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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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1 Reveling in the Technicolor beauty of spring wildflowers, pictured.
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2 Witnessing thousands of monarch butterflies clustered in a eucalyptus grove.
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3 Exploring otherworldly sandstone formations, pictured.
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4 Walking across a suspension bridge to a historic light station perched on the Marin Headlands.
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5 Boarding the ferry to Angel Island, and then hiking to your campsite in the middle of San Francisco Bay.







[image: image]


6 Watching wildlife, from thousands of massive elephant seals congregating on the beach to 500-pound tule elk grazing the coastal grasslands (pictured).
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7 Experiencing the awe of first-growth redwoods, pictured.
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8 Bagging the 4,343-ft (1,324-m) summit of Mount St. Helena, the tallest of 90 peaks in the greater Bay Area.
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9 Gathering your friends for a slumber party at a “hiker’s hut” that can only be accessed on foot.
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10 Raising a glass at a local taproom to celebrate the miles you’ve hiked.






HIT THE TRAIL



The San Francisco Bay Area is packed with nearly eight million people, yet it’s the wildest metropolitan area in the United States. Its nine counties contain a staggering diversity of ecosystems and landscapes, from fog-cloaked redwood forests and oak woodlands to tidal marshes and coastal savannahs.


Even more surprising, a majority of the Bay Area’s terrain—nearly 75 percent—is preserved in public parks and swaths of open space. Wildlife reaps the benefits: Herds of tule elk wander the coastal hills, badgers build their underground dens, black bears saunter through deep woods, coyotes gallop across the grasslands, and bobcats stalk their prey. Elephant seals throng remote beaches, river otters ply the waterways, and peregrine falcons soar overhead.


Urban-weary humans benefit, too. When we set out on a trail, our sense of wonder is renewed. Good surprises happen: We might come across the delicate architecture of a hummingbird nest, discover a spotted fawn curled up in a perfect circle of sleep, or watch a great blue heron glide on 6-ft-wide (2-m) wings. Our senses tune in to the heady aroma of coastal sage, the astonishing orange of California poppies, the thundering crash of surf pounding the coastal bluffs. In countless ways, nature supplies evidence that the world is bigger and more amazing than we know.


Spend time in the Bay Area’s parks, and you’ll be awed by the grace of centuries-old virgin redwoods. You’ll marvel at the sight of rare and precious wildflowers. You’ll gaze at waterfalls coursing down basalt cliffs, pouring over sandstone precipices, and even dashing to the sea. You’ll stand on summits and look down thousands of feet to the valleys below. In autumn, you’ll watch black oaks and big-leaf maples turn bright gold, and in winter, you’ll see a dusting of snow fall on the Bay Area’s high peaks and ridges. Quite possibly, you’ll spend some of the best days of your life on Bay Area trails.


The only question left is “Where should I hike today?” Take a look inside these pages and find a trail that speaks to you.
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OAKS AT TAYLOR MOUNTAIN, SANTA ROSA






BEST BY SEASON



Spring


▪  Sea to Sky and Raptor Ridge Loop, Napa and Sonoma: Savor magnificent views of the rugged Sonoma coast from the Jenner Headlands’ flower-filled coastal grasslands.


▪  Taylor Mountain, Napa and Sonoma: From March to May, commune with the wildflower blooms and flitting butterflies on this Santa Rosa summit hike.


▪  Big Rock Trail, Marin: In spring, Lucas Valley’s green valleys and rolling hills seem to stretch for miles, interrupted only by colorful lupines, poppies, blue-eyed grass, and monkeyflower.


▪  Purisima Grand Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: Count the banana slugs as you circle around this lush streamside canyon with towering redwood trees and a fern-and-sorrel understory.


▪  Fall Creek Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: Scramble over, under, and around fallen trees as this trail skirts the north and south forks of crystal-clear Fall Creek, which runs wide and full after winter rains.
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FALL CREEK LOOP, HENRY COWELL REDWOODS STATE PARK





Summer


▪  Hunters Camp Loop, Napa and Sonoma: When inland Sonoma County heats up, this Occidental redwood oasis provides a cool, shady respite on the “back side” of Sonoma Coast State Park.


▪  Jepson, Johnstone, and Beaches Loop, Marin: Sheltered from the Pacific wind by Inverness Ridge, this trail visits sandy beaches and Tomales Bay’s warm, shallow, swimmer-friendly waters.


▪  Bass Lake and Alamere Falls, Marin: This waterfall flows with peak vigor in spring, but summer is the ideal time to swim in spring-fed Bass Lake, halfway along the route. Wade in or leap off the rope swing.


▪  Stream, Fern, and West Ridge Trail Loop, East Bay: The East Bay can bake in summer’s heat, but this redwood-cloaked park benefits from the cooling influence of Pacific fog.


▪  Observation Deck Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: Ramble through shady redwoods to a ridgetop observation deck with 360-degree views, then cool off in the San Lorenzo River’s swimming holes.


Fall


▪  Goodspeed/Nattkemper Trail to Gunsight Rock, Napa and Sonoma: Autumn days offer cooler temperatures for this sun-baked hike—and a chance to have Gunsight Rock’s precipitous perch all to yourself.


▪  Bald Mountain Loop, Napa and Sonoma: A moderate ramble through golden-grass meadows and leafy oaks leads to breathtaking vistas atop this summit in Sugarloaf Ridge State Park.


▪  Lake and Vineyard Trails to Fern Lake, Napa and Sonoma: See the grapevines turn gold and amber on this mellow ramble through author Jack London’s beloved Glen Ellen ranch.


▪  Abbotts Lagoon, Marin: Pack along your binoculars and a bird identification book for this easy Point Reyes trek, where you can spot hundreds of avian species during the autumn migration.


▪  Old Cove Landing Trail, the Peninsula and South Bay: The Bay Area coast is known for fickle weather—damp in winter, foggy in summer, and windy in spring—but autumn delivers the best chance of warm, sunny days for walking this trail’s rugged sandstone bluffs and gazing out to sea.


Winter


▪  Bootjack, Ben Johnson, and Hillside Trail Loop, Marin: Winter days at Muir Woods mean fewer crowds among the giant redwoods and the chance to see spawning steelhead or salmon.


▪  Murietta Falls, East Bay: If you’re craving a long hike in warm winter sunlight, head to the Ohlone Regional Wilderness and tackle this challenging trek to Murietta Falls, which flows only immediately after a rainfall.


▪  Lands End Coastal Trail, the Peninsula and South Bay: Winter days in San Francisco often bring the balmiest weather, and there’s no place better to savor Golden Gate Bridge views than along this blufftop trail.


▪  Sweeney Ridge via Mori Ridge, the Peninsula and South Bay: Pick a cool winter day for this shadeless, steady climb from sea level to a high ridge with 360-degree views of the northern Peninsula and Pacific coast.


▪  Monarch-Moore Creek Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: Time your trip for late November to February to witness the wonder of monarch butterflies overwintering in a Santa Cruz eucalyptus grove.



BEST DOG-FRIENDLY HIKES



▪  Kehoe Beach, Marin: The only Point Reyes hiking trail that allows dogs, this path leads to an uncrowded beach where there’s plenty of space for dogs to run.


▪  San Pablo Ridge and Wildcat Creek Loop, East Bay: Let your dog stroll leash-free at your side as you explore Wildcat Canyon’s rolling hills and waving grasslands.


▪  Briones Loop Tour, East Bay: Take advantage of your dog’s voice-command skills at this expansive East Bay park, where dogs are permitted off-leash.


