. Since Half Moon Lake lies a bit off the beaten track at the head of a dead-end cirque and the trailhead quota is a mere 5 backpackers per day, overnighters can expect at least a modicum of elbow room and some peace and quiet while enjoying the fine scenery. The lake is an excellent base camp for setting out on adventures to some of the surrounding points of interest, including Mount Tallac and the incomparable view of the Tahoe Basin from its 9,735-foot summit.



Leaving the PCT/TRT behind, you veer left at the junction and continue climbing, initially through shady forest with a lush understory but eventually back onto open, chaparral-covered slopes, where pinemat manzanita is the dominant shrub. Mildly rising trail leads back into the trees, which now include a few mountain hemlocks. The forest becomes more scattered as you pass the first of several ponds and tarns on the way to Half Moon Lake. If you want to camp here, look for good sites between the tarns and the southeast shore of the lake. Approaching Half Moon Lake, the trail breaks out onto a wildflower- and willow-covered slope above the northeast shore and then wraps around the crescent-shaped lake to Alta Morris Lake. Located near Half Moon Lake’s southeast tip, Alta Morris may offer more secluded camping opportunities. The two lakes repose majestically within the largest and deepest cirque in Desolation Wilderness. Towered over by the dark summits of Dicks and Jacks Peaks, the cirque wall tops out near 1,300 feet. From early to midseason, snowmelt streams cascade down the cirque face and plunge into the placid lakes, creating a quite enjoyable watery display. Later in the summer, the chilly waters warm up just enough to provide a refreshing swim.

Layover days at the lake can be spent on a variety of pursuits. Susie and Heather Lakes and Lake Aloha are well within striking distance along the southbound PCT/TRT. To climb Mount Tallac, retrace your steps back to the junction, and head northbound on the PCT/TRT on a climb to a junction with the trail to Gilmore Lake. Pass the lake and then climb continuously up the southwest slopes of the peak to a junction with the Mount Tallac Trail. From there, proceed to the top. At the conclusion of your stay, retrace your steps to the Glen Alpine Trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

South Lake Tahoe offers a plethora of alternatives for food, drinks, lodging, and entertainment. Camp Richardson (800-544-1801, camprichardson.com), on CA 89 just south of the Fallen Leaf Road intersection, offers a number of ways to satisfy your palate after your trip: The Ice Cream Parlor is the place to enjoy “the best ice cream cones in Lake Tahoe.” Across the street, you can grab a fresh, made-to-order deli sandwich from the General Store. On the scenic lakeshore, the Beacon Bar & Grill offers fine dining in a casual atmosphere. Be forewarned that during the height of the summer tourist season, you may have to work as hard to get into these establishments on a weekend as you did obtaining a wilderness permit for your trip.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Fontanillis Lake backdropped by Dicks Peak
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VELMA, FONTANILLIS, AND DICKS LAKES

Mike White


DISTANCE: 11.5 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,300'/2,300'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Emerald Bay and Rockbound Valley; USFS A Guide to the Desolation Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Desolation Wilderness

CONTACT: 530-543-2600, fs.usda.gov/ltbmu



PERMITS

See previous trip.

CHALLENGES

Campfires are not allowed in Desolation Wilderness. Bears are active throughout Desolation Wilderness, so you must observe proper food-storage guidelines at all times. While bear canisters are not required, they are highly recommended.

HOW TO GET THERE


BAYVIEW TRAILHEAD N38° 56.621' W120° 05.991'



Follow CA 89 along the west side of Lake Tahoe to Emerald Bay. The road to the Bayview Trailhead is about 7.5 miles northwest of the Y-junction with US 50 and 19.5 miles south of Tahoe City. Proceed 0.2 mile to the parking area at the end of the road. Day hikers are subject to a $5 parking fee.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Immediately beyond the trailhead, turn right at a junction with the trail on the left to Cascade Falls and begin a stiff, breath-stealing ascent that switchbacks up the hillside through mixed forest. Beyond the wilderness boundary, the ascent continues along the crest of a ridge, where the forest parts just enough to allow fine views of Emerald Bay and deep-blue Lake Tahoe. Leaving the ridge, the trail follows the alder-lined outlet of Granite Lake on a gentler ascent through ferns, wildflowers, and shrubs to the lake. The trail remains well above the lake, with use trails descending steeply to the shoreline. Near the far end of the lake, the path switchbacks numerous times up the south-facing slope beneath the twin summits of Maggies Peaks, taking you out of the basin and around the back side of the south peak on more pleasantly graded trail. A gentle descent then leads to a saddle and a junction with the Eagle Lake Trail.

Veer right at the junction and follow sandy tread on a mildly undulating route through widely scattered, mixed forest and around granite boulders and slabs to a junction with the Velma Lakes Trail.

Bear right and proceed on a downhill course amid acres of granite slabs, boulders, and rocks interspersed with widely scattered pines. The descent bottoms out along the north shore of the unnamed pond northeast of Upper Velma Lake known to some as Velma’s Chum. Just after fording the outlet, you reach a junction with the lateral to Upper Velma Lake.

Turn left (south) and follow the lateral through forest and granite slabs to the west shore of picturesque Upper Velma Lake and good campsites at 4.6 miles near the cascading stream spilling down granite slopes below Fontanillis Lake.

Retrace your steps to the junction, turn left, and proceed west to a junction of the combined Pacific Crest Trail and Tahoe Rim Trail (PCT/TRT). If you plan to visit or camp at Middle Velma Lake, head north from the junction on a short and easy cross-country ramble down to the south shore. Surrounded by granite slabs, this popular lake offers fine swimming, sunbathing, and camping opportunities.


TAKE THIS TRIP

The sparkling granite and lake-dotted terrain for which Desolation Wilderness is famous is represented well on this balloon trip past four cirque-bound lakes below 9,974-foot Dicks Peak. Although it makes for a fine weekend backpack, extra layover days give you plenty of time to explore the area or simply to linger along the lakeshore while enjoying the splendid scenery.

Hikers in reasonable condition can do this trip as a day hike. Past the cirque of Dicks Lake, you could follow the Eagle Lake Trail to the Eagle Falls Trailhead. However, such a route would necessitate arranging for the short shuttle between trailheads.



From the PCT/TRT junction, turn left (southwest) and follow a moderate, winding climb across the slope above Upper Velma Lake. Where the grade eases, Dicks Pass and slender Fontanillis Lake spring into view, followed by a short descent to the crossing of the lake’s outlet. The trail travels along the east shore of the lake’s multihued basin in the shadow of towering Dicks Peak. Due to this area’s location along a popular trail, several campsites are spread around the shore beneath groves of mountain hemlocks and lodgepole pines.

From the far end of Fontanillis Lake, a brief ascent across boulder-covered slopes leads to the top of a rise and a short lateral to Dicks Lake, where backpackers will find additional campsites with good views of Dicks Peak. Bending away from the cirque of Dicks Lake, the PCT/TRT makes a mild ascent to a junction with the Eagle Lake Trail.

Leaving the PCT/TRT, you descend steeply before gently graded tread leads across a pond-dotted basin to a junction with the Velma Lakes Trail at the close of the loop section. From there, retrace your steps 2.7 miles to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

South Lake Tahoe offers a plethora of alternatives for food, drinks, lodging, and entertainment. The Cantina Bar & Grill (530-544-1233, cantinatahoe.com), located just north of the Y-junction at 765 Emerald Bay Road (CA 89), opened in 1977 and has repeatedly won awards for best Mexican restaurant and best margaritas in Tahoe.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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A glorious view of Lake Tahoe and Emerald Bay from the trail to Velma Lakes
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Scenic Crag Lake in Desolation Wilderness
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MEEKS BAY TO EMERALD BAY

Mike White


DISTANCE: 17.8 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 3,690'/2,950'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Emerald Bay, Homewood, and Rockbound Valley; USFS A Guide to the Desolation Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Desolation Wilderness

CONTACT: 530-543-2600, fs.usda.gov/ltbmu



PERMITS

See Trip 64.

CHALLENGES

Campfires are not allowed in Desolation Wilderness. Bears are active throughout Desolation Wilderness. Observe proper food-storage guidelines at all times. While bear canisters are not required, they are highly recommended.

HOW TO GET THERE


MEEKS BAY TRAILHEAD N39° 02.245' W120° 07.578'

EAGLE FALLS TRAILHEAD N38° 57.137' W120° 06.810'



Parking is at a premium at the Eagle Falls Picnic Area and Trailhead all summer long, so plan to arrive early if you want to leave a vehicle there. The U.S. Forest Service charges a $5-per-day parking fee. To avoid driving two vehicles, ride the Emerald Bay Shuttle ($4; 530-550-1212, tahoetruckeetransit.com/transit-in-north-lake-tahoe) between the Vikings-holm parking lot and the Meeks Bay Trailhead (you will have to walk 0.3 mile from the Vikingsholm parking lot to the Bayview Trailhead).

Meeks Bay Trailhead: Follow CA 89 along the west side of Lake Tahoe to a closed road 0.1 mile north of Meeks Bay Campground, 16.2 miles north of the Y-junction with US 50 and 11 miles south of Tahoe City. Park your vehicle on the west shoulder of the highway.

Trailhead at Eagle Falls Picnic Area: Follow CA 89 to the Eagle Falls Picnic Area near Emerald Bay, 8.6 miles north of the Y-junction with US 50 and 18.7 miles south of Tahoe City. A limited amount of free parking is available along the highway near the entrance to the picnic area and trailhead.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

The start of the unofficial Tahoe-Yosemite Trail (TYT) follows a closed road on a gentle incline across the north side of the broad, lush valley of Meeks Creek through a mixed forest of incense cedars, white firs, lodgepole pines, ponderosa pines, and sugar pines. After 1.5 miles, the road is left behind, as single-track trail climbs moderately past lush foliage and into Desolation Wilderness. Beyond the boundary, the trail roughly parallels Meeks Creek, which is always within earshot but rarely in sight. Through alternating groves of conifers and pocket meadows, you proceed up the canyon to a log-and-timber bridge across the creek. From there, the moderate climb arcs around a red-fir-forested side canyon filled with thimbleberry, fireweed, vine maple, and currant. Climbing out of this canyon, the trail then passes around the nose of a minor ridge and back alongside the tumbling creek on the way to a three-way junction with a little-used trail near the north end of Genevieve Lake that heads west to the General Creek Trail. Continue ahead, where just beyond the junction is greenish-tinged, shallow, and lodgepole-fringed Genevieve Lake. A number of fair campsites are spread around the far shore, but more appealing sites with better scenery are just a short distance away at Crag Lake.

After Genevieve Lake, the trail makes a short, steady climb through western white pines, red firs, and Jeffrey pines to Crag Lake, backdropped splendidly by the granite slopes of 9,054-foot Crag Peak to the south. Backpackers will find pleasant campsites above the northeast shore at 4.9 miles.

Pass around the east side of Crag Lake, and then ascend rocky tread to a boulder hop of Meeks Creek. Just past the crossing, at 5.7 miles from the trailhead, an unmarked use trail heads southwest to Hidden Lake, a shallow, irregularly shaped pond near the base of Crag Peak that has campsites. A steeper climb through dense forest ascends a moraine above the west shore of meadow-rimmed Shadow Lake, its shallow waters covered by numerous lily pads.

From Shadow Lake, a moderate climb follows the course of Meeks Creek, which tumbles and plunges down the rocky canyon. Reach the north shore of Stony Ridge Lake, the largest of the Tallant Lakes. Except for the steep east shore, the lake is bordered by lodgepole pines. A number of excellent campsites on the north and northeast shores lure overnighters.

On the way around the west shore of Stony Ridge Lake, you hop over the outlet from isolated Cliff Lake and then begin a mildly rising ascent at the far end of the lake, as you pass above a verdant meadow and then a well-watered hillside carpeted with wildflowers through midseason. Eventually the grade increases, switchbacking between two upper tributaries of Meeks Creek on the way toward the last lakes in the chain. At 8 miles from the trailhead is Rubicon Lake, perhaps the prettiest of the Tallant Lakes, rimmed with mountain hemlocks and lodgepole pines that shelter a number of fair to good campsites scattered around the shore.

About 100 yards up the cool, shady trail above Rubicon Lake is a lateral to Grouse Lakes on the left. The route of the TYT veers right to a couple of switchbacks, where the sometimes snow-covered slope of Mount Tallac springs into view above the gray-green valley of Eagle Creek. You ascend moderately on a rocky trail until the grade eases on a traverse of the far side of a ridge overlooking Grouse Lakes and the Eagle Creek drainage, along which Cascade and Fallen Leaf Lakes are visible to the southwest. Pass a junction with a lateral to Phipps Lake, and continue your south-southwest traverse to where the route inexplicably contours around the south side of Phipps Peak until it heads almost due north, where hikers may begin to wonder if they’re on the right trail, knowing that they should be heading south toward the Velma Lakes.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Beginning near Meeks Bay, this trip into Desolation Wilderness follows 13-plus miles of the northernmost section of the 186-mile unofficial Tahoe-Yosemite Trail, visiting the string of lakes known as the Tallant Lakes and then the Velma Lakes before passing by ever-popular Eagle Lake on the way to an exit at the Eagle Falls Trailhead near Emerald Bay. Swimmers, sunbathers, and anglers will find plenty of diversions along the way.



Veering west onto the dry and exposed west flank of Phipps Peak, the trail offers excellent views of the northern Crystal Range, including Rockbound Pass—the deepest notch visible from this point—and the basins of Lois and Schmidell, landmarks that remain in sight for the next mile or so as the trail arcs around Phipps Peak. Finally, on a hairpin turn, the trail heads back in a southerly direction toward Velma Lakes on a steady, sandy descent that incorporates three long-legged switchbacks. In dense forest, you reach a junction with the shared course of the Pacific Crest and Tahoe Rim Trails (PCT/TRT).

Head southbound on the PCT/TRT on a moderate, forested descent, eventually crossing the sluggish outlet of Middle Velma Lake before ascending to a junction with the Velma Lakes Trail. Just before the junction, the trees part enough to allow a fine view of Middle Velma Lake. A short, off-trail descent will take you to the shoreline, where fine camping (at 13.4 miles) and swimming opportunities await.

Turn left at the junction and follow the shared route of the trail to Velma Lakes and the PCT/TRT west a short way to another junction. Here the PCT/TRT turns south toward Fontanillis Lake, but your route continues west on the Velma Lakes Trail, soon reaching a junction with the lateral to Upper Velma Lake. To visit this scenic lake, turn right (south) and follow the lateral through forest and granite slabs to the west shore and good campsites near the cascading stream spilling down granite slopes below Fontanillis Lake.

From the Upper Velma Lake junction, follow the Velma Lakes Trail to a ford of the outlet from the unnamed pond northeast of Upper Velma Lake, and continue along the north shore. Proceed on an uphill course amid acres of granite slabs, boulders, and rocks, interspersed with widely scattered pines, for 0.9 mile to a junction.

Veer right at the junction and follow sandy tread on a mildly undulating route through widely scattered, mixed forest and around granite boulders and slabs for 0.6 mile to a saddle and a junction with the Eagle Lakes Trail.

For the next 1.5 miles, the trail makes a moderate descent across the west slope below Maggies Peaks to a junction with a lateral to Eagle Lake. To visit the lake, turn sharply left and climb shortly to the northwest shore. The scenic lake reposes serenely in an impressive cirque composed of steep cliffs. The steep, shrub-covered slopes surrounding the lake offer limited access to the abrupt shoreline, providing a bit of a challenge to swimmers interested in a chilly dip and anglers plying the waters for trout. Located a mere mile from the trailhead, Eagle Lake is a very popular destination for both hikers and tourists—be prepared to meet a wide variety of people at the lake and on the way to the trailhead.

From the Eagle Lake junction, the descent continues, initially through lodgepole pine forest and then across an open area of granite slabs, with good views of Lake Tahoe and the towering cliffs of the canyon. Pass through an area of lush trailside flora and dense shrubs on the way to a junction with the Eagle Loop Nature Trail just prior to a bridge over Eagle Creek. After the bridge, descend 0.2 mile to the Eagle Falls Trailhead, passing the lower junction of the nature trail along the way.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Heading across Big Meadow
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TAHOE RIM TRAIL:
Showers Lake

Tim Hauserman


DISTANCE: 15.7 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 1,485'

TYPE OF TRIP: Point-to-point

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: 9

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated (Big Meadow to Showers Lake); moderate solitude (Showers Lake to Echo Summit)

SCENERY: 9

MAP: Tom Harrison Lake Tahoe Recreation Map

BEST SEASON: Summer–fall

LOCATION: Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit

CONTACT: 530-543-2600, fs.usda.gov/ltbmu



PERMITS

None required.

CHALLENGES

Water is limited but available. Sources include Round Lake, Showers Lake, Upper Truckee River, and numerous small streams in the bowl northwest of Showers Lake. Be careful on the northern half of the trail, as water is much less prevalent. Bears in the area look forward to enjoying your food; use a bear canister to deter them.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRT BIG MEADOW TRAILHEAD N38° 47.322' W120° 00.048'

TRT ECHO SUMMIT TRAILHEAD N38° 48.752' W120° 02.028'



TRT Big Meadow (starting) Trailhead: From the intersection of US 50 and CA 89 in South Lake Tahoe, take the combined route 4.9 miles south, and then turn left onto CA 89 as US 50 heads over Echo Summit. Proceed 5.3 miles on CA 89 to the TRT Big Meadow Trailhead on your left. From the trailhead parking lot, the trail begins across the highway.

TRT Echo Summit (ending) Trailhead: Drive west on US 50 from South Lake Tahoe to the top of Echo Summit (4 miles west of the intersection of CA 89 and US 50 in Meyers). Just 0.3 mile past Echo Summit, make a left turn, which is marked with an Adventure Mountain Lake Tahoe sign. Park on the southern end of the parking lot, and find the trail just to the west.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Get ready for some of the best miles you will find on the TRT. Your journey begins at the edge of the parking area, where a short stroll brings you to a crossing of CA 89. Across the highway, you hike uphill through boulders and Jeffrey pines, western white pines, and firs. Soon you pass aspen groves and a stream and in about 0.7 mile reach aptly named Big Meadow.

A pleasant walk across the meadow brings you to another mile of uphill trekking, through a thinning forest that provides more room for occasional wildflowers and bushes.

You reach a saddle and begin seeing beautiful mountain views on a steep descent to a junction. Here a right turn takes you to Dardanelles Lake, at just 1.4 miles each way, a worthwhile goal or side trip. The TRT continues straight ahead past intriguing volcanic mudflow formations to Round Lake, a fairly large mountain lake good for camping and swimming but with a green to blue hue caused by volcanic sediment. The Dardanelles, a spectacular volcanic cliff, reaches skyward to your left. Fortunately, you will have many more glimpses of this interesting feature as the hike progresses.


Worth the Weight

Backpack weight is a balancing act between bringing everything you need and keeping the pack light. For many years, the trend has been toward lighter packs, which has been spurred on by long-distance hikers. But on a short trip, there is something to be said for comfort at the campsite as well as on the trail, especially if you arrive early enough to enjoy yourself in your little paradise along the lakeshore. On shorter trips I add two creature comforts: a lightweight, butt-size blow-up pad that will save your posterior from the ravages of sitting on hard rock, and a blow-up solar light that makes reading or hanging out in the dark a joy.




THE TAHOE RIM TRAIL ASSOCIATION

The Tahoe Rim Trail Association helped build and still maintains the Tahoe Rim Trail. The association provides information to the public and conducts a series of hikes over the summer and winter months. For more information or to help maintain the trail, visit tahoerimtrail.org or call 775-298-4485.



For the next 2 miles, you pass through several meadows loaded with wildflowers in season as well as lots of aspen trees that make for beautiful fall colors. The high ridges on both sides of this large valley enhance your views. Often these ridges will hold patches of snow late into the summer. Then you reach a junction with the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), where a left turn opposite an old cowboy cabin would take you to Carson Pass in just under 3 miles, but your route is right, heading north through the Upper Truckee River Canyon and Meiss Meadows on the path shared by the PCT and TRT. Meiss Meadows is loaded with wildflowers in season and views of the high ridges above. The meadows and the shallow lake that bear its name are worthwhile destinations on their own. Eventually your gentle walk brings you to a crossing of the Upper Truckee River. It’s a sparkling stream and great water source (especially now that cattle are no longer allowed in this meadow) but a potential challenging ford early in the season (it might be time to put on the sports sandals). Across the river, you soon begin a climb away from the valley and up to Showers Lake. Parts of the next half mile are steep, but you are rewarded with great views of the valley below and the Dardanelles in the distance. If you time it right, you may enjoy some of the thickest patches of lupine, paintbrush, and fire-weed you may ever see.


TAKE THIS TRIP

This trip has something for everyone: several mountain lakes perfect for swimming, spectacular volcanic rock formations, incredible wildflower displays in Meiss Meadows, and a bowl just north of Showers Lake (mid-July is your best bet) that may be the most magical mile on the Tahoe Rim Trail. It combines prolific wildflower displays, stunning, castlelike rock formations, late-season snowfields, and dozens of tiny streams coursing over the trail.



Showers Lake is a very pleasant little lake, bordered by meadow and marsh on one side and granite slabs on the other. If it is not crowded, it is an excellent choice for a campsite. If the lake is crowded, however, which it often is, press on past it to the highlight of the trip: a bowl about 0.75 mile wide with an amazing combination of castlelike volcanic rock formations, wildflowers, snowfields, and dozens of little creek crossings. In the early season, many of those streams sport beautiful cascades from the lofty slopes above. A gentle climb across the bowl leads you out of the lushness and into a more sandy saddle. Now at close to 9,000 feet, you pass scattered western white pine, lodgepole, and hemlock as you gently ascend. Then you find a mostly viewless up-and-down hike along the top of a broad ridge, passing several junctions. At 4.4 miles from Showers Lake, you reach Bryan Meadow, with about 4 miles to go to Echo Summit.

From the meadow your trail heads uphill fairly steeply 0.5 mile before a steep descent. A rock outcropping to your right provides views over the South Lake Tahoe airport to Lake Tahoe in the distance. Your trail levels off and you pass perhaps the last good campsite next to a creek before beginning a steep descent along the edge of a granite canyon. An ancient juniper provides a last view of the Dardanelles, as well as Round Top Peak, which can hold snow well into late summer. After a grueling 2-mile drop, you reach a bridge crossing and more-level terrain. A pleasant section with tiger lilies and assorted other wildflowers and Benwood Meadow through the trees to your right now awaits you. Just a mile from the end, you reach a junction. Turn left and head through tall Jeffrey pines. About 0.5 mile from the finish, you meet a junction at the top of a now abandoned dirt road. Here a left turn on the TRT heads toward Echo Lake (on trail set to be completed in 2020). You, however, go straight to reach the Echo Summit parking lot.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Lower Echo Lake is just another 2.3 miles of hiking or a short drive from the TRT Echo Summit Trailhead. Here summer cabins perch above a beautiful mountain lake surrounded by granite. The lake provides a water taxi across to Upper Echo Lake, as well as fishing and a small store. I still remember fondly a sandwich and ice cream from the store on Day 11 of a thru-hike of the TRT. Here on the PCT/TRT, you are just a few miles from Desolation Wilderness. From Echo Summit, South Lake Tahoe is just a few miles away as well and is loaded with restaurants and everything else you could need—perhaps more than you need. Just north of South Lake Tahoe on CA 89, you can go to Taylor Creek, where a stream profile chamber provides a view of the creek through a glass pane. This is prime territory in the fall to watch the spawning of the kokanee salmon.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Star Lake
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TAHOE RIM TRAIL:
Star Lake and Freel Peak

Tim Hauserman


DISTANCE: 13.6 miles (including trip up Freel Peak)

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–3

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 1,000'/1,000' to Freel Saddle; 2,100'/2,100' to Freel Peak

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate (to Star Lake)–strenuous (to Freel Peak)

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated (weekends and prime season)–moderate solitude (off-season and weekdays)

SCENERY: 8

MAP: Tom Harrison Lake Tahoe Recreation Map

BEST SEASON: Summer–fall

LOCATION: Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit

CONTACT: 530-543-2600, fs.usda.gov/ltbmu



PERMITS

None required.