▪  Mount Sutro Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: You and Fido will feel like you are miles from the city on this hike through an urban oasis of forests, ferns, and climbing vines.


▪  Mori Point Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: Dogs and their owners will bark with joy as they make new friends on this popular trek along Pacifica’s grassland-covered ocean bluffs.
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DOG ON THE TRAIL TO MOUNT SUTRO, SAN FRANCISCO






BEST KID-FRIENDLY HIKES



▪  Cascade Canyon, Marin: Youngsters will find plenty of watery entertainment on this easy walk along a Marin County creek that ends at a charming cascade.


▪  Point Bonita Lighthouse, Marin: Kids love walking across the mini-suspension bridge to this historic light station, and adults love the Marin Headlands’ chart-topping coastal scenery.


▪  Tidepool Walk, the Peninsula and South Bay: Your budding marine biologist can explore the reef at Fitzgerald Marine Reserve, where 30 acres (12 hectares) of tidepools reveal mussels, crabs, barnacles, urchins, sea stars, anemones, snails, and limpets.


▪  Año Nuevo Point Trail, the Peninsula and South Bay: The whole family will enjoy the spectacle of massive elephant seals hauled out on the beach from December to March on this remote San Mateo County beach.


▪  Uvas Canyon Waterfall Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: Plan your trip for soon after rainfall so your family can enjoy this easy walk past a collection of small cascades in a leafy canyon.
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ELEPHANT SEALS AT AÑO NUEVO STATE PARK






BEST SUMMIT VISTAS



▪  Mount St. Helena, Napa and Sonoma: Not a single tree obstructs the sweeping view from Napa County’s highest summit at 4,343 ft (1,324 m), where the view extends 200 mi (320 km) north to Mount Shasta.


▪  Verna Dunshee Trail and Gardner Lookout, Marin: Pack along a map of the Bay Area, a pair of binoculars, and a picnic lunch for this easy circumnavigation of Mount Tamalpais’s East Peak.


▪  Mount Diablo Grand Loop, East Bay: Visit not one but three spectacular summits on this rambling tour of Mount Diablo’s highest peaks.


▪  Mission Peak, East Bay: Join the happy crowd atop this impressive Alameda County summit, where the vista takes in the Peninsula and South Bay, San Francisco, and even the far-off Sierra Nevada.


▪  Montara Mountain Summit, the Peninsula and South Bay: This sea-to-summit trail ascends to the summit of an oceanfront peak for dazzling views reaching all the way to the Farallon Islands.
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VIEW FROM NORTH PEAK TRAIL, MOUNT DIABLO STATE PARK






BEST WATERFALL HIKES



▪  Zim Zim Falls, Napa and Sonoma: A view of this off-the-radar waterfall near Lake Berryessa is your payoff for a pastoral hike through a 21,000-acre (85-sq-km) wildlife preserve.


▪  Bass Lake and Alamere Falls, Marin: On the southern tip of Point Reyes National Seashore, Alamere Falls plummets 50 ft (15 m) over rugged coastal bluffs onto the beach below.




[image: image]


ALAMERE FALLS, POINT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE





▪  Carson Falls, Marin: Just outside Fairfax, a four-tiered waterfall drops over greenstone basalt, creating watery habitat for the threatened foothill yellow-legged frog.


▪  Cataract Falls, Marin: A heart-pumping hike climbs past a series of delightful cataracts tucked into a shady redwood forest on Mount Tamalpais’s “back side”.


▪  Maple Falls, the Peninsula and South Bay: The journey is just as good as the waterfall at The Forest of Nisene Marks State Park, where you’ll splash through a shallow creek to see Maple Falls gushing in a sylvan redwood forest.



BEST WILDFLOWER HIKES



▪  Pomo Canyon and Red Hill, Napa and Sonoma: More than 100 different flower species light up the Sonoma coast’s grassland savannahs, adding close-up color to the long-distance coastal views.


▪  Chimney Rock, Marin: This peninsular headland juts out from Point Reyes’s coastline, producing a blufftop island of wildflowers between the Pacific Ocean and Drakes Bay.


▪  Phyllis Ellman Trail, Marin: This path offers the chance to see the Tiburon mariposa lily, a wildflower that grows nowhere else in the world, plus dozens of more common spring bloomers.


▪  Sylvan, Serpentine, and Edgewood Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: Enthusiastic petal-peepers head to Edgewood Preserve every April and May to see carpets of wildflowers decorating serpentine grasslands.


▪  Russian Ridge Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: From mid-April to late May, the grasslands at this Skyline Ridge preserve explode in a fireworks display of annual wildflowers.




[image: image]


WILDFLOWERS ON SERPENTINE TRAIL, EDGEWOOD PARK AND NATURAL PRESERVE







TOP EXPERIENCE


[image: Image] BEST BITES AND BREWS


• Matt Davis and Steep Ravine Loop, Marin: Stroll down to Stinson Beach among redwoods and have lunch at the Parkside Snack Bar before heading back up the Steep Ravine Trail.


• Muir Beach/Coastal Trail, Marin: After a windswept hike along the spectacularly rugged Marin Headlands, order a pint at the Tudor-style Pelican Inn, where horse brasses and portraits of monarchs adorn the walls.
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THE PELICAN INN





• Maguire Peaks Loop, East Bay: This Sunol hike is like a trip to the country, and you can keep that laid-back vibe going with a beer at Bosco’s Roadhouse, a dog-themed saloon.


• Bear Gulch and Alambique Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: Take this sylvan stroll at Wunderlich Park, then nab a beer and burger at Rossotti’s Alpine Inn, a beloved Peninsula hangout for more than 170 years.


• Butano Grand Loop, the Peninsula and South Bay: After a strenuous trek in this remote park, visit Pescadero’s fabled Duarte’s Tavern, an 1894 stagecoach stop that’s been owned by the same family for 130 years.








NAPA AND SONOMA



Napa and Sonoma encompass a vast and diverse landscape, from wave-swept beaches and rugged sea cliffs to vineyard-covered hills and valleys. To the west, Highway 1 winds up the rocky Pacific coast past a string of beaches and headlands protected under the umbrella of Sonoma Coast State Park, offering hiking trails across flower-strewn coastal bluffs and providing breathtaking panoramas of the Pacific Ocean. To the east lie Sonoma and Napa, where hiking and wine-tasting go together like a bold Merlot and tangy Brie. This terrain offers surprising variation, from oak-studded canyons to coastal redwoods to wildflower-covered grasslands. There are peaks to climb—Mount St. Helena, Taylor Mountain, Bald Mountain, and Sugarloaf Peak—and easier paths to meander. With this many parks to explore, why not pack a picnic and hit the trails?


 


1   Sea to Sky and Raptor Ridge Loop


DISTANCE: 4.4 mi (7.1 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2.5 hr


EFFORT: Moderate


 


2   Kortum Trail (Shell Beach to Blind Beach)


DISTANCE: 4.6 mi (7.4 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2 hr


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


3   Pomo Canyon and Red Hill


DISTANCE: 4.7 mi (7.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2.5 hr


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


4   Hunters Camp Loop


DISTANCE: 6 mi (9.7 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hr


EFFORT: Moderate


 


5   Bodega Head Trail


DISTANCE: 2.7 mi (4.3 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hr


EFFORT: Easy


 


6   Mount St. Helena


DISTANCE: 10.4 mi (16.7 km) round-trip


DURATION: 6-8 hr


EFFORT: Strenuous


 


7   Table Rock


DISTANCE: 4.2 mi (6.8 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3-4 hr


EFFORT: Moderate


 


8   Zim Zim Falls


DISTANCE: 7.1 mi (11.4 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3.5 hr


EFFORT: Moderate


 


9   Ritchey Canyon and Coyote Peak


DISTANCE: 4.7 mi (7.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hr


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


10 Taylor Mountain


DISTANCE: 3.9 mi (6.3 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2 hr


EFFORT: Moderate


 


11 Lake Ilsanjo Loop


DISTANCE: 6 mi (9.7 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hr


EFFORT: Moderate


 


12 Goodspeed/Nattkemper Trail to Gunsight Rock


DISTANCE: 6.6 mi (10.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 4 hr


EFFORT: Strenuous


 


13 Bald Mountain Loop


DISTANCE: 6.6 mi (10.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 4 hr


EFFORT: Moderate


 


14 Lake and Vineyard Trails to Fern Lake


DISTANCE: 5 mi (8 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hr


EFFORT: Moderate


 


15 Sonoma Overlook Trail


DISTANCE: 2.5 mi (4 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hr


EFFORT: Easy


 


16 Sugarloaf Peak Loop


DISTANCE: 7.4 mi (11.9 km) round-trip


DURATION: 4 hr


EFFORT: Moderate
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1 Sea to Sky and Raptor Ridge Loop



JENNER HEADLANDS PRESERVE, JENNER
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Savor magnificent views of the rugged Sonoma coast from flower-filled coastal grasslands.


BEST: Spring hikes


DISTANCE: 4.4 mi (7.1 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2.5 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 928 ft (283 m)


EFFORT: Moderate


TRAIL: Dirt single-track and fire road


USERS: Hikers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Available at trailhead


PARK HOURS: 8am-sunset


TRAILHEAD: Jenner Headlands Preserve parking lot


FACILITIES: Flush toilets


CONTACT: Jenner Headlands Preserve; 707/243-3064; https://wildlandsconservancy.org/preserves/jennerheadlands
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Opened to the public in 2018, Jenner Headlands is a spectacular 5,630-acre (23-sq-km) preserve overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Trails crisscross coastal grasslands, oak woodlands, and redwood stands. Rare and endangered creatures, including the northern spotted owl, peregrine falcon, and red tree vole, make their homes here. This loop circles the preserve’s steep, grass-carpeted hillsides, offering blue-water views and the chance to spot soaring raptors and a wide range of wildflowers in spring.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-1.6: Jenner Headlands Preserve Parking Lot to Bay Rock



From the southeast side of the parking lot, follow the trail that leads past the restrooms to a junction of two trails. Turn left on Sea to Sky Trail and start a gentle ascent through coastal grasslands. You’ll gain 300 ft (91 m) in the first mile (1.6 km), which brings you to a spectacular stone-built overlook at Sentinel Point. Take a peek through the viewing scope to look for passing gray whales, or simply bask in the tranquility of the cerulean Pacific spreading to the horizon.


Continue your ascent, passing by a junction with Russian Gulch Trail at 1.3 mi (2.1 km) and reaching a spur trail on the right at 1.6 mi (2.6 km). Follow this 50-yard (46-m) spur to the picnic table at Bay Rock, where you can pause for a snack break in the shade of a massive bay laurel tree. This is a fine spot from which to admire the wind-ruffled Pacific.



[image: Image] MILE 1.6-2.7: Bay Rock to Red Barn Junction



Shortly beyond the picnic table, you’ll come to this trail’s highest point (1,040 ft/317 m at 1.8 mi/2.9 km), followed by a junction at 2.1 mi (3.4 km). Sea to Sky Trail continues straight ahead to 2,204-ft (672-m) Pole Mountain, a worthwhile hike for another day. (Pole Mountain is the highest peak on the Sonoma coast.) For now, bear right on Raptor Ridge Trail and begin a noticeable descent. The ocean views are undeniably grand from here, but more vistas await at 2.4 mi (3.9 km), where a boulder pile known as Hawk Hill makes a perfect perch for raptor viewing and/or admiring the Pacific. It’s not uncommon to spot red-tailed, sharp-shinned, or Cooper’s hawks soaring along the thermals and hunting the grasslands.


Linger atop Hawk Hill for as long as you please, then follow the trail toward the historic Red Barn, which now functions as a ranger station. At an obvious junction just beyond the barn (at 2.7 mi/4.3 km), turn right. Option: If it’s springtime, take a 1-mi (1.6-km) side trip from this junction on Wildflower Loop Trail to see tiny blossoms proliferating in the serpentine soil.



[image: Image] MILE 2.7-4.4: Red Barn Junction to Jenner Headlands Preserve Parking Lot



The loop’s last leg is not quite as scenic as the rest since you’ll walk close to Highway 1 for much of it. But as you make your way back to the trailhead, you’ll likely make the acquaintance of a few cud-chewing, black-and-white cows. Do their coats remind you of Oreo cookies? That’s the signature “look” of the belted Galloway bovine—white in the middle and black in the front and back. It may seem like these cows stand around doing nothing all day, but they’re part of a rotational livestock grazing program designed to help manage the coastal grasslands. They mow down nonnative grasses and help to keep the hills safe from wildfires. Nearly 100 cows and calves are moved around the preserve on a carefully monitored schedule so they don’t graze too much in any one area.


DIRECTIONS


From Bodega Bay, drive 12.8 mi (20.6 km) north on Highway 1 to the entrance to Jenner Headlands Preserve on the right. (It’s 2 mi/3.2 km north of Jenner.)


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°4687395’ W 123°1500059’
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RAPTOR VIEWING FROM HAWK HILL







BEST NEARBY BITES


Two mi (3.2 km) south on Highway 1, Café Aquatica (10439 Hwy. 1, Jenner; 707/865-2251; www.cafeaquatica.com; 8am-5pm daily) holds a stunning perch just above the mouth of the Russian River and serves delicious pastries, salads, and sandwiches, plus espresso drinks, beer, and wine. Legions of fans applaud Aquatica’s avocado toast made with focaccia bread, but you can’t go wrong with a Dungeness crab roll (in season) or smoked salmon salad. Whatever you order, eat it at one of the outdoor picnic tables.






2 Kortum Trail (Shell Beach to Blind Beach)



SONOMA COAST STATE PARK, BETWEEN BODEGA BAY AND JENNER
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A gentle hike over coastal bluffs travels to a landlocked sea stack, Blind Beach, and sea-sweeping vistas.


DISTANCE: 4.6 mi (7.4 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 597 ft (182 m)


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


TRAIL: Dirt single-track, boardwalks


USERS: Hikers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Download at www.parks.ca.gov


PARK HOURS: 8am-sunset


TRAILHEAD: Shell Beach


FACILITIES: Vault toilet


CONTACT: Sonoma Coast State Park; 707/875-3483; www.parks.ca.gov
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Situated north of Bodega Bay and west of Petaluma and Santa Rosa, the Sonoma coast is on the route to few other places. Here, the undeveloped 17-mi-long (27-km) shoreline and oceanfront blufftops at Sonoma Coast State Park call to hikers, scenery lovers, and bird-watchers. In these coastal grasslands, wildflowers blossom in spring and raptors hunt year-round. You might get a close look at harriers, red-shouldered hawks, black-shouldered kites, or great horned owls. Don’t be surprised if you see a human bird soar overhead as well: The coastal skies are the playground of local hang glider pilots.


The best way to get to know the Sonoma coast is to take a walk on the Kortum Trail, which skirts grassland bluffs from Blind Beach to Wright’s Beach over a distance of 3.8 mi (6.1 km) one-way. Hike the entire route if you wish, but our route follows the gentle, lesser populated northern segment that starts at Shell Beach for a 4.6-mi (7.4-km), out-and-back trip.