CHALLENGES

Water is limited but available. Several creeks cascade down from Freel Peak to cross the trail on the way to the Freel Saddle, as well as swiftly moving Cold Creek and Star Lake. Bears, while not as prevalent here as on the west shore of Lake Tahoe, are still an issue and are too smart for their own good. To keep your food safe, bring and use a bear canister. Do not leave any food or valuables in your car. Higher-clearance vehicles are recommended for the dirt road to the Armstrong Pass Trailhead.

HOW TO GET THERE


ARMSTRONG PASS TRAILHEAD N38° 49.923' W119° 54.726'



From South Lake Tahoe, take US 50 south 8 miles to Meyers. Then head south on CA 89 for 9.3 miles to Luther Pass, just past Grass Lake on your right. Continue downhill on CA 89 toward Hope Valley 0.8 mile to Forest Service Road 051 on your left (1.8 miles north of the CA 89/CA 88 junction in Hope Valley). Keep your eyes peeled; it’s easy to go rolling past this turn. Take FS 051 steeply uphill. At 1.1 miles, veer left. At 1.6 miles bear left again. You reach your first bridge at 2.4 miles as you follow a stream. At 2.7 miles, go straight ahead at a fork in the road. At 3.4 miles cross a second bridge and then immediately look for a small parking area on your left. Park here and begin your walk on a trail bridge across a small stream.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the bridge, go 0.5 mile uphill on the now abandoned road to the former Armstrong Pass parking area. Here the single-track trail begins, and you walk steeply uphill 0.4 mile to a saddle and your junction with the Tahoe Rim Trail (TRT). From the junction, a left turn takes you first uphill and later downhill to the Big Meadow Trailhead in 9.5 miles. You turn right and head toward Star Lake. The good news is that you are already at 8,700 feet in elevation and thus have only another 1,000 feet to climb to reach the Freel Peak saddle. The trek begins with gentle rolling terrain past some lovely ancient junipers in a scattered forest. Views open up as you begin a big traverse around a ridge; pass Fountain Face, a large granite face just off the trail; and begin climbing north. It’s a steady but only moderately difficult climb, well suited to most backpackers. You pass three streamlets along the way, each lined with late-season wildflowers and serving as a water source well into the fall. Two long switchbacks lead you through the lightly scattered forest, with plenty of views into Desolation Wilderness and its rampart, the Crystal Range. Eventually, you reach a saddle at the head of the canyon.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Journey past the Lake Tahoe basin’s highest peak (10,881') to the Tahoe region’s highest lake, Star Lake (9,100') while enjoying a well-graded, beautiful trail that is not too difficult. Enjoy views of Desolation Wilderness, Lake Tahoe, ancient juniper trees, and a favorite section of the lightly forested Carson Range. For a real treat, head up to Freel Peak and then over to Jobs Peak and Jobs Sister, bagging three of the four highest peaks in the Tahoe Basin. Star Lake is a great destination for families with older children. To top it all off, it is less crowded than nearby Desolation Wilderness.



Here, a right turn onto the signed Freel Peak Trail leads you in a mile and about 1,100 feet of climbing to the highest peak in the Tahoe Basin, Freel Peak (10,881'). It’s a steep climb, but from the top you get panoramic views of Lake Tahoe in the distance, with Jobs Peak and Jobs Sister nearby, both of which can be accessed via a use trail from the top of Freel. If you want to save Freel Peak for a layover day, continue downhill from the saddle toward Star Lake. This next mile is a real treat. Scattered and wind-beaten whitebark pines, western white pines, and hemlocks frame the desolate high peaks above. You cross a tiny patch of green at easily jumpable, swift-moving Cold Creek. Past the creek your trail continues a descent to the edge of Star Lake. Find a campsite in the ridge above the lake and then take a dip in the usually chilly water; if you catch it after a warm spell it’s better, but it’s never warm. Near Star Lake’s outlet are dramatic views of Jobs Sister above. Once you are settled in, take a lovely walk above the northern and eastern shores of the lake. The views are great and you will spot a little mountain of shiny white quartz.


Take the Kids

One of the best things you can do with your children is take them backpacking in the wilderness. Aside from this being a great opportunity for your kids to learn about nature, once you are away from cell phones, TV, and computers, you might actually get a chance to have a conversation with your offspring and find out what is going on in their lives.



To return, retrace your steps to the trailhead. If you are looking for a longer trip, hike a 23-mile section of the TRT by starting near Kingsbury Grade and hiking to Big Meadow.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Just a few miles downhill from the Armstrong Pass turnoff on CA 89, you reach Hope Valley. This large, lovely valley is filled with aspens and surrounded by high peaks that hold patches of snow into midsummer. Beautiful views can be found year-round but are particularly special in the fall when the aspens turn into a blaze of gold. Situated in the aspens is Sorensen’s Resort (530-694-2203, sorensensresort.com), a rustic retreat popular with tree gazers and cross-country skiers. A few miles farther south, near Markleeville, lies Grover Hot Springs State Park (530-694-2248, parks.ca.gov/?page_id=508), with spring-fed hot pools, a campground, and hiking trails.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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A 3-day trip could include a layover day at Star Lake and a hike up Freel Peak.
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One of the restored buildings of the Jamsion Mine near the trailhead
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LITTLE JAMISON CANYON TO GRASS, ROCK, JAMISON, AND WADES LAKES

Mike White


DISTANCE: 7.5 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,090'/2,090'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Easy

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Gold Lake; USFS Lakes Basin, Sierra Buttes, and Plumas-Eureka State Park Recreation Guide

BEST SEASON: Late spring–early fall

LOCATION: Plumas-Eureka State Park; Lakes Basin Recreation Area, Plumas National Forest

CONTACT: Plumas-Eureka State Park: 530-836-2380, parks.ca.gov; Plumas National Forest: 530-283-2050, fs.usda.gov/recarea/plumas



PERMITS

In a throwback to the pre-1960s Sierra, permits are not required in Plumas-Eureka State Park or Lakes Basin Recreation Area.

CHALLENGES

The short distances to these lakes make for relatively easy backpacking, which leads to stiff competition for campsites on weekends. To fully enjoy the area, visit midweek.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N39° 44.495' W120° 42.029'



In the quaint town of Graeagle, leave CA 89 and follow County Road 506 west toward Plumas-Eureka State Park. Cross the park boundary and continue to a left turn onto a dirt road, 4.6 miles from CA 89, signed JAMISON MINE, GRASS LAKE TRAIL. Proceed to the end of the dirt road and park in the gravel area near the trailhead.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

Walk around a closed steel gate and follow the old, rocky road on a moderate climb past some of the historical buildings of the Jamison Mine. Beyond the structures, you follow single-track Grass Lake Trail beneath the cover of a mixed forest above tumbling Jamison Creek. After 0.6 mile pass a signed junction with a 1.3-mile lateral to Smith Lake on the left, and then continue another 0.2 mile, leaving state park lands and entering U.S. Forest Service lands, to a junction with a short trail on the right to a view of Little Jamison Falls, a 60-foot waterfall on Jamison Creek that puts on quite a showy display when the creek is flowing near full capacity. Continuing past the waterfall, a half mile of gentle ascent leads to Grass Lake, which offers fine views from the east shore of Mount Washington rising sharply into the sky above the far side of the lake. A use trail at the north end of the lake leads across the outlet to fair campsites on the west shore at 1.3 miles, before the path dies out in a tangle of thick brush.

Beyond Grass Lake, gently graded tread leads through lush ground cover and light forest, across a small meadow, and then over to a crossing of Jamison Creek on a stout, flat-topped log. A slightly ascending trail continues past the crossing to a T-junction between the Jamison Creek Trail on the right and the Jamison Lake Trail on the left.

Head left (south) from the junction and climb mildly for a brief spell until the grade increases at the beginning of some switchbacks. Shortly after crossing the outlet from Wades Lake, you reach a junction with the Wades Lake and Jamison Lake Connector. Remaining on the Jamison Lake Trail on the left, you soon come to a Y-junction, where the path splits to access Rock Lake on the left path and Jamison Lake on the right path. The short walk to Jamison Lake brings you to the base of the old rock dam, where lush foliage covering the structure gives the appearance of an ornamental garden. To visit the shoreline, you’ll have to backtrack a few steps and follow a much more obscure route along an open bedrock ridge above the west shore. Other than a few dead stumps left over from when the dam was built, Jamison Lake is a pleasing sight at the base of 7,818-foot Mount Elwell. Small islands on the north side of the lake offer fine swimming destinations and sunbathing spots. Campsites are very limited.

To visit aptly named Rock Lake, retrace your steps to the Y-junction and follow the trail to a ford of Jamison Creek. Beyond the ford, a short climb leads to the south shore of the windswept, rockbound lake, 3.2 miles from the trailhead. A few campsites on the south and southeast shores appear to get plenty of use.

After visiting Jamison and Rock Lakes, backtrack to the junction with the Wades Lake and Jamison Lake Connector and begin a moderately steep, zigzagging climb across an open, brushy slope toward Wades Lake (avoid climbing this slope on hot afternoons, if possible). Tight switchbacks lead to the top of a rock outcrop with good views of Grass Lake and Jamison Creek Canyon. From there, a more gently graded stretch of trail heads through scattered conifers, past a small pond, and around the head of a small canyon before a stiffer climb resumes. The trees thicken just a tad where you enter the drainage of Wade Lake’s outlet and head upstream to a crossing just below the south shore of the lake, 4.5 miles from the trailhead. A lodgepole-shaded camping area nearby offers more and better sites than the other three lakes. Willows line the near shoreline, which makes accessing the water a bit difficult, but the far shore has a dramatic backdrop from steep and rocky cliffs.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Short hikes to a quartet of delightful lakes lures backpackers on this balloon trip. Grass, Rock, Jamison, and Wades Lakes are among the few lakes in the area where camping is allowed, which partially explains their popularity. However, camping is not the only appeal, as the scenery is superb, fishing is fair, and swimming can be quite refreshing on a typically hot summer afternoon. The short distance makes this trip suitable for beginning backpackers and for families with young children.



At the north end of the camping area, a small sign identifies the junction with the trail descending the slope to the west of the creek. Head down beneath lodgepole pine forest, which soon adds western white pines and Jeffrey pines to the canopy, with an assortment of shrubs making up the ground cover. About a quarter mile from the lake, reach a junction with the Jamison Creek Trail, which is signed as a connection to the Pacific Crest Trail.

Continue ahead through scattered conifers and shrubs, as the grade of descent increases beyond the junction and the surface becomes rocky. Reach a promontory with good views of Grass Lake, Jamison Creek Canyon, and the surrounding mountains. The stiff, rocky descent continues to a junction with the Jamison Lake Trail at the close of the loop. From there, retrace your steps 2.2 miles to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

The mill town of Graeagle was founded in the 1800s to support a vigorous logging operation that continued until 1957. A decade or so later, the quaint town, with a row of red company houses, became the centerpiece for what is now a thriving resort community. Shops and restaurants line the main drag, while resorts, golf courses, and summer homes fill the outskirts of town.

While the area offers limited backpacking opportunities, Plumas-Eureka State Park and Lakes Basin Recreation Area offer numerous day-hiking trails. By combining your backpacking trip to Grass, Rock, Jamison, and Wades Lakes with an extended stay in one of the neighboring campgrounds, such as the park’s Upper Jamison Creek Campground, or one of the numerous resorts in the greater Graeagle area, you could easily fill a week hiking the area’s trails.