The path is named for environmentalist and veterinarian Bill Kortum, who volunteered for 30 years to protect this stretch of coast. Numerous issues threatened the region, including the planned building of a nuclear power plant at Bodega Bay and the closure of public access to the coast at Sea Ranch. Thanks to the efforts of Kortum and his compatriots, thousands of acres of Sonoma coastline have remained unspoiled and open to all.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-1.8: Shell Beach to Outcrop



Heading north from the Shell Beach parking lot (to your right when facing the Pacific), you immediately notice two parallel trails: The wider, more obvious path is routed slightly inland and runs a straighter course, while a narrower spur trail meanders along the jagged edge of the bluffs. Take your pick; the paths soon converge.


Kortum Trail leads across classic coastal bluff terrain, with open grasslands intersected by brushy drainages and ravines. While most of the trail is a dirt track, you’ll traverse the wetter areas via well-maintained boardwalks. Within your first few footsteps, coastal vistas and spring wildflowers tantalize the eyes. Douglas irises, lupines, and Indian paintbrush gild the grasslands April-June. On fog-free days, Bodega Head and the northern tip of Point Reyes are visible to the south. To the west, the shimmering Pacific extends as far as your gaze can follow.



[image: Image] MILE 1.8-2.3: Outcrop to Peaked Hill and Blind Beach



At 1.8 mi (2.9 km) from the start, you’ll reach a massive rock outcrop rising from the grasslands. Most people hike right past it, but for a quick adventure, climb to the top of this lichen-covered, fern-dotted, Pleistocene-era outcrop. While you survey the Pacific views, consider that during the ice age, the sea level was dramatically lower and this prairie stretched an additional 15 mi (24 km) out to sea.


Beyond the rock, Kortum Trail leads inland and climbs gently as it approaches Goat Rock Road, the route that cars use to reach Goat Rock Beach. At an obvious junction at 2.2 mi (3.5 km), turn left and take a short detour (100 yards) to the summit of Peaked Hill, elevation 367 ft (112 m), where the coastal views are divine. Glance offshore and it’s easy to spot the wave-pounded tunnel at Arched Rock.


Retrace your steps to the main path, then turn left and follow Kortum Trail north. The gently descending trail parallels Goat Rock Road and ends at the 2.3-mi (3.7-km) point, near the edge of Blind Beach’s parking lot. Follow the path from the lot down to the lovely beach. Some hikers might choose to continue north another 0.5-mi (0.8-km) to Goat Rock Beach. When you’re done exploring the beach, return to the Shell Beach parking lot the way you came.


DIRECTIONS


From Highway 1 in Bodega Bay, drive north for 7 mi (11.3 km) to the Shell Beach parking lot on the west side of the road. Kortum Trail begins on the northwest side of the parking lot (a separate trail section begins on the southwest side).


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°41762’ W 123°10461’
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PACIFIC VIEWS ON KORTUM TRAIL







BEST NEARBY BITES


It’s a culinary mystery, but few foods taste better after a hike than raw or barbecued oysters. Get yours at Fishetarian Fish Market (599 Hwy. 1, Bodega Bay; 707/875-9092; www.fishetarianfishmarket.com; 11am-7pm daily), an 8.5-mi (13.7-km) drive south on Highway 1.






3 Pomo Canyon and Red Hill



SONOMA COAST STATE PARK, BETWEEN BODEGA BAY AND JENNER
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A relatively easy climb over wildflower-laden hills leads to the summit of Red Hill and sweeping views of the Russian River and Sonoma coast.


BEST: Wildflower hikes


DISTANCE: 4.7 mi (7.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2.5 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 974 ft (297 m)


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


TRAIL: Gravel, dirt, single-track


USERS: Hikers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Download at www.parks.ca.gov


PARK HOURS: 8am-sunset


TRAILHEAD: Dr. David C. Joseph Memorial Trail


FACILITIES: Vault toilet


CONTACT: Sonoma Coast State Park; 707/875-3483; www.parks.ca.gov
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Whether the marine layer has vanished or it’s smothering the coast with misty fog, this lollipop-shaped loop from Shell Beach is a winner. The Sonoma coast’s blufftop grasslands harbor an outstanding spring wildflower show and dense redwood groves. On clear days, the cerulean Pacific views from Red Hill’s summit will make you forget all your worldly cares.


Wildflower lovers take note: During the wildflower peak bloom in April and May, more than 100 different species may blossom at one time. Although the grasslands don’t exhibit vast, showy carpets of individual species, the great diversity of flowers draws an enthusiastic crowd of petal-peepers.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-2.1: Dr. David C. Joseph Memorial Trail to 2nd Red Hill Trail junction



Start at the large gate and a sign for the Dr. David C. Joseph Memorial Trail (the trail’s alternative name). Walk around the gate to join an old paved road that has eroded into part gravel, part pavement, and part vegetation, which makes easy walking as you head uphill away from the coast. Although the noisy highway is a distraction at first, the sound soon disappears.


Pomo Canyon Trail makes a moderate climb up this grassy coastal slope. (The trail is almost entirely exposed, so you’ll be glad you brought your sun hat.) Bright blue and pale white Douglas irises dot the grasslands in early spring; blue gentian and tarweed follow later in summer.


At 0.5 mi (0.8 km), pass a first junction with Red Hill Trail. You’ll loop back to this junction later, but for now, bear left to stick to Pomo Canyon Trail, now on an easy-to-follow dirt track. In another 0.3 mi (0.5 km), an out-and-back spur dead-ends at a picnic table and a stunning long-distance view. From this spot, you can survey the 110-mi-long (177-km) Russian River as it flows into the Pacific Ocean.


After this quick and worthy detour, continue on Pomo Canyon Trail, soon crossing a few tiny footbridges over narrow ravines. Look for coast paintbrush and monkeyflowers blooming among the grasses, and take in broad views to the northeast of the Willow Creek drainage.


The trail soon deposits you in a dense grove of redwoods and Douglas firs. It may take a few moments for your eyes to adjust to the canopy-dimmed light, and when they do, you might expect to see a leprechaun pop out from behind a tree. Savor this delightful enclave for as long as you wish, then continue to a junction with Red Hill Trail at 2.1 mi (3.4 km).



[image: Image] MILE 2.1-4.7: 2nd Red Hill Trail Junction to Dr. David C. Joseph Memorial Trail



Turn sharply right on Red Hill Trail (Pomo Canyon Trail continues straight to Pomo Canyon Campground) and walk 0.4 mi (0.6 km). At 2.5 mi (4 km), the trail splits; bear left to ascend another 250 ft (76 m) to the top of Red Hill, elevation 1,062 ft (324 m). At the summit is another picnic table and more glorious Pacific Ocean and Bodega Bay views. Survey the expansive vista, then descend the summit’s west side to rejoin the main Red Hill Trail and bear left.


At 4.2 mi (6.8 km), you’ll reach the junction you visited on your way uphill; turn left on Pomo Canyon Trail and follow the now-familiar 0.5-mi (0.8-km) route back to your car. If the coastal fog is nonexistent, you’ll enjoy blue-water views every step of the way.


DIRECTIONS


From Highway 1 in Bodega Bay, drive north for 7 mi (11.3 km) to the Shell Beach parking lot on the west side of the road. Park in the lot and cross Highway 1 to access Pomo Canyon Trail; walk quickly and be wary of speeding cars. On the far side of the highway, you’ll see a large gate and a sign for the Dr. David C. Joseph Memorial Trail (the trail’s alternative name).


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°41762’ W 123°10461’
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VIEW OF THE RUSSIAN RIVER FROM RED HILL







BEST NEARBY BITES


Nab a picnic table and slurp Bodega Bay’s signature dish—creamy New England chowder that’s swimming with clams—at Spud Point Crab Company (1910 Westshore Rd., Bodega Bay; 707/875-9472; www.spudpointcrabco.com; 9am-5pm daily). From Shell Beach, drive south on Highway 1 for 8.5 mi (13.7 km).






4 Hunters Camp Loop



WILLOW CREEK, SONOMA COAST STATE PARK, OCCIDENTAL


[image: Image]


Ramble through Occidental’s redwood-studded hills and canyons on the “back side” of Sonoma Coast State Park.


BEST: Summer hikes


DISTANCE: 6 mi (9.7 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 892 ft (272 km)


EFFORT: Moderate


TRAIL: Dirt road and single-track


USERS: Hikers, bikers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Download at www.parks.ca.gov


PARK HOURS: Sunrise-sunset


TRAILHEAD: 19100 Coleman Valley Rd.


FACILITIES: Vault toilet


CONTACT: Sonoma Coast State Park; 707/875-3483; www.parks.ca.gov


[image: image]


Let’s do the math: Santa Rosa’s 160,000 people live 15 mi (24 km) to the east. The Sonoma coast’s beaches see more than three million visitors each year. But midway between those two spots in this redwood forest near Occidental, it’s rare to encounter more than a few other humans. That’s part of what makes the Willow Creek addition to Sonoma Coast State Park so remarkable. For forest fans, the scenery is unparalleled—a stream canyon brimming with dense redwoods and their lush ecosystem: carpets of sorrel, myriad ferns, and cool shade on even the warmest summer days.


This land became public parkland fairly recently. In 2010, a passel of land trusts and conservation organizations purchased this 30,000-acre (120-sq-km) parcel of land, known as the Willow Creek parcel, from a logging company and eventually turned it over to Sonoma Coast State Park. It was one of the largest public-land acquisitions ever in Sonoma County.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-1.5: Trailhead to Hunters Camp/Creekside Connector Junction



From the entrance gate, take the trail on the left, signed as Hunters Camp Road. The first 1.5 mi (2.4 km) is an easy downhill—you’ll lose 400 ft (122 m) on the wide road’s mellow descent. As the trail moves away from Coleman Valley Road, you are quickly enveloped in a redwood tableau of big trees, ferns, sorrel, mushrooms, and blissful shade. This forest was commercially logged starting in 1846 and lasting until the 1980s, so the trees you see here now are mostly second- and third-growth redwoods. Eventually they will grow as large as their predecessors.


At a junction with Creekside Connector Trail at 1.5 mi (2.4 km), bear left to stay on Hunters Camp Road; you’ll loop around and return to this junction later. (This route is a “lollipop loop.”)



[image: Image] MILE 1.5-3.1: Hunters Camp/Creekside Connector Junction to Creekside Connector Trail



Continue your descent through the shady forest canopy, gradually dropping another 400 ft (122 m) to the canyon bottom. The farther you travel from the parking area, the quieter the hush and the more these redwoods work their magic on you. Patches of sorrel form green clouds near your feet. Soft sunlight filters through the canopy. You’ll find yourself stopping every few feet to gaze at the treetops or examine the downy moss carpeting fallen trunks. Although you won’t hear much birdsong in this dense forest, you might get lucky and glimpse a spotted owl, especially if you are hiking near dusk.


At 2.7 mi (4.3 km), you reach the bottom of the canyon and a trail junction. Hunters Camp Road makes a sharp left turn; you bear right on Creekside Trail. In 0.4 mi (0.6 km), you reach another junction. Creekside Trail veers off to the left, tracing alongside Willow Creek to a small waterfall. Take a short detour here if the stream is high and the cascade is flowing; otherwise, turn right on Creekside Connector Trail and begin a switchbacking ascent out of the canyon.



[image: Image] MILE 3.1-6.0: Creekside Connector Trail Junction to Trailhead



You might think this uphill stint would be the least enjoyable part of this trip, but the well-constructed single-track makes the climb easy, and the dense tree canopy keeps the temperature cool. Simply curve your way through multiple twists and turns until you reach a junction with Hunters Camp Road at 4.5 mi (7.2 km) (this is the junction you visited an hour or so ago). Turn left here and retrace your steps 1.5 mi (2.4 km) on Hunters Camp Road back to the trailhead and your car.


DIRECTIONS


From Santa Rosa, take Highway 12 west to the Fulton Road exit. Turn right on Fulton Road, drive 0.1 mi (160 m), then turn left on Occidental Road. Drive 7.2 mi (11.6 km) to Green Hill Road, then turn right. In 0.8 mi (1.3 km), turn left on Graton Road and drive 2.8 mi (4.5 km). Turn left on Bohemian Highway and drive 0.2 mi (0.3 km), then turn right on Coleman Valley Road and drive 1.8 mi (2.9 km) to the trailhead on the right. Park alongside the road and start hiking at the gate.


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°40396’ W 123°01045’
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WELL-SIGNED TRAILS ON HUNTERS CAMP LOOP







BEST NEARBY BITES


Famous for its breakfasts but delicious at any time, Occidental’s Howard Station Café (3611 Bohemian Hwy., Occidental; 707/874-2838; www.howardstationcafe.com; 7:30am-2pm daily) is a great spot for huevos rancheros, salmon eggs Benedict, organic fruit smoothies, or a strong Americano. If you’re in the mood for lunch, try a bistro smashburger or wild salmon burger.






5 Bodega Head Trail



SONOMA COAST STATE PARK, BETWEEN BODEGA BAY AND JENNER


[image: Image]


Crashing surf, offshore outcrops, secluded coves, and a sheltered harbor are revealed from the tip-top of Bodega Head.


DISTANCE: 2.7 mi (4.3 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 187 ft (57 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Gravel, dirt, single-track


USERS: Hikers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Download at www.parks.ca.gov


PARK HOURS: 8am-sunset


TRAILHEAD: Bodega Head’s western parking lot


FACILITIES: Vault toilet


CONTACT: Sonoma Coast State Park; 707/875-3483; www.parks.ca.gov


[image: image]


Say “Bodega Bay,” and most people’s thoughts turn to Alfred Hitchcock movies and birds gone crazy. Better they should think of hiking, wildflowers, whale-watching, and coastal vistas from the blufftops at Bodega Head, the tip of the curving peninsula that juts out from the southern Sonoma coast. From Bodega Head’s high point, you can wave to a wide audience that includes the expansive Pacific, the sheltered harbor at Bodega Bay, the northern tip of Point Reyes, and the rolling hills and farms of western Sonoma. It’s pure coastal eye candy and a top-notch whale-watching spot, especially during the gray whale migration November-April.


The key is to go on a fog-free day. Bodega Bay is almost as famous for its marine layer as it is for the Hitchcock thriller The Birds. Beat the odds by timing your trip for autumn or winter. This gives the best chance for a sunny, windless hike.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.5: Western Parking Lot to Horseshoe Cove Overlook



Start at Bodega Head’s western parking lot, perched on a blufftop from which you can watch the Pacific crash against brown sand beaches and rock outcrops. The relentless waves that pound “the Head” have a mesmerizing effect. Tenacious sea palms grip the offshore rocks, holding on as passing breakers knock them sideways. After each wave dissipates, the rubber-like sea palms spring back to their upright positions.