Restaurants in the vicinity span the spectrum from casual to fine dining. Graeagle Mountain Frostee (530-836-4811) is the spot to grab an old-fashioned burger, shake, and fries. Have breakfast before the trip (or lunch afterward) in the center of town at the Graeagle Restaurant (530-836-2393). In the nearby community of Blairsden, Gumba’s Pizzeria & Grill (530-836-1212, gumbasfamily.com) serves up a pretty good pie, and the Grizzly Grill (530-836-1300, grizzlygrill.com) caters to diners higher up the food chain. For additional upscale fare, Cuccia’s (530-836-2121, ilovecuccias.com) in the tiny community of Mohawk offers Italian fare, while Coyote Bar & Grill (8296 CA 89, 530-836-2002, thecoyotebarandgrill.com) has a wide-ranging menu. Perhaps the most unique dining experience can be had at the Iron Door (530-836-2376, irondoorrestaurant.com), located in the historic mining town of Johnsville (inside Plumas-Eureka State Park); the restaurant has been serving hearty dinners in the rustic setting of the old general store and post office since 1961. Reservations are recommended; closed on Tuesdays.

A trip to the area would be incomplete without a stop at the Plumas-Eureka State Park’s museum, located in the mine’s old bunkhouse. It’s filled with human and natural history displays, a working scale model of the stamp mill, and hands-on exhibits for kids.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Scenic Jamison Lake

70

BUCKS LAKE WILDERNESS LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 21.4 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 3–4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 4,500'/4,500'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Bucks Lake; USFS A Guide to the Bucks Lake Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Bucks Lake Wilderness, Plumas National Forest

CONTACT: 530-283-2050, fs.usda.gov/plumas



PERMITS

Wilderness permits are not required in Bucks Lake Wilderness.

CHALLENGES

The first leg of this loop is definitely the least enjoyable stretch of trail, as very steep climbing combines with a route near and sometimes on a dirt road before wilder conditions prevail beyond the Mill Creek Trailhead. A portion of Bucks Lake Wilderness is used for cattle grazing, a practice that dates back to the early 1900s. For a bovine-free experience, plan to visit the area prior to August 1 or after September 30.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N39° 54.745' W121° 11.205'



From CA 70 in Quincy, follow Main Street, which quickly becomes Bucks Lake Road, to Forest Road 33, just west of Haskins Bay and Bucklin Dam, and proceed northbound for 4.4 miles to a Y-junction. Veer right onto FR 24N69X, as FR 33 on the left turns to dirt, and follow the paved road 0.5 mile to Mill Creek Campground, which has running water and vault toilets.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From Mill Creek Campground, follow the single-track trail north on a rising climb for 0.25 mile to a junction with the Mill Creek Trail above the ford of Mill Creek just before the stream pours into the northern arm of Bucks Lake. Beyond this junction, the grade increases substantially on a climb toward Chucks Rock. Fortunately, a mixed forest of conifers shades most of the brutally steep route. Just below Chucks Rock, the trail crosses over Forest Road 33 and continues a short distance to cross the road again farther up the slope. Despite what is shown on the U.S. Forest Service map, there seems to be no discernible trail from here to the Mill Creek Trailhead, requiring you to walk a section of road. Fortunately, the grade of the road is much more pleasant than that of the previous stretch of trail.

Single-track trail resumes past the Mill Creek Trailhead, immediately crossing Mill Creek to follow gently graded tread through a light forest of lodgepole pines and white firs to a boulder hop back over the creek. The tread briefly disappears in a small, grassy meadow on the far side but is easily found again just past a snow survey marker, where the trail reenters forest cover. Leaving Mill Creek behind, the lupine-lined trail begins a moderate climb through shady forest, with occasional pockets of meadow carpeted with grasses, sedges, shrubs, and wildflowers in early to midseason. Around the 1.5-mile mark, the trail draws alongside an alder-lined tributary of Mill Creek and then continues climbing to a high point south-southeast of Point 6,738. Nearby, at an unmarked junction, a use trail drops down to a horse camp, from which the faint path continues to a water source at a nascent stream.


TAKE THIS TRIP

While Bucks Lake is an extremely popular summer hangout for Northern Californians, the trails within the neighboring Bucks Lake Wilderness offer plenty of solitude and serenity. This scenic loop, which incorporates a short section of the famed Pacific Crest Trail, offers visitors picturesque lakes, cascading streams, wildflower-filled meadows, shady forests, and wide-ranging views. The general lack of use has resulted in few developed campsites, so backpackers will have to plan their route carefully and may have to branch off the loop to find the best spots. During the month of July, the area puts on a surprising display of wildflowers.



From the high point, the trail descends toward the Three Lakes area, passing through a pair of meadows, the tread temporarily disappearing in the verdant vegetation of the second one. Continue the descent, hopping across a trio of thin, lushly lined rivulets and passing by a shallow pond bordered by tall grasses and covered with lily pads. Just past the pond, you reach a three-way junction with the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT).

Turn left (west) and follow the gently graded PCT past the pond and alongside an alder-lined seasonal stream draining into the pond from Grassy Lakes. A fern-lined section of trail leads through open forest with evidence of a previous fire on the right hillside. Continue past the larger Grassy Lake, which, except in early season, will appear to be more like a grassy meadow with a small pond near the end than a bona fide lake. Reach a junction with the unmaintained trail to Kellogg Lake, a second-rate body of water made even more unappealing by the recent fire, and then proceed a short distance to a junction with the lateral to Three Lakes.

Leaving the PCT, the lateral drops moderately through open forest past a Bucks Lake Wilderness sign to another junction. The path ahead leads to the Three Lakes Road, a little-used four-wheel-drive road, but you turn left and soon catch a glimpse of the lower lake and the dam at the far end. After crossing an old wood bridge over a narrow creek, the path continues through dense forest to the middle lake, a natural body of water rimmed by gray cliffs—a much more scenic locale than the artificial lake below. Past a couple of campsites at 5.1 miles, the encroaching water at the far end of the middle lake inundates the trail at times, where thick brush makes circumventing this obstacle a bit difficult, especially without getting your feet wet. Once you are beyond this minor inconvenience, the trail makes a short climb to the upper lake, clearly the most attractive of the Three Lakes. Unfortunately, the upper lake offers only small, marginal campsites above the northwest shore. Deteriorating tread continues above the lakeshore but disappears entirely before reaching the far end of the lake. After a night at Three Lakes, retrace your steps 1.8 miles to the junction of the PCT and Mill Creek Trail.

From the junction, head southeast on the flower-lined PCT through open to light forest, crossing a seasonal swale and passing a small, flower-filled meadow on the way to a crossing of Clear Creek, where a small campsite is just above the stream. After a while, the trail draws alongside the creek near some cascades and a small pool before quickly moving away again. Climbing moderately through light forest, the path approaches and crosses a number of lushly lined rivulets below the southwest slope of Mount Pleasant, directly south of the broad-topped peak.
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A splendid view from the PCT across Bucks Lake Wilderness

A short, mild descent leads to the start of a gently undulating traverse along the northeastern escarpment between Mount Pleasant and Spanish Peak. Beginning in thick forest, the traverse eventually leads out of the trees to impressive views of the lakes below in their granite basins and of the terrain beyond, including the deep gash of North Fork Feather River, a slice of Sierra Valley, nearby Meadow Valley, and the more distant Quincy area. The traverse lasts for 2.5 miles, stands of forest intermittently interrupting the stunning views. At Granite Gap, in one such stand of forest, you reach a junction with the trail descending toward Silver Lake.

Since there are few decent campsites between Right Hand Branch Mill Creek and the shore of Bucks Lake, you may want to consider spending the night at Rock Lake (or even Gold Lake). To visit Rock Lake, drop down from Granite Gap on a series of switchbacks through a rocky gully for 0.75 mile to a junction with the lateral to Rock Lake. Turn right and head through brush and boulders to the lip of the lake’s basin, where large rocks line a shoreline backdropped by rocky bluffs and outcrops. If you’re staying at Rock Lake, locate campsites in groves of conifers at 13 miles. Otherwise, you can always enjoy the lake and return to the main trail. When you’re ready to continue the loop, retrace your steps to the junction at Granite Gap.

As you head southeast on the PCT from Granite Gap, a section of open forest allows more views before being obscured by thickening forest on the way to a saddle and a junction with the Right Hand Branch Mill Creek Trail. Before heading down Right Hand Branch Mill Creek, you should consider a short extension to the marvelous view from the old lookout site on Spanish Peak: Head southeast on the PCT through a stand of conifers prior to open slopes carpeted with pinemat manzanita, and continue to a junction of the lateral to Spanish Peak. Turn left (east) and proceed toward the peak on mildly rising tread through more pinemat manzanita before entering a red fir forest. Pass the old, dilapidated shack that formerly served as the outhouse for the ranger who staffed the lookout, and immediately break out of the trees for the final, short climb to the top. The sweeping view includes such noteworthy landmarks as Lassen Peak and Lake Almanor to the north and Sierra Buttes to the southeast. Once you’ve thoroughly enjoyed the view, retrace your steps back to the Right Hand Branch junction.

At the junction, leave the PCT and follow Right Hand Branch Mill Creek Trail over a low rise before embarking on a nearly continuous, 5-mile descent to the east shore of Bucks Lake. Beyond the low rise, the trail enters a small meadow, where the tread is momentarily lost in the lush vegetation—cairns should help you to stay on course. Step across the usually dry streambed in the uppermost part of the canyon, and continue to a second, larger meadow where once again the trail disappears for a while in the thick grasses and cairns should be an aid. Follow the creek, which by now should be flowing with water, to an easy stream crossing.

After the crossing, the trail moves away from the creek for a while, more or less traversing the east side of the canyon. The traverse ends at the beginning of an extended switchbacking descent leading steeply down the forested hillside. After a couple of miles and countless switchbacks, the trail drops to a boulder hop of the main branch of the creek. A level spot just above the creek bears the closest resemblance to a campsite so far.

Beyond the creek, a couple more short-legged switchbacks lead to the crossing of a tiny rivulet that is easily negotiated. Soon afterward, you get your first glimpse through the trees of the blue waters of Bucks Lake. Hop across a second rivulet just before a junction with the Mill Creek Trail.

Turn right (north-northwest) at the junction and proceed along the forested lakeshore path. A sandy beach near the junction offers a passable campsite, albeit with the intermittent noise from passing pleasure craft slicing across the lake’s surface. Veer into the next side canyon and a usually ankle-deep ford of Middle Fork Mill Creek. Follow the trail as it wraps around Point 5,450 at 18 miles, where overnighters may find better campsites on the bluff overlooking the lake, and then crosses a seasonal, alder-lined stream. Reach a stretch of open forest, where the white beach from Sandy Point glistens in the sun across the north arm of the lake. Back into forest, the trail follows the shore across more seasonal streams surrounded by lush vegetation toward the end of the north arm, where a moderate ascent leads across an open slope covered with tobacco brush. Briefly enter the wilderness on the way to the top of the climb, head back into forest, and then drop steeply to a ford of Mill Creek, which may be difficult in early season.

From the west bank of Mill Creek, climb the hillside to a junction with the Mill Creek Trail. Turn left (south) and retrace your steps 0.4 mile to the end of the trail, and proceed to Mill Creek Campground.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Bucks Lake has a couple of year-round resorts scattered around the south side of the lake. Both Lakeshore Resort (530-283-6900, buckslakeshore.com) and Bucks Lake Lodge (530-283-2262, buckslakecabinrentals.com) have cabins, restaurants, small general stores, cafés, boat rentals, and gas pumps. Bucks Lake Lodge also operates Timberline Inn, a separate structure with motel rooms. The Haskins Valley Inn (530-283-9667, haskinsvalley inn.com) is a bed-and-breakfast with a general store next door. Bucks Lake Marina (530-283-4243, buckslakemarina.com) has boat and kayak rentals, a campground, and cabins during summer.

Plumas National Forest manages several campgrounds in the area, including Grizzly Creek, Hutchins, Lower Bucks, Mill Creek, Silver Lake, Sundew, and Whitehorse (tinyurl.com/buckslakecamping). Haskins Valley Campground (530-283-0256, plumascounty.org/Haskins-Valley-Campground) is managed by Pacific Gas & Electric.

The town of Quincy, 17 miles from Bucks Lake, has many lodging and dining options. Patti’s Thunder Café (557 Lawrence St., 530-283-3300, facebook.com/PattisThunderCafe) is the spot for breakfast, while Moon’s (497 Lawrence St., 530-283-9900) is arguably the best restaurant for dinner. For a cup of Joe or tea, visit Midtown Coffee (231 Main St., 530-283-5061, midtowncoffeequincy.com)


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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CASCADE RANGE



Geographic tradition defines the Cascade Range as extending from southernmost British Columbia to the volcanic terrain south of the Mount Lassen area, which places about 130 miles of Cascadia within California. Outdoors enthusiasts can find lots of good fishing, hunting, and water sports in the state’s share of this great range, but most of the terrain is hill country, with more timber harvesting than hiking opportunities. While the Pacific Crest Trail is about as well located as a trail can be to take advantage of the scenic terrain in this stretch, the average backpacker in California’s Cascades will find two very notable areas of attraction: Mount Lassen and Mount Shasta.

LASSEN VOLCANIC NATIONAL PARK

Situated about 75 miles southeast of Mount Shasta, the centerpiece of Lassen Volcanic National Park is the 10,457-foot Cascade Range volcano Lassen Peak. Prior to the 1980 eruption of Washington’s Mount St. Helens, Lassen Peak was the most recent volcano to blow in the continental US, erupting numerous times from 1914 to 1917. These eruptions, along with several active hydrothermal areas and plenty of evidence of previous volcanic activity, compelled the federal government to give the area national park status in 1916.

However, Lassen is more than just a place for a geology lesson. The scenery—crystal lakes, rushing streams, flower-covered meadows, serene forests, and the rich red summit of Lassen Peak itself—is absolutely stunning. The 150 miles of maintained trails in the 106,000-acre park tempt day hikers to enjoy such wonders, and a fine network of connecting trails provides many loop options for backpackers. Best of all, the park is well away from California’s major urban areas, so backpackers won’t have to contend with crowds on most trails. The one loop trip offered in this guide travels to a series of lovely forested lakes in the heart of the park.

CARIBOU WILDERNESS

On the eastern border of Lassen Volcanic National Park is the seldom visited 20,625-acre Caribou Wilderness, a land of rolling, forested terrain and numerous lakes. While you won’t find any caribou in this misnamed wilderness, you will have the opportunity to backpack to a number of peaceful lakes into the center of it on the trip described in this section. The gentle terrain characteristic of Caribou Wilderness makes the area well suited for short backpacks for outdoors enthusiasts of all ages and physical conditions. Despite the short and easy trails, the remote location ensures that you won’t have to share the area with too many others.

MOUNT SHASTA

Mount Shasta stands in solitary dominance as the most striking mountain in northern California. Its volume—estimated by various geologists at between 80 and 120 cubic miles—makes it, arguably, the largest volcanic peak in the continental US, and its base-to-summit relief compares with many of the world’s greatest peaks. Indeed, if Shastina, Mount Shasta’s secondary cone, stood alone, it would be the third-highest mountain in the Cascade Range, after Mounts Rainier and Shasta. And yet, ironically, Mount Shasta was the last major mountain of the Pacific Northwest to be discovered by Euro-American explorers. Mounts Rainier, Hood, St. Helens, Baker, and St. Elias were all named and mapped before 1800. Shasta, midway between the British settlements at Fort Vancouver and the mouth of the Columbia River and the Spanish enclaves in San Francisco and Monterey, was not seen by explorers until they had journeyed overland nearly 300 miles from these settlements into unknown territory.

Mount Shasta’s slopes are continuous and vast, and so it is justifiably known as a climber’s and backcountry skier’s mountain. Thousands of people day hike on and climb Shasta every year, and most of the summit-bound backpack in for at least one night, but few people go backpacking per se on Shasta. However, a timberline circumnavigation of the peak is one of California’s least appreciated wonder tours, a multiday adventure that John Muir described glowingly.
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Lassen Peak above Summit Lake
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SUMMIT LAKE TO CLUSTER, TWIN, RAINBOW, SNAG, HORSESHOE, AND SWAN LAKES LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 22.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2–4

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,500'/2,500'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Easy

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 8

MAP: USGS Reading Peak, West Prospect Peak, Prospect Peak, and Mount Harkness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Lassen Volcanic National Park

CONTACT: 530-595-4480, nps.gov/lavo



PERMITS

A free wilderness permit, required for overnight stays in Lassen Volcanic National Park, can be obtained in person from any ranger or information station during regular business hours. Applications may be downloaded from the park’s website (nps.gov/lavo/planyourvisit/wilderness-permit-information.htm) and returned to the park via email or fax (530-595-3262). Allow two weeks for processing. After business hours, backpackers may self-register at the Kohm Yah-mah-nee Visitor Center near the southwest entrance.

CHALLENGES

Campfires and pets are not permitted within Lassen Volcanic National Park. Mosquitoes can be problematic through midsummer—bring a tent and repellent.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N40° 29.883' W121° 25.606'



From either the Manzanita Lake or the southwest entrances, follow Lassen Park Road (CA 89) to the access road to the Summit Lake Ranger Station, 0.3 mile north of the turnoff for the North Summit Lake Campground. Head east, past the ranger station, and park in the overnight parking area.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the parking area, follow a boardwalk east across a spongy clearing (a finger of Dersch Meadows) into a mixed forest of red firs and western white and lodgepole pines. Cross a lush swale, briefly ascend a low hill, and reach the northeast shore of Summit Lake, near a junction with a lateral from the Summit Lake North Campground. A short distance farther, near the northeast finger of the lake, is a well-signed Y-junction with a trail to Corral Meadows on the right and your trail to Echo Lake on the left.

A moderate climb travels up a gully and then up a ridge to a switchback, with the first good view of Lassen Peak due west and Crescent Crater on the peak’s north flank. Continue climbing through open forest across a slope covered with pinemat manzanita and lesser amounts of greenleaf manzanita to a plateau and a junction with a trail to Echo Lake and Twin Lakes on the right, 1 mile from the trailhead. This trail will be your return route.

Turn left (north) at the junction to head toward Little Bear Lake, and make a gradual climb that soon becomes moderate. After a half mile, reach the high point atop a rumpled plateau of old lava flows. A cross-country route heads northwest from here on a nearly level half mile to the base of Hat Mountain and then more steeply to the summit. Hat Mountain’s cone, with its composition of andesite lava flows, differs from the park’s more famous Cinder Cone, which is composed of basalt cinders.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Numerous lakes, gentle terrain, and a lack of crowds make this trip a backpacker’s paradise. This loop leads to several of the best lakes in the park, and because these lakes are never too far apart from each other, you have plenty of opportunities for camping and swimming. (However, fishing is limited.) The gentle terrain makes getting around fairly easy, a particular bonus for families with young children. And with a remote location in Northern California, far from any major population centers, there are no quotas and you have a reasonable expectation for solitude. Other options are also possible with this trip: it’s easily reversible, and thanks to a number of connecting trails, you could extend your trip or use layover days to day hike to a variety of destinations.



From the high point, descend northward to a shallow, unnamed lake that offers pleasant swimming. A half mile of gently graded tread leads across the plateau and past a tiny pond before a moderate to steep descent heads down a ridge separating a pair of small, glaciated canyons. Soon you begin to see the forest devastation caused by the 2012 Reading Fire. Although sections of ground cover have recovered, the charred timber is quite extensive for the next couple of miles. The grade eases and the forest thickens on the approach to lodgepole-lined, shallow Little Bear Lake, which offers good swimming, hordes of mosquitoes through midsummer, and no campsites due to the lack of level ground.

A short but steep descent brings you to Big Bear Lake, also ringed by trees but not quite as shallow as its smaller counterpart.

Northeast of Big Bear Lake, a half mile of gently descending trail leads to a junction. The northernmost Cluster Lake is just 200 yards north. The lake loses some of its attractiveness by mid-July (when the trail to Bear Lakes is often still mottled with snow), as the lake level drops about a foot and the very shallow western arm disappears entirely, reducing the lake’s surface area by a third. Before mid-July, all of the Cluster Lakes suffer from a healthy population of mosquitoes.

Continuing ahead (east) from the junction, you reach the north shore of Silver Lake after a short stroll. The trail hugs the northeast side of the lake and passes through a former forest of western white pines, lodgepole pines, and firs. In the early morning, sunlit Lassen Peak reflects brightly in the surface of the lake’s dark, placid water.

A low drainage separates Silver Lake from Feather Lake, which was perhaps the best of all the Cluster Lakes before the fire. The unnamed triangular lake 200 yards to the north of Feather Lake was also quite pleasant, for despite the shallowness, the lake seems to attract fewer mosquitoes—an important consideration prior to late July. Generally, by early August, all of the Cluster Lakes, as well as Twin Lakes, drop a foot or so, creating habitat around the lakes for a narrow ring of yellow blossoms from tiny primrose monkey flowers.
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Ranger station near Horseshoe Lake

Leaving the Cluster Lakes, the trail proceeds southeast through mixed forest and past a chest-deep pond to a low point at the usually dry, rocky swale that serves as the seasonal outlet for Twin Lakes. A short climb from there brings you to a junction with the wide path of an old road that now serves as a section of the famed Pacific Crest Trail (PCT).

On a not-too-scenic section of this often-scenic trail, you follow the roadbed past a small seasonal pond to the right and the backcountry cabin housing the Twin Lakes Ranger Station on your left. Proceed a short distance to the north shore of Lower Twin Lake. At the junction, remain on the PCT, head around the east side of the large but relatively shallow lake, and pass by several lodgepole-shaded campsites. The water temperature is usually warm enough by mid- to late July to provide refreshing swimming. Expect voracious mosquitoes before late July and vociferous Steller’s jays throughout the season. Proceed shortly to another junction, where the southbound PCT continues ahead.

Leaving the PCT, turn left and travel east and then northeast on a gentle climb to crescent-shaped Rainbow Lake. Peak baggers can leave the trail just before the lake and head north cross-country a half mile to the top of 7,160-foot Fairfield Peak. Steep terrain surrounding Rainbow Lake limits the number of available campsites. However, at the south end, a use trail heads around the lake to a few small campsites with filtered views of Lassen Peak. Above the northwest shore is a junction with a trail heading northeast toward Cinder Cone.

From the junction, follow the right-hand trail on a brief climb southeast to the crest of a low ridge, and then drop to a nearby gully. A protracted traverse leads across rolling terrain on tread so deep and loose it feels as if you’re walking on a sandy beach. A profusion of Bloomer’s goldenbush—a late-blooming sunflower that thrives in dry, gravelly flats—binds the loose soils somewhat, offering a modicum of stability. Midway between Rainbow and Snag Lakes, the trail begins a steep descent accompanied by more gravel-loving wildflowers, including cycladenia, with tubular magenta flowers and narrower, shallow-toothed leaves. Less attractive is the increasing evidence of a fire that devastated acres of lodgepole pine forest. About a quarter mile before Snag Lake, you cross a rivulet and proceed to a junction a good distance away from the southwest shore.

Due to the fire, campsites along Snag Lake’s northwest shore have lost much of their appeal. However, the peninsula just north of the junction has an intact grove of trees shading several good campsites. The water around the peninsula is fairly shallow—5–10 feet in most places—and therefore quite warm, luring weary backpackers with the prospect of a refreshing swim. Anglers can ply the waters in search of good-size rainbow trout.

If you’re not camping at Snag Lake, turn south at the junction, and soon pass another junction with a trail heading around the south and east sides of the lake. Continue ahead, and follow the Grassy Creek Trail on a gentle to moderate ascent a little over 2 miles to Horseshoe Lake. Initially, the trail crosses moist to dry soils covered by spreading phlox, coyote mint, dwarf lousewort, California stickseed, and California butterweed. After a half mile, the trail draws alongside the creek, where July visitors will be presented with a lush, wildflower extravaganza that includes several dozen species, including corn lily, marsh marigold, alpine shooting star, Nuttall’s larkspur, crimson columbine, wandering daisy, common dandelion, and yarrow. Fortunate botanists may find all three of the park’s stickseeds, all six violets, and many representatives of the figwort and buttercup families.