Take the signed Bodega Head Trail from the right (north) side of the lot. Feel free to get sidetracked by the 50-yard (46-m) spur trail that travels to the sandstone bluffs’ eroded edges—these colorful miniature badlands look like something straight out of Death Valley. Then head uphill on the main trail, crossing grassy bluffs that offer nonstop Pacific views. At a signed junction at 0.2 mi (0.3 km), veer left on Overlook Trail, signed for Horseshoe Cove Overlook (the right fork continues to Salmon Creek Beach and Bodega Dunes Campground).


At 0.5 mi (0.8 km), Overlook Trail dead-ends at a rock-studded promontory 200 ft (61 m) higher than your starting point. You’ll peer down at aptly named Horseshoe Cove, a stunningly deep, C-shaped indentation carved into the coastline. On the cove’s north side is a sand beach and the buildings of the University of California Davis Bodega Marine Laboratory (this is private property—hikers aren’t permitted). To the east are a cavalcade of RVs lined up in Doran Park, perched on the sand spit protecting Bodega Harbor. You can watch the fishing boats slowly putter through the harbor, squeeze through the narrow channel between Doran Park and Bodega Head, and then motor out to freedom in Bodega Bay.



[image: Image] MILE 0.5-2.7: Horseshoe Cove Overlook to Western Parking Lot



When you’ve soaked in the view, retrace your steps on Overlook Trail to the junction with Bodega Head Trail, a few steps before the parking lot. Turn sharply left, heading inland as Bodega Head Trail circles “the Head” clockwise. At 1.5 mi (2.4 km), you’ll pass near the eastern parking lot and trailhead, and at 2 mi (3.2 km), your path hugs the coast again, offering nonstop Pacific scenery for the final 0.7-mi (1.1-km) leg. The Head’s southern bluffs offer the day’s best views of crashing surf, offshore outcrops, and secluded coves. What looks like an island rising from the sea is Tomales Point, the northern tip of the Point Reyes peninsula. Geographically speaking, Point Reyes is directly south of Bodega Head. The two peninsulas are separated by only 5 mi (8 km) of sea.


As you close out the loop, pause to survey the memorial site for Bodega Bay’s lost-at-sea fishermen, a cluster of cement blocks arranged like the bow of a ship facing west.


DIRECTIONS


From Highway 1 in Bodega Bay, turn west on Eastshore Road. (The turnoff is signed for Bodega Head.) Drive 0.5 mi (0.8 km), then turn right on Bay Flat Road, which becomes Westshore Road. Drive 3.5 mi (5.6 km) to Bodega Head; take the right fork in the road and head to the western parking lot. The trailhead is on the right (north) side of the lot.


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°30346’ W 123°06453’
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VIEW FROM BODEGA HEAD TRAIL







BEST NEARBY BITES


Bodega Bay prides itself on slapping-fresh seafood. Order fish-and-chips, clam chowder, fish tacos, and Dungeness crab at harbor-view Fisherman’s Cove (1850 Bay Flat Rd.; 707/377-4238; www.fishermanscovebodegabay.com; 11am-6pm daily), just a 10-minute drive from the trailhead.





TOP EXPERIENCE



6 Mount St. Helena



ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON STATE PARK, CALISTOGA


[image: Image]


Pick a crystal-clear day for this epic trek to the highest summit in Napa County, where the vista extends 200 mi (320 km).


BEST: Summit vistas


DISTANCE: 10.4 mi (16.7 km) round-trip


DURATION: 6-8 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 2,211 ft (674 m)


EFFORT: Strenuous


TRAIL: Dirt single-track and fire road


USERS: Hikers, cyclists


SEASON: Year-round (be wary of summer heat)


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Download at www.napavalleystateparks.org


PARK HOURS: Sunrise-sunset


TRAILHEAD: Stevenson Memorial Trailhead, 4824 Lake County Hwy.


FACILITIES: Vault toilet


CONTACT: Bothe-Napa Valley State Park; 707/942-4575; www.napavalleystateparks.org or www.napaoutdoors.org


[image: image]


A hike on nearly 10 mi (16 km) of fire road might not sound appealing, but the spectacular view from the top of Mount St. Helena makes the long, exposed ascent completely worthwhile. Pack up a high-calorie picnic lunch and get an early start to beat the midday sun. For the best experience, pick a cool, clear day in the cooler months. But note that even winter can present challenges: On cold, stormy days, the peak often receives a solid dusting of snow.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-1.6: Stevenson Memorial Trailhead to Bubble Rock



From the trailhead, start hiking on Stevenson Memorial Trail, named for author Robert Louis Stevenson, who honeymooned with his wife at an abandoned mine site along this trail in the summer of 1880. The first mile (1.6 km) consists of gently switchbacking single-track through a densely wooded canyon filled with madrones, bay laurels, Douglas firs, and black oaks. Enjoy the good trail and shade, because both will disappear shortly.


At 0.7 mi (1.1 km), a stone monument that resembles an open book marks the honeymoon site. The newlyweds camped here for a month in an old mining cabin. During this rustic holiday, Stevenson took extensive notes on both the mountain landscape and the couple’s camping experience. These scribblings later served as the basis for his book The Silverado Squatters. Mount St. Helena was the model for Spyglass Hill in Treasure Island.


A few steps beyond the monument site, the trail meets up with Mount St. Helena Fire Road. Turn left on the dirt road; this is one of only two junctions on the entire route. Note the terrain change: The wide, exposed road offers views of Napa Valley between stands of knobcone pines and dense manzanita. At a sharp switchback at 1.6 mi (2.6 km), Bubble Rock comes into view. Here, rock climbers strut their stuff on igneous rock pockmarked with round holes.



[image: Image] MILE 1.6-3.5: Bubble Rock to South Peak



After observing the climbers, resume your ascent. The grade is consistently moderate, and the miles pass quickly. You’re treated to sweeping views long before reaching the summit; it’s easy to pick out Napa Valley, the Vaca Mountains, Lake Berryessa, and the volcanic rock of the Palisades from points along the route.


The trail’s second junction shows up at 3.5 mi (5.6 km) on the ridgeline of Mount St. Helena. The road to the left leads 0.3 mi (0.5 km) to South Peak, a lesser summit at 4,003 ft (1,220 m), and a worthy detour if you’re so inclined. If not, press on to the mountain’s highest point, but not without first oohing and aahing over the vista from this saddle (3,807 ft/1,160 m). From here, it’s only 1.7 mi (2.7 km) to Mount St. Helena’s summit. Even better, there’s only 500 ft (152 m) left to gain.



[image: Image] MILE 3.5-5.2: South Peak to St. Helena Summit



Shuffle through the final stretch, then pat yourself on the back when you top out at 4,343 ft (1,324 m). Pay no attention to the buildings and cell phone towers on the summit. Instead, stroll around and take in the amazing 360-degree view. Lake Berryessa and the Sierra Nevada are to the east. To the southeast lies Mount Diablo, 60 mi (97 km) away. Most impressive is the clear-day view of Mount Shasta to the north, nearly 200 mi (320 km) distant. Mount Lassen is often visible, with 7,056-ft (2,151-m) Snow Mountain in the northern foreground. Pull out a map of Northern California, a pair of binoculars, and your well-deserved lunch.


You may notice some oddly shaped rocks under your feet on the summit’s northwest side. If you’ve been to Devils Postpile National Monument, you’ll recognize them. They’re the six-sided tops of lava columns, which may be as old as 2.4 million years. Composed of volcanic rock, Mount St. Helena is part of a large, ancient lava flow.


Return to the trailhead the way you came.