Follow the charming brook through a forest of western white pines and firs above an understory of thick shrubs threatening to overgrow the trail. About halfway to Horseshoe Lake, the narrowing canyon forces the trail to make a couple of creek crossings over a set of log rounds. Beyond the crossings, the reason for the name Grassy Creek becomes quite evident, as lush grasses line the banks all the way to a verdant swale near the Horseshoe Lake Ranger Station, where you reach a junction with a trail to Juniper Lake.

Turn right (northwest) and travel briefly upstream along the bank of Grassy Creek to the outlet of Horseshoe Lake, which, with a view of Lassen Peak across the water, is a fine setting for lunch or a rest stop. A sign and map indicate that camping along the north shore of the lake is not allowed. (Backpackers desiring to camp nearby should backtrack to the junction and head south to a camping area near the east shore.) Proceed along the north shore, past a small peninsula with a good, although rather plain, view across the lake. The north half of the lake offers a very attractive, oversize swimming hole; the lake’s pebbly bottom quickly drops away from the shore to level off at about 10–15 feet, without rocks, snags, and other submerged obstacles for swimmers to fret about. Since the middle of the lake is relatively shallow—less than 5 feet deep in places—colder water from the deeper southern half is effectively kept out of the north end, where the water becomes relatively warm by midsummer.

Away from Horseshoe Lake, the trail follows a nearly level course for nearly 1.5 miles through the forest and past a handful of seasonal ponds on the way to a junction with a lateral to the trail down Grassy Swale.

Proceed ahead (northwest) on the right-hand trail, dipping across a verdant swale lined with vibrant wildflowers and lush plants at the head of Grassy Swale, and then begin a moderately steep climb up a side canyon nearly as verdant. A mosaic of flowers includes Applegate’s paintbrush, Christine’s lupine, California stickseed, coyote mint, and mountain violet. Where the grade eventually eases, on the way around the western base of Crater Butte to a junction with the Pacific Crest Trail, you may notice silver-leaved lupine and pumice paintbrush monopolizing the space on the gravelly forest floor. A 0.6-mile, 500-foot ascent southeast to the summit of Crater Butte is a straightforward enterprise from the vicinity of the junction; it takes about an hour round-trip. Like nearby Fairfield Peak, the butte is composed mainly of lava flows instead of cinders, although both peaks are technically referred to as cinder cones.

Proceed north on the PCT for about 250 yards to the crest of a low divide, and then drop into the Butte Creek drainage on the way to forest-rimmed Swan Lake. Backpackers who plan to overnight at this typical, forest-rimmed Lassen Lake can find passable campsites above the south shore or along an east-shore bench. The trail draws near to the lake at the northeast corner, then immediately crosses the barely discernible outlet before leaving Swan Lake.

After surmounting a low rise north of Swan Lake, you make a mild descent on the lupine-lined PCT to a junction near the southeast shore of lodgepole-fringed Lower Twin Lake. Turn left at the junction, and pass around the south shore of Lower Twin Lake to a junction on the far side.

At the junction, turn left again to follow the usually dry outlet a short distance to Upper Twin Lake. From there, the trail skirts the north shore along the base of a steep slope that limits potential campsites to the west, south, and east shores. Beyond Upper Twin Lake, a moderately steep climb incorporating a few switchbacks takes you past a fair-size pond. A long stretch of gentle ascent, followed by a short, stiff climb, leads to another pond, this one backdropped by a talus slope. More climbing precedes a short drop to Echo Lake, which displays a fine, forest-lake ecotone—a transition zone between forest plants and lakeshore plants. Pinemat manzanita, characteristic of well-drained forest slopes, gives way to red mountain heathers only a few feet from shore. In turn, heathers give way to a thin band of shoreline species, most notably western blueberry, primrose monkey flower, and moss. Sedges flourish along the shoreline and advance into the shallow water near the lake’s edge. Due to its proximity to the trailhead, camping is not allowed at Echo Lake.

A mild climb across the floor of Echo Lake’s basin is followed by a steeper ascent of a shrub-covered slope, where tobacco brush, chinquapin, and manzanita flourish. Where the grade eases, you stroll across the top of a lightly forested bench to the trail junction at the close of the loop. From there, turn southwest and retrace your steps to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Before your trip, reserve a spot at one of the Summit Lake campgrounds (877-444-6777, recreation.gov), and get a jump on acclimatizing for your backpacking trip. The restaurant at the Kohm Yah-mah-nee Visitor Center and the snack bar at the Manzanita Lake Camper Service Store are the only two places within the park to grab a bite to eat or get something to drink.

Although reservations at the Drakesbad Guest Ranch (530-529-1512, drakesbad.com) are difficult to come by—it has a 99% occupancy rate from July to August—you could experience a grand end to your backpack with a stay at this historic resort. On the National Register of Historic Places, the ranch is operated in much the same way it was when it was established in 1900—without phones or electricity. The 17 guest rooms, with either a half or full bath, are lit by kerosene lamps and heated by propane. Perhaps the most notable feature of the ranch is the swimming pool heated by natural hot springs. Excellent meals are served for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and the restaurant has a good selection of beers and wines.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Emerald Lake offers anglers fine fishing and backpackers shady campsites.
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CENTRAL CARIBOU LAKES LOOP

Mike White


DISTANCE: 12.3 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 800'/800'

TYPE OF TRIP: Balloon

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Easy

SOLITUDE: Moderately populated

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Bogard Buttes and Red Cinder; USFS A Guide to Ishi, Thousand Lakes, and Caribou Wildernesses

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Caribou Wilderness

CONTACT: 530-258-2141, fs.usda.gov/lassen



PERMITS

Wilderness permits are not required for trips in Caribou Wilderness.

CHALLENGES

Mosquitoes are problematic through midsummer—bring a tent and plenty of repellent.

HOW TO GET THERE


CARIBOU LAKE TRAILHEAD N40° 29.990' W121° 10.278'



County Road A21 provides a shortcut between CA 36 in the town of Westwood to CA 44. From A21, about 15 miles north of Westwood and 4.3 miles south of the CA 44 junction, turn west onto Silver Lake Road (CR 110) and proceed 5 miles to a junction with Forest Service Road 10. Following signed directions for Caribou Wilderness, turn right and travel on FS 10 for 0.4 mile to another junction. Remaining on FS 10, continue another 0.2 mile and then turn left at a road marked CARIBOU WILDERNESS EAST TRAILHEAD, CARIBOU LAKE. Proceed on single-lane road 0.1 mile to a fork, and then follow the left road a short way to the large overnight parking area.

TRIP DESCRIPTION

From the overnight parking lot, make a short climb northwest up a hillside to the trailhead above heavily fished Caribou Lake. Proceed west through a forest of lodgepole and Jeffrey pines and firs, passing a feeder trail from the private cabins around Silver Lake just before the wilderness boundary. The trail skirts a fair-size pond covered with lily pads then passes a smaller pond before reaching a junction, where the loop begins.

Follow the right trail west, and very shortly arrive at the east shore of Cowboy Lake, which is mostly too shallow for decent swimming. However, the shoreline does provide a scenic spot from which to enjoy a view of the lake, picturesquely backdropped by low cliffs on the west side. Proceed around the north shore of the lake to the west end, where the trail turns sharply north-northwest on a moderate, switchbacking climb up an escarpment into a dry, open forest, where pinemat and greenleaf manzanita flourish and a few junipers take root. Soon, the trail heads back into deeper forest cover, reaching Jewel Lake at the top of the climb, where good campsites may be found above the north shore, as well as near the southwest shore of nearby Eleanor Lake, which is accessible from the main trail via a pair of use trails heading north. Both of these shallow lakes possess their own unique charm—Jewel has a scenic setting and greater depth, and Eleanor offers a peaceful, secluded environment. Despite its appearance on USGS and USFS maps, the connecting trail from the east end of Jewel Lake heading south to the trail from Gem Lake no longer exists.

From Jewel Lake, the trail winds through an open forest past some small ponds before climbing moderately along the base of a brushy escarpment. Where the grade eases again, you pass more ponds, some seasonal in nature, before the gently descending trail leads to a three-way junction between a trail north to Turnaround Lake and south to Black Lake.

To visit Turnaround Lake, follow a nearly level path 0.15 mile to the south shore. In early season, a very shallow finger extends south of the lake’s main body. Spacious campsites can be found near the south shore, west of this finger. More campsites are located along the east side of the lake, but the ones offering the most solitude are on the less traveled west side. After a visit to Turnaround Lake, retrace your steps south to the junction north of Black Lake.

Turn left (south) and walk about 200 yards to the north shore of Black Lake, a pleasant body of water rimmed by forest, with a rock cliff above the far shore. Fair campsites are along the south shore on either side of the usually dry outlet, and the lake itself offers passable swimming and angling.


TAKE THIS TRIP

Lakes, lakes, and more lakes await you in the Caribou Wilderness—and the good news is that most of them are well suited for camping, swimming, and angling. The terrain here is relatively flat, making this trip a good choice for backpackers of all ages and conditions (although, with few significant landmarks, getting lost away from the trail is quite possible). Dramatic peaks are lacking here, but the part of the route that climbs to Rim and Cypress Lakes provides scenic views from the edge of a prominent escarpment.



From Black Lake, the gently graded trail follows the outlet downstream generally south through a forest composed primarily of lodgepole pines. Near the north shore of North Divide Lake, you reach a junction with the continuation of trail ahead to the string of lakes accessible primarily from the Hay Meadow Trailhead. Your trail heads east, back toward the Caribou Lake Trailhead. Knee- to waist-deep North Divide Lake offers marginal campsites. However, much better campsites may be had above the west shore of deeper, though still shallow, South Divide Lake, 0.3 mile to the south, across a stretch of flower-covered meadow and through a stand of forest.

From the junction, the route passes above the north shore of North Divide Lake, crosses the outlet’s usually dry and rocky channel, and then crosses back over the channel to the north bank. Gently descending tread veers northeast and leads past a small pond on the way to a three-way junction with a trail to Gem Lake. To visit Gem Lake, turn left and head west up a gully and over the lip of the lake’s basin to the northeast shore. The lake is hemmed in by the steep topography, limiting potential campsites to a few small, level patches of ground away from the deteriorating tread of a use trail above the north shore. The scenic lake offers refreshing swimming and fair fishing. After visiting Gem Lake, retrace your steps to the junction. From there, head southeast and stroll past a seasonal pond/meadow to a junction with the trail to Emerald, Rim, and Cypress Lakes.

Turn right (south) and make a very brief climb through open forest, across pinemat manzanita–covered slopes, to the northeast shore of Emerald Lake, one of the deepest lakes in the Caribou Wilderness. The low, rocky bench on the lake’s north side has several good campsites. Anglers should find the fishing to be fair to good, and swimmers will enjoy a refreshing dip throughout the summer season.

Beyond the steep-sided bowl of Emerald Lake, the trail follows a winding course through mostly open terrain past a seasonal pond/meadow to the edge of an escarpment with a good view of Caribou and Silver Lakes and the surrounding terrain. The trail then winds among sparse forest and bedrock slabs toward Rim Lake. The route over these slabs may be difficult to discern at times, but a preponderance of ducks should help keep you on track. If you happen to lose the route, simply walk upslope toward the west for about 0.5 mile, and you’re almost certain to run into Rim Lake, which is located on the very edge of a steep escarpment. On a hot day, Rim Lake can be a welcome sight, despite the shallow waters at the east end; swimmers will find the depth adequate and the diving rocks midway along the south shore to be much more inviting. Spartan campsites are scattered between rock slabs around the well-named lake; what they lack in shade, they make up for in sweeping views from the edge of the escarpment. A persistent breeze helps keep the mosquitoes at bay, at least until their numbers diminish after midseason.