DIRECTIONS


From Highway 29/128 in Calistoga, turn north on Highway 29 and drive 8.2 mi (13.2 km) (through the town of Calistoga) to the trailhead at the highway summit (the address is 4824 Lake County Hwy., Calistoga). Park in the pullouts on either side of the road. The trail begins on the north (left) side.


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°6442’ W 122°39268’
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VIEW FROM MOUNT ST. HELENA TRAIL







[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BITES AND BREWS


Calistoga is famous for geothermally heated water, but after this challenging hike, a cold brew will sound more appealing. Stop in to low-key Lincoln Avenue Brewing (1473 Lincoln Ave. B, Calistoga; 707/403-5028; 11am-7pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat.) to sample craft beers, burgers, and pork belly sandwiches.






7 Table Rock



ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON STATE PARK, CALISTOGA


[image: Image]


Take a walk on the “other side” of Robert Louis Stevenson State Park, where a trail leads to a rock outcrop with a superlative view.


DISTANCE: 4.2 mi (6.8 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3-4 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 1,312 ft (399 m)


EFFORT: Moderate


TRAIL: Dirt, gravel fire road, rock, single-track


USERS: Hikers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Download at www.napavalleystateparks.org


PARK HOURS: Sunrise-sunset


TRAILHEAD: 4824 Lake County Hwy., Calistoga


FACILITIES: None


CONTACT: Napa Valley State Parks Association; 707/942-4575; www.napavalleystateparks.org or www.napaoutdoors.org


[image: image]


A winding 8-mi (12.9-km) drive leads from Calistoga to this geologically fascinating hike in Robert Louis Stevenson State Park. But be forewarned: If you hiked this trail years ago, it will look a lot different. This landscape was badly burned in two separate wildfires in 2017 and 2020. Many of the Douglas firs that once shaded this trail are ghostly sticks now, but the rock formations are as intriguing as ever. The highlight, of course, is craggy Table Rock, a large block of igneous rock that drops off steeply on three sides.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.4: Trailhead to Bear Rock Overlook



The trailhead lies on Highway 29 directly across from the trailhead for Mount St. Helena. If possible, park on the southeast, or right, side of the road rather than on the Mount St. Helena side, so you don’t have to cross Highway 29 on foot. Cars travel fast here, so be extra cautious.


The hike begins with a gentle 200-ft (61-m) climb in the first 0.4 mi (0.6 km), topping out at a 100-yard (91-m) spur path (on your left) that leads to a boulder-studded knoll and sweeping northward vistas. From Bear Rock Overlook, lofty Mount St. Helena is clearly visible to the northwest, looming 2,000 ft (610 m) above you. The valley below is a mosaic of green hills and vineyards. To the north, Snow Mountain is easy to spot in winter; its 7,043-ft (2,147-m) summit is frequently snow-dusted.



[image: Image] MILE 0.4-1.3: Bear Rock Overlook to Labyrinths



Beyond the overlook, the main path makes a rugged, rocky descent through dense patches of madrone and manzanita. You’ll pass by a rock formation known as The Turret at 1 mi (1.6 km), which marks the high point on this hike (2,750 ft/838 m). The Turret offers views to the south and east, primarily of Napa Valley. On the clearest days, you can make out the Sierra Nevada nearly 100 mi (160 km) east.


Continuing onward, the path becomes more difficult to discern as it descends 0.3 mi (0.5 km) to a treeless plateau, where you’ll find a massive spiral labyrinth made from carefully placed stones. Pause to take a circular walking meditation, or continue another few yards to a second labyrinth, smaller than the first. These human-built mazes somehow manage to meld with the otherworldly volcanic landscape.



[image: Image] MILE 1.3-2.1: Labyrinths to Table Rock



Beyond the labyrinths, the trail descends steeply; watch your footing. Bizarrely shaped volcanic formations start to appear just as your route veers to the right and heads due south. In the winter months, you may get your feet wet when you cross Garrett Creek at 1.8 mi (2.9 km). The trail then gains 300 ft (91 m) before the gravel portion ends, reaching a signpost for Table Rock Overlook; bear right and arrive at the overlook in less than 100 yards (91 m). (The trail heading left is the Palisades Trail, a worthy adventure for another day.) Flat-topped Table Rock, perched at 2,465 ft (751 m) elevation, is marked by moonscape-like pockmarks and gullies. From its base, this craggy outcrop is intriguing enough, but if you’re willing to make the five-minute climb to its summit, a postcard panorama awaits. You’ll survey northern Napa Valley’s vineyards, the town of Calistoga, towering Mount St. Helena, and often snowcapped Snow Mountain.


Table Rock’s sheer cliffs attract a nesting pair of peregrine falcons. You might be lucky enough to see one in flight. Peregrines, with their blue-gray backs and white undersides, are famous for reaching speeds of 200 mph (320 km/h).


Retrace your steps to the trailhead.


DIRECTIONS


From Highway 29/128 in Calistoga, turn north on Highway 29 and drive 8.2 mi (13.2 km) (through the town of Calistoga) to the signed trailhead at the highway summit; if you start to descend, you’ve missed it. The address is 4824 Lake County Highway, Calistoga. Park in the pullouts on either side of the road. The trail begins on the right (south) side.


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°6442’ W 122°39268’
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SPIRAL LABYRINTH







[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BREWS


Have a seat in the outdoor garden at Napa Valley Brewing Company (1250 Lincoln Ave., Calistoga; 707/942-4101; www.calistogainn.com/brewery; 11am-9:30pm daily), located at the Calistoga Inn. The inn’s historic water tower was converted into a seven-barrel gas-fired microbrewery that produces blonde and brown ales, IPAs, and even an Irish stout.






8 Zim Zim Falls



KNOXVILLE WILDLIFE AREA, NEAR LAKE BERRYESSA


[image: Image]


One of the Bay Area’s most spectacular and little-known waterfalls drops in a remote canyon north of Lake Berryessa.


BEST: Waterfall hikes


DISTANCE: 7.1 mi (11.4 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3.5 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 636 ft (194 m)


EFFORT: Moderate


TRAIL: Dirt fire road


USERS: Hikers, cyclists, dogs


SEASON: Winter-spring (waterfall is best in rainy season)


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: USGS Knoxville


PARK HOURS: Sunrise-sunset


TRAILHEAD: Berryessa Knoxville Rd. mile 24


FACILITIES: None


CONTACT: California Department of Fish and Wildlife; 707/944-5531; https://wildlife.ca.gov
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For most Bay Area hikers, this waterfall is pretty far out there, and that’s why few people visit. Unless you live in the town of Napa, this trip is best for a “plan-ahead” day, when you’ve started early and have time for a long, slow, winding drive.


Your reward is the chance to view 100-ft-high (30-m) Zim Zim Falls. It’s an impressive sight in winter and early spring, but by late May, the show is usually over, so plan your trip for the wet season. Also, expect wet boots—there’s no way to avoid it unless you’re willing to take off your shoes and wade.


The waterfall is just one of the highlights of this 21,000-acre (85-sq-km) wildlife preserve. Knoxville Wildlife Area is a land of low-elevation hills and rugged canyons. Picture Mount Diablo or the Ohlone Wilderness, right down to the blue oaks and the gray pines, and you get the picture. But Knoxville is one of only a handful of California sites that protect serpentine habitats, making it home to several rare and endangered plants. It also provides important feeding areas for black-tailed deer, wild turkeys, California quail, hawks, harriers, falcons, and owls.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-2.9: Trailhead to Boulder



The trail starts at an unsigned green gate. Hike along an old ranch road that runs through Eticuera Creek canyon. If you visit in early winter, you may spot some strange, yellow-orange fruit on the ground about 150 yards (137 m) from the trailhead. Early settlers planted an Osage orange tree here, which bears bumpy, ball-shaped fruit. It’s inedible to humans, but some people put the fruit in closets and cupboards to keep away bugs (it contains tetrahydroxystilbene, which deters insects).