A winding, rocky trail continues the climb away from Rim Lake for 0.5 mile to an unnamed lake backdropped by a prominent cliff. The trail swings around the lake’s south arm, which is also at the brink of a cliff, and then rolls over a low divide to Cypress Lake. Rockbound and scenic, Cypress Lake was mistakenly named for the few western junipers nearby; true cypress trees are nonexistent in these parts. Secluded campsites may be found among the small slabs and gravel flats tucked around the lakeshore. From the low divide near the lake, cross-country enthusiasts can follow a straightforward route north and then northeast to the summit of North Caribou Peak in about an hour. After fully enjoying Cypress, Rim, and Emerald Lakes, retrace your steps to the junction north of Emerald Lake.

Turn right at the junction and proceed east-southeast through mixed forest on a moderate descent interrupted briefly by a gently graded stretch of trail. Where the descent resumes, switchbacks lead down the steep wall of a prominent escarpment until the trail bottoms out near the base of talus slope. Soon, the trail turns north and passes to the right of an unnamed pond before intersecting the main trail from Caribou Lake at the close of the loop. Turn right (east) here and retrace your steps 0.7 mile to the trailhead.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Except for two U.S. Forest Service campgrounds, Rocky Knoll and Silver Bowl, there are no other amenities near the Caribou Wilderness. If you happen to be traveling back home by way of Chester, you’ll have some options for grabbing a post-trip meal. The Pine Shack Frosty (321 Main St., 530-258-2593) offers old-fashioned hamburgers, fries, and shakes, while the Pizza Factory (197 Main St., 530-258-3155, chester.pizzafactory.com) serves up a decent pie. A caffeine fix for the long drive home can be satisfied at Coffee Station (19 Main St., 530-258-4112). For a resort-based town of this size near Lake Almanor, you would think Chester would have a better option for more upscale dining. In contrast, the town’s well-stocked grocery store is a good spot to acquire food and supplies.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Mounts Shasta and Shastina from the north, with the Whitney Glacier in between
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TREELINE CIRCUMNAVIGATION OF MOUNT SHASTA

Michael Zanger and Andy Selters


DISTANCE: 25.0–30.0 miles, depending on specific route

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 4–7

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,500'/2,500'

TYPE OF TRIP: Loop

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderately strenuous

SOLITUDE: Solitude

SCENERY: 9

MAP: Wilderness Press Mt. Shasta Wilderness Recreation Map; USGS Mount Shasta and Hotlum

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: Mount Shasta Wilderness, Shasta-Trinity National Forest

CONTACT: 530-926-4511, fs.usda.gov/stnf



PERMITS

While there is currently no quota limiting backpacking, the U.S. Forest Service requires a permit for overnight stays in Mount Shasta Wilderness. You can get one at the Ranger District office: 204 W. Alma St., Mt. Shasta, CA 96067; 530-926-4511. Otherwise, you can get a self-issued permit from the bulletin board outside the office or at the trailhead. There is no fee for the permit.

CHALLENGES

In route finding, strenuousness, and terrain, this trip should be considered a moderate but long mountaineering endeavor. Very fit hikers can complete the route in four days, and five should be comfortable for most backpackers. Plan your route carefully to camp at water sources and find passages across some of the canyons. Shasta’s relatively open slopes help make route finding fairly easy, but the soft, ashy ground occasionally gets tedious. It’s necessary to know how to self-arrest and to carry an ice ax in early season high around Shastina. Most hikers will make daily use of an altimeter and compass as they follow the map.

HOW TO GET THERE


BUNNY FLAT TRAILHEAD N41° 21.247' W122° 13.998'



There are two trails to Horse Camp, your starting point, off Everitt Highway (County Road A10), one from Bunny Flat Trailhead and another from Sand Flat Trailhead. More people take the trail from Bunny Flat because it climbs more gradually and starts 100 feet higher. From the intersection of Rockfellow Drive and Everitt Highway in the town of Mt. Shasta, Bunny Flat is 10.9 miles up Everitt Highway, and the trailhead is right beside the road. A large parking area, an outhouse, and a bulletin board with information and self-issued wilderness permits are located here.


TAKE THIS TRIP

John Muir, America’s most eloquent and far-traveled naturalist, found circumnavigating Mount Shasta to be perhaps more appealing than ascending it:

Far better than climbing the mountain is going around its warm, fertile base, enjoying its bounties like a bee circling a bank of flowers . . .

As you sweep around so grand a center the mountain itself seems to turn . . . One glacier after another comes into view, and the outlines of the mountain are ever changing.

Relatively few people take this ultimate Shasta backpack, partly because there’s no trail, but it’s one of California’s finest back-country hikes. Crossing the toes of several Shasta glaciers offers superb views, and the short side trips to view waterfalls are well worth the extra time. Experienced backpackers who are comfortable with occasional scrambling should not be deterred from taking this trip.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

Different hikers choose to circle the mountain at different elevations. A clockwise direction is preferred, usually beginning and ending at the Sierra Club Foundation cabin at Horse Camp. This way water sources, campsites, and scenery continue to improve, and most of the tiresome scree is dealt with initially. There are many route variations, especially on the mountain’s west flanks, but most hikers stay near the 8,000-foot level—approximately treeline. What follows is a general description of a recommended route, with mention of key canyon crossings and camp areas.

Starting from Horse Camp, you can stay low, perhaps planning a first camp at Cascade Gulch or Diller Canyon. In dry years these canyons might not offer water, though you can always count on finding snow to melt in Diller Canyon. The other good choice is to go high for a short first day and spend the first night in Hidden Valley (upper Cascade Gulch), where water is always available. This enables a higher traverse around Shastina, over spurs at 9,300 and then 9,100 feet. Staying high gives you a wonderfully scenic and somewhat shorter route, but it takes you across a couple of trying scree slopes, and you have to negotiate some short cliff bands, 0.25 mile south of Diller Canyon and about 0.75 mile north of it. In any case, be aware that it’s a very long way around Shastina between good water sources—potentially all the way from Cascade Gulch to Bolam Creek.

To traverse the Graham Creek–Bolam Creek area, it’s best to avoid the morainal hills below the Whitney and Bolam Glaciers by going somewhat high across the terminus of the Whitney Glacier. There are springs and small grassy areas for good camping west of the Whitney Glacier toe, but they can be difficult to find. For those who go high, a reliable camp awaits in the basin below the Bolam Glacier, at about 9,600 feet. From this camp it’s best to descend along the east side of Bolam Creek to treeline.

In the North Gate vicinity, most hikers contour south of Point 8,852 and gradually lose elevation as they continue east. A higher option is to climb over the morainal benches near Point 9,535, where there’s excellent camping on flat, sandy ground and almost always snowmelt. To continue east off these benches, descend a sandy gully through some cliff bands east-southeast of Point 9,535 and contour toward Gravel Creek. Those who are relatively high will find difficulty in crossing Gravel Creek’s canyon. The canyon is a deep land slash with walls of steep, unstable ash and precarious boulders. Members of a party going up and down these slopes must take special care to avoid knocking rocks onto one another, as well as not to climb directly below or above one another. Below 7,500 feet these canyon walls are safer and not as high.
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The snowy east flanks of Mount Shasta from timberline

The next key point is Ash Creek right above the falls. To get there, hike through whitebark parklands near the 8,000-foot level across Brewer Creek (which is reliable and clear). Contour around the ridge just north of the falls at 7,800 feet, and then cut back west to descend into the canyon above the falls. An 8-foot cliff on this descent requires some scrambling. Solid snow (avalanche debris) usually offers a convenient bridge across Ash Creek until late in summer. On the south side of the canyon, climb directly upslope through a band of whitebark pines.

Cold Creek, Pilgrim Creek, and Clear Creek are all reliable and silt-free. Contour around Clear Creek’s canyon at about 7,800 feet to set up for the crucial crossing of intimidating Mud Creek canyon. From around 7,700 feet on the canyon rim, drop straight into the canyon on a loose, sandy rib at the uppermost grove of full-size firs, just upcanyon from a bare landslide area. Near the canyon bottom, again take special care to avoid sending rocks onto partners. Cross Mud Creek a couple hundred yards above the falls, and climb directly up a steep, faint side drainage to get back out of the canyon. This exit is important; large rocks offer reliable stepping-stones to the rim. From the southwest rim of the canyon, a course that contours near 7,800 feet will take you around Red Fir Ridge to South Gate Creek. The lush meadows are among the nicest campsites on the mountain. From here you can rise to The Gate on South Gate Meadows Trail. After this you can either stay high to meet the Everitt Memorial Highway at the Old Ski Bowl or contour southwest to meet the highway at Panther Meadows Campground. At the road, of course, you can choose how to complete your trip. You can conclude the hike here or hike a short distance down to Bunny Flat on a section of the original Sisson Trail from the 1880s.


Snowfield Safety

Early summer in the mountains is a magical time: long days, early wildflowers, overflowing lakes . . . and large snowfields. Consolidated summer snowfields can pose a hazard to ill-equipped hikers, especially during morning hours when the snow is still frozen. Consider carrying a lightweight set of cram-pons and an ice ax (and know how to use them) to safely traverse these snowfields; the alternative can be a dangerous slip or slide, or a lengthy detour. Light four-point instep crampons are usually adequate. You might also consider a basic mountaineering course in snow safety—it is time and money well spent.



Upon reaching the South Gate Trailhead, proceed up a paved road (the very last section of Everitt Memorial Highway) about 200 yards to a sign marking the Old Ski Bowl trailhead toward the summit. Facing this sign, turn left (west) and walk about 100 yards across the flat dirt area until it begins to drop off. Look for a sign painted on a rock indicating a use trail along the uphill (north) side of Everitt Memorial Highway to Bunny Flat. Volunteers from the Mount Shasta Trail Association have found and have been renovating this old trail. It makes a wonderful, and historical, completion to the trip.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

Three establishments in the town of Mount Shasta should not be missed in preparing for this circumnavigation. The Fifth Season outdoor store (300 N. Mt. Shasta Blvd., 530-926-3606, thefifthseason.com) has a complete range of outdoor equipment, including rental gear. Guidebooks, maps, and the latest information on mountain conditions are also available. Berryvale market (305 S. Mt. Shasta Blvd., 530-926-1576, berryvale.com) has an excellent selection of organic, natural, and hard-to-find foods, including lots of goodies for a backpack trip. LOGE Mt. Shasta (1612 S. Mt. Shasta Blvd., 530-926-5596, logecamps.com/mtshasta-ca) caters to campers, climbers, and Pacific Crest Trail hikers. They have covered campsites, bathrooms and hot showers, RV sites, hostel bunks, rooms, and a covered outdoor kitchen. They also have a café and bar, as well as gear rental.

Castle Lake and the many excellent swimming holes on the South Fork Sacramento River above Lake Siskiyou are fine places to wash off the trail dust and soak aching muscles after a long backpack.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Note: Mileage and elevation change measurements are approximate and depend on the route taken.







WARNER MOUNTAINS



The remote Warner Mountains are California’s northeasternmost range, separating the Modoc Plateau to the west from the Great Basin to the east. Bearing affinities to both geologic provinces, the range is composed of multiple thick lava flows similar to the Modoc Plateau and is a dipping fault-block range similar to those of the Great Basin. The Surprise Valley fault system trailing the Warners’ eastern escarpment is the principal site of the area’s ongoing faulting, stretching the land and causing Surprise Valley to sink over time. Today the valley is filled with deep sediments capped by three large, muddy, and extremely shallow alkaline lakes. Thinning of the crust has allowed magma to work toward the surface, heating the groundwater and giving rise to a string of hot springs.