The path is level for most of the entire route and fairly easy to follow as long as you keep close to the creek. Ignore all the side trails that spur off the main road. You’ll cross the stream a total of nine times. If the stream is running high, you’ll need to remove your shoes and socks and wade through barefoot.


For most of the hike, it’s hard to believe you are approaching a waterfall. There’s nothing about these rolling, oak-studded, chaparral-clad hills that says “sudden vertical drop of falling water.” Just have faith and keep walking.


At 2.9 mi (4.7 km), shortly after the ninth stream crossing, you reach a trail fork near a prominent, knee-high, pink-colored boulder. It’s tempting to go left here and continue up the stream canyon, but the route is blocked by dense willows and boulders, so turn right. (A 150-yard/137-m detour on the left fork leads to the scattered remains of an old sulfur springs resort. It’s fun to imagine visitors coming here to “take the waters” in the late 1800s.)



[image: Image] MILE 2.9-3.5: Boulder to Waterfall Overlook



With a right turn at the pink boulder, the road climbs much more steeply and heads away from the creek. At a second junction, turn left. In 0.4 mi (0.6 km), you’ll spot Zim Zim Falls about 150 yards (137 m) away. Continue along the road until you see an obvious rock outcrop about 50 yards (46 m) below the trail. Descend to the rocky overlook and enjoy the view. Pull out your lunch and soak in Zim Zim’s surprising beauty before you retrace your steps to the trailhead.


If you’re wondering about this waterfall’s name, it’s a misspelling of Zem Zem, the name of a sulfur spring and hotel located near here in the 1860s. Supposedly a visitor to the spring tasted the water and exclaimed, “This water tastes like it’s from the sacred well of Zem Zem!” In the Islam religion, Zem Zem is a stop for pilgrims traveling to Mecca; a goal of all pilgrims is to drink the water of Zem Zem.


Return to the trailhead the way you came.


DIRECTIONS


From Napa, take Highway 128 east through Rutherford to Berryessa Knoxville Road. Turn north on Berryessa Knoxville Road and drive 23.9 mi (38.5 km), past the north end of Lake Berryessa, to the trailhead at a green gate on the left, just before mile marker 24.0 and a creek crossing (this is your fifth creek crossing). Park in the dirt pullout on the right side. Note: During the wet season, you have to drive across several concrete aprons flooded by shallow streams, so a high-clearance vehicle is a good idea.


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°75197’ W 122°28337’




[image: image]


ZIM ZIM FALLS







BEST NEARBY BITES


Businesses are few near Lake Berryessa, so Turtle Rock Bar & Café (2000 Capell Valley Rd., Napa; 707/966-2246; 8am-10pm daily) has captured the market for crunchy egg rolls and beer. Feel free to add a dollar bill to the bar’s ceiling.






9 Ritchey Canyon and Coyote Peak



BOTHE-NAPA VALLEY STATE PARK, CALISTOGA


[image: Image]


This trail follows a perennial stream and visits one of the easternmost groves of coastal redwoods in California.


DISTANCE: 4.7 mi (7.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hr


ELEVATION GAIN: 928 ft (283 m)


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


TRAIL: Dirt single-track


USERS: Hikers


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: $8 day-use per vehicle


MAPS: Download at www.napavalleystateparks.org


PARK HOURS: Sunrise-sunset


TRAILHEAD: Redwood Trailhead


FACILITIES: Flush toilets, visitor center, native plant garden


CONTACT: Bothe-Napa Valley State Park; 707/942-4575; www.napavalleystateparks.org or www.napaoutdoors.org


[image: image]


At Bothe-Napa Valley State Park, Ritchey Canyon and Redwood Trails lead you through one of California’s easternmost groves of coastal redwoods. Joining them are Douglas firs, buckeyes, and big-leaf maples, plus ferns galore. Including a visit to the summit of Coyote Peak, this hike makes a fine pairing with a day in Wine Country.


Every month is pretty here, but in April and May, the buckeyes are in fragrant bloom, and the creek’s flow is high. Wildflowers, including Solomon’s seal and redwood orchids, bloom in the cool shade in February and March. Park volunteers manage a small Native American plant garden near the visitor center, with signs that interpret local native flora and how it was used by the people who once lived here.


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.9: Redwood Trailhead to Coyote Peak Trail Junction



Start your hike on Redwood Trail from the day-use parking lot. (You can also access the trail from the park campground if you’re camping there.) The first 0.5 mi (0.8 km) is somewhat noisy due to the proximity of the highway, but soon you leave those distractions behind. Ferns, wild grapes, and spicebush line the path. Second-growth redwoods are mixed in with Douglas firs. Black oaks and big-leaf maples form a canopy over the trail and Ritchey Creek. Keep to the creek’s south side, staying on Redwood Trail at all junctions.


Look carefully at the tree canopy: Five different kinds of woodpeckers frequent this park, including the magnificent pileated woodpecker. The 18-in-tall (46-cm) bird can work its way up and down a tall Douglas fir like a telephone lineman on triple overtime.



[image: Image] MILE 0.9-2.1: Coyote Peak Trail Junction to Coyote Peak Summit



At 0.9 mi (1.4 km), near the Hitchcock Homesite, Redwood Trail junctions with Coyote Peak Trail. Head left on Coyote Peak Trail, which doles out a moderate climb. Soon you leave the conifers and enter drier slopes and a bay and live oak forest. In short order, the oaks give way to low-growing chaparral and scattered rock outcrops. Wide views of conifer-covered Ritchey Canyon below open up on your right.


Near the top of the climb (1.9 mi/3.1 km from the start), turn left and make a steep 0.2-mi (0.3-km) ascent to a knoll just below Coyote Peak’s summit. You’re rewarded with a pastoral view of the vineyards and valley below. The view from the actual summit is partially obstructed by trees, but you can peer through the branches to see Mount St. Helena to the northwest.



[image: Image] MILE 2.1-2.6: Coyote Peak Summit to South Fork Trail



Retrace your steps to the junction with the western leg of Coyote Peak Trail. Turn left and follow the path steeply down the mountain’s opposite side. You soon leave toyon, chemise, and ceanothus in favor of shady redwoods. At a junction with South Fork Trail, turn right.



[image: Image] MILE 2.6-4.7: South Fork Trail to Redwood Trailhead



A 0.5-mi (0.8-km) stroll brings you to junctions with both Redwood Trail and Ritchey Canyon Trail, which run parallel. Both pathways are rewarding options. If the creek isn’t running too high, stick to Redwood Trail, enjoying dense redwoods, massive ferns, and musical cascades. In the wet season, you might have to follow Ritchey Canyon Trail for a short distance until the two paths meet up again at 3.8 mi (6.1 km). From there, simply follow Redwood Trail back to your starting point.


DIRECTIONS


From Highway 29/128 in St. Helena, drive north on Highway 29/128 for 5 mi (8 km) to the entrance to Bothe-Napa Valley State Park on the left side of the highway. (It’s 3.5 mi/5.6 km south of Calistoga.) Turn left, drive 0.25 mi (0.4 km) to the entrance kiosk, and then continue past the visitor center to the trailhead parking lot on the right. Redwood Trail begins on the right side.


GPS COORDINATES: N 38°55191’ W 122°52188’
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RITCHEY CANYON TRAIL







BEST NEARBY BITES
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