The tiny hamlet of Alturas is the nearest jumping-off point for trips into the Warner Mountains, located at the junctions of US 395 and CA 299. Alturas is the county seat of Modoc County, a vast volcanic region where cattle far outnumber people. CA 299 bisects the Warner Mountains, the lower northern half traversed by four-wheel-drive roads and the higher southern half traversed by trails. This roadless area is home to the 70,385-acre South Warner Wilderness, a west-dipping range reminiscent of a miniature Sierra Nevada. The principal trail in the wilderness is the Summit Trail, a 22.5-mile route that traverses the north–south trending crest of the range. The lone entry from the South Warner Wilderness in this book follows the northern section of this scenic trail to lovely Patterson Lake, nestled below the rugged cliffs of 9,710-foot Warren Peak.
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Scenic Patterson Lake sits below Warren Peak’s rugged cliffs.
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THE SUMMIT TRAIL:
Pepperdine Trailhead to Patterson Lake

Mike White


DISTANCE: 12.0 miles

RECOMMENDED NUMBER OF DAYS: 2

ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS: 2,600'/2,600'

TYPE OF TRIP: Out-and-back

SHUTTLE MILEAGE: N/A

DIFFICULTY: Moderate

SOLITUDE: Moderate solitude

SCENERY: 7

MAP: USGS Warren Peak; USFS South Warner Wilderness

BEST SEASON: Summer–early fall

LOCATION: South Warner Wilderness, Modoc National Forest

CONTACT: 530-233-5811, fs.usda.gov/main/modoc



PERMITS

Permits are not required in the South Warner Wilderness.

CHALLENGES

Cattle are allowed to graze within the South Warner Wilderness and may be encountered anytime from July to September. The remote location in extreme northeastern California makes for a long drive to the trailhead from any major urban area. Although there are a few stores in Alturas, backpacking gear is hard to come by.

HOW TO GET THERE


TRAILHEAD N41° 27.039' W120° 14.614'



From the southern part of Alturas, about 1 mile south of the CA 299 junction, leave US 395 and head east on County Road 56, passing Dorris Reservoir and remaining on CR 56 at a junction with CR 58 on the left. Proceed 12.6 miles from US 395 to the Modoc Forest boundary, near where the surface turns to gravel and the road becomes Forest Road 5. Continue another 1.1 miles from the boundary to a junction, where FR 5 curves southeast but you take the left branch onto FR 31. You will notice extensive damage from a recent wildfire on the drive to the trailhead. Drive 6.6 miles on FR 31 to a well-signed junction with the short road to the Pepperdine Trailhead on the right. Follow this road past the equestrian trailhead to the hiker trailhead near the entrance to Pepperdine Campground.


TAKE THIS TRIP

A narrow, linear range trending north–south, the South Warner Mountains are more similar in nature to mountain ranges in the Great Basin to the east than to those typically found in the Golden State. Another dissimilarity to many other California mountain ranges is a lack of people: thanks to the range’s remote setting in the extreme northeastern part of the state, you may not see another soul during this trip. On clear days, 100-mile vistas from this crest-hugging trail are quite common, stretching from the high desert of southern Oregon and northwestern Nevada to the Cascade summits of Mount Shasta, Lassen Peak, and beyond. Patterson Lake is a cirque-bound, scenic body of water providing a destination worthy of the most discriminating backpacker.



TRIP DESCRIPTION

Amid shady white firs, the trail immediately passes the path from the equestrian trailhead on the right and climbs moderately to moderately steeply up the forested slope. A minor amount of charred forest is visible along the initial stretch of trail, but fortunately all evidence of the fire quickly disappears farther up the trail. Break out of the trees near the signed wilderness boundary and climb more mildly across open volcanic slopes dotted with wildflowers in early summer, experiencing the first of many impressive vistas to come. Westward views include Alturas and the upper Pit River valley, along with snowcapped Mount Shasta and, farther up the trail, Lassen Peak. Eastward is the classic basin and range topography of the Great Basin, vividly displayed by Surprise Valley and some alkali lakes backdropped by the peaks of the Hays Canyon Range. Gently rising tread, bordered by yellow-flowered mule-ears in early season, takes you across mostly open terrain with a smattering of white fir and mountain mahogany before a stiffer climb leads to a view-packed, ridgecrest saddle and a junction shortly afterward with the Squaw Peak Trail, 2.2 miles from the trailhead.

Remaining on the Summit Trail, you climb moderately along the east side of the ridge, cross the crest to the other side, and then traverse the west face of Squaw Peak through very widely scattered whitebark pines. An ascent to the top of the 8,778-foot summit is easily done via a half-mile, 400-foot ascent along the southwest ridge, where the top offers a nearly complete 360-degree panorama, with only the southernmost part of the range obscured behind Warren Peak and Devils Knob. From the end of the southwest ridge, you drop shortly into a saddle with fine eastward views down Cottonwood Creek Canyon to the playa of Surprise Valley and then resume climbing along the spine of the narrow crest through wind-battered and prostrate mountain mahogany trees.

Just after the 4.5-mile mark, the trail veers away from the crest of the ridge and climbs toward an unnamed pond, passing above the fringe of some spring-fed meadows through light lodgepole pine forest. Despite a small and shallow stature, the 8,700-foot pond offers the possibility of a less chilly swim than the much deeper and colder lake ahead, but campers will certainly want to push on to much more scenic campsites around Patterson Lake, especially if cows are present around the pond.

From the pond, climb steeply southeast for 0.3 mile to the southernmost junction of the Squaw Peak Trail, and then continue south a similar distance on a less steep grade to the northeast shore of Patterson Lake. The lake, 6 miles from the trailhead, sits in a deep cirque rimmed with dark cliffs rising up to the summit of 9,710-foot Warren Peak. Snow clings to crevices in the northeast-facing wall well into summer, intensifying the lake’s rather chilly ambience. A number of open campsites can be found on either side of the lake’s outlet. Fishing is reported to be quite good. While camped at Patterson Lake, you may want to attempt the straightforward climb of Warren Peak by heading southbound on the Summit Trail for a short while to the east ridge and then following the ridge on an arcing route to the top.

[image: image]

Shallow Cottonwood Lake lies just north of the more prized Patterson Lake.

When you’re ready to head back, retrace your steps to the trailhead. Although few backpackers are willing to accept the challenge, you could alter your return to the Pepperdine Trailhead by way of the Squaw Peak Trail; doing so requires a significant loss (2,175') and subsequent gain (1,035') in elevation over an extra 2.5 miles of hiking.

BUILD-UP AND WIND-DOWN TIPS

There are places to grab a meal in Alturas, just not many memorable ones. Fortunately, this small slice of Americana lacks the otherwise ubiquitous chains of larger towns across the state. The town has a bit of a schizophrenic vibe, with a fair share of vacant storefronts suggesting a community in decline and a smattering of shiny new buildings indicating an infusion of capital. An old-fashioned burger, fries, and shake can be had at Harold’s Frosty (530-233-2211), conveniently located on Main Street across from the high school. Many locals consider Antonio’s Cucina Italiana (530-233-5600, antoniosalturas.com) the best restaurant in town for dinner (go with low expectations). Alturas doesn’t seem big enough to support more than one Mexican restaurant, but there are actually three (online reviews are all over the place). A passable breakfast might be had at the Wagon Wheel Cafe (530-233-5166). Perhaps a good option might be to stay overnight at the Pepperdine Campground (530-279-6116, tinyurl.com/pepperdinecamp) before or after your backpack and cook your own meals. Alturas does offer travelers the necessary amenities of budget motels, gas stations, drugstore, and grocery store.


POSSIBLE ITINERARY
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Half Dome (See Trip 54, Happy Isles to Half Dome) photographed by Elizabeth Wenk
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Day 1 Canyon Below Blue Jay Mine 4.1 1,190'/2,180’
Side trip to Ubehebe Peak 1.8 1,000'/1,000'
Side trip to Blue Jay Mine/
narrows 1.3 700'/700’
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Day 8  Whitney Portal 6.5 0'/3,520'
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Day 1 Star Lake 6.0 1,100'/600'
Day 2 Out to Armstrong Pass 6.0 600'/1,100'
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San Jacinto Loop
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Lost Coast Trail: Mattole River
1o Black Sands Beach
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Loop
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Loop
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Figure eight
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DIFFICULTY.
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Modsrate
Easy
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Moderate.
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Easy
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Day 1 Pepperdine Trailhead to

Patterson Lake 6.0 2,400'7200'
Day 2 Out to Pepperdine Trailhead 6.0 200'/2,400'
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CAMP MILES ELEVATION GAIN/LOSS

Day 1 Mill Creek Trailhead to

Middle Three Lake 5.1 1,700'/725'
Day 2 Rock Lake 7.9 1,5650'/1,450'
Day 3 Out to Mill Creek Trailhead 8.4 1,325'/2,375'
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Day 1 Jamison Mine Trailhead to

Wades Lake 45 1,970'/290'
Day 2 Out to Jamison Mine

Trailhead 3.0 100'/1,800'
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53 | Lillan Lake Loop 128 |23 231012310 Loop Easy Moderate soltude Midsummer
54 Happy Isles to Half Dome 187 | 23 541075410 Outand-back Stonuous Crowded Summer-earlyfall
55 Happy Isles to Merced Lake. 266 | 34 487074870 Outandback Moderate Modorately populated | Lato spring-early fal
56| Glen Aulin and Waterwheel Falls e | 3 263072630 Outand-back Moderate Moderately populated | Early-midsummor
57 High Sierra Camps Loop, 171 3 235012780 Pontto-point Moderate Moderately populated Summer
Northwest Part
58 High Sierra Camps Loop, 301 | a4 556075,040' Pointto-point | Moderately strenuous | Modarately populated Summer
Southeast Part
59 | Tuolumne Meadows to Vogelsang | 210 | 3-4 286072,860' Balloon. Moderate Moderately populated | July-early September
High Sierra Camp and Emeric Lake
60 Virginia Lakes Basin to Green Creek 118 | 2 1,520/3360° Ponttopoint Modorate Moderate soltude | Mic to late summer
61| Benson Lake and Matterhorn 510 | 5-8 |  10860/10560° Balloon | Moderately strenuous | Modarataly populated | August and Septembor
Canyon Loop via Barney and
Pecler Lakes
Fourth of July, Round Top, and 60 | 23 330073,300 Loop Moderate Modorato-crowded | Summer~early fall
Winnemucca Lakes Loop.
63 Pacific Grade Summit 100 |23 1,9851/1,965° Loop Easy-moderate | Moderately populated Midsummer
to Bull Run Lake
4 Glen Alpine to Half Moon Lake 100 | 2 1.48071,480 Outand-back Easy Moderately populated | Summer~early fall
65 |Velma, Fontanilis, and Dicks Lakes | 115 | 2 230072,300' Balloon Moderate Modorately populated | Summer-arly fal
66 Mecks Bay to Emerald Bay s | 23 360072,950 Pontto-point Moderate Moderately populated | Summer-aarly fal
67 | Tahoe Rim Trall: Showers Lake 167 | 2 1,485' Ponttopoint Modorate | Modoratoly populated-|  Summer-fal
moderate soltude
68 Tahoe Rim Trall: Star Lake 186 | 2-3 | 100071,000'to Freel Outand-back | Moderate-stronuous | Moderately populated=|  Summer-fall
and Freel Peak Sadde: 2,10072.100' moderate soltude
o Froel Poak
6 | Little Jamison Canyon to Grass, 25 2 209072,080' Balloon Easy Moderately populated | Late spring-oarly fall
Rock, Jamison, and Wades Lakes
70 Bucks Lake Wilderness Loop 24 8- 450074500 Balloon Moderate Soltude ‘Summar-carlyfall
71| Summit Lake to Cluster, Twin, 20 | 2-4 250072,500° Loop Easy Modorate solitude | Summer-oarly fall
Rainbow, Snag, Horseshoe, and
‘Swan Lakes Loop
72 Central Caribou Lakes Loop. 123 | 2 8007800 Balloon Easy Modorately populated | Summr~aarly fal
72 | Treeline Circumnavigation 250-300 | 57 250072500 Loop | Moderately strenuous Solitude ‘Summer-sarly fall
of Mount Shasta
74| The Summit Trall: Pepperdine 120 | 2 260072,600 Outand-back Moderate Modorate solitude | Summer-oarly fall

Trailhead to Patterson Lake
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Day 1 Pine Valley Creek 1.7 0'
Day 2 Return to Trailhead 1.7 500'
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Day 1 Granite Spring Primitive Camp 4.2 1,100'
Day 2 Arroyo Seco Primitive Camp 14.5 1,500
Day 3  Green Valley Campground 16.2 o'
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