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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 beauty of blankets of flowers in bloom.
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2 Witnessing the wintering of thousands of ladybugs and monarch butterflies.







[image: image]


3 Discovering geothermal wonders and the otherworldly terrain of twisted crags and spires, volcanic rock formations, and wind caves.
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4 Hiking beneath towering giant redwoods and seeing the world’s largest living thing.
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5 Watching thundering falls hit the sand and pour into the sea.
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6 Sauntering along the Pacific Coast, surrounded by wildlife and marine life.
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7 Summiting a volcano.
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8 Swimming in invigorating alpine lakes.
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9 Climbing to the top of North America’s tallest free-falling waterfall.
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10 Walking among flaming-gold aspen groves in autumn.






HIT THE TRAIL



It’s the moment you spot migrating whales off the coast or stand in silence at the center of a grove of giant redwoods. When you’re treated to panoramic views atop a mountain ridge or feel the mist of a rushing waterfall. The second your eyes fall on wildflower blossoms in a spectrum of colors or smell the aroma of grapes ready for harvest. There are countless natural wonders to take your breath away while hiking in Northern California.


With six national parks, plus dozens of state parks and other green spaces, step in any direction and you’ll quickly come across a trail. People travel from around the world to experience what residents have at their doorstep: limitless adventures through rugged canyons and up mountain peaks, over gentle rolling hills and along pristine alpine lakes. Nearly every photo you take while hiking in Northern California could be a postcard.


Every region here brims with vibrance and opportunity for exploration. Wander the terraces of the Ecological Staircase in Mendocino. Hike up granite domes and through the high meadows of Yosemite. Hear the waves crash as you walk the beach to a majestic tide fall in Point Reyes National Seashore. Conquer the summit of Lassen Peak, one of the largest plug dome volcanoes in the world. Roam through vineyard-covered hills in Napa and Sonoma. Look out on Lake Tahoe, the largest alpine lake in North America. The list of awe-inspiring Northern California hiking destinations goes on and on.


By opening this book, you’ve opened yourself to the possibility of creating amazing lifelong memories on Northern California’s trails. With this guide close at hand, you’ll be ready to discover all that hiking in Northern California has to offer. Just take your first step.
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FOUR FRIENDS HIKE THE PURISIMA LOOP IN THE SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA.






HIKING GETAWAYS



Camping the Coast


To get the ultimate experience traveling along the world-famous Pacific Coast Highway, you want to sip your morning coffee listening to the crashing waves and watch the last rays of daylight reflect off the Pacific Ocean.


BIG SUR


Pitch your tent along the Big Sur River and under the canopy of redwoods at Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park. In the morning, hike Pfeiffer Falls Loop to start your day, followed by breakfast at Café Kevah and then views of Big Sur’s most iconic waterfall, McWay Falls. Imagine liquor smugglers sneaking through the tunnel as you hike to the aqua waters of Partington Cove and later climb up Buzzards Roost Trail for panoramic views from mountains to sea. Grab a tasty meal in the state park at Big Sur Lodge and then end your day at Pfeiffer Beach, where its Keyhole Arch and wisps of purple sand are just as breathtaking as the setting sun.


SONOMA COAST


Sleep at the sandy campground of Wright’s Beach Campground in Sonoma Coast State Park, where you can leisurely whale- and bird-watch from your tent’s ocean views. Grab a tea or a latte at Cafe Aquatica in Jenner and spend your morning wandering the hills through redwoods and views of the Russian River flowing to the ocean on the Pomo Canyon Trail. At low tide, wander the tide pools of the many Highway 1 pullouts of Sonoma Coast State Park along the coastline. Snag some clam chowder at Spud Point Crab Company, and end your night by campfire in the fire ring at your campsite.


NORTH COAST AND REDWOODS


Spend the night at Elk Prairie Campground in Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park and you may see massive Roosevelt elk grazing on grasses right outside your tent. You’ll also be the first morning hiker on the James Irvine and Miners Ridge Loop to spectacular Fern Canyon, where thousands of graceful ferns cling to 50-foot-high (15-m) walls. Two more top-notch trails lie within a 10-minute drive, including Redwood National Park’s Skunk Cabbage Creek Trail and Prairie Creek’s Brown Creek, Rhododendron, and South Fork Loop.


MENDOCINO


Pitch your tent at Van Damme State Park so you can walk to the trailhead for Fern Canyon Trail, then traipse across 20 wooden footbridges as you skirt alongside Little River and enter an enchanting redwood forest. For a scenery contrast, drive five minutes south to the Spring Ranch Trail, which offers inspiring vistas of the wave-pummeled coast. No matter where you hike on this glorious stretch of coast, be sure to spend a few hours in Mendocino’s picture-perfect village, admiring manicured Victorians, browsing come-hither boutiques, and dining at charming bistros.
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VAN DAMME STATE PARK, MENDOCINO





Eastern Sierra Road Trip: U.S. 395


At every curve on the Eastern Sierra’s U.S. 395, wonders appear through your windshield. With the saw-toothed Sierra peaks on one side and the arid Great Basin on the other, this highway is just right for a camping, hiking, and beer-sipping road trip. The places below are arranged south to north.


MAMMOTH LAKES


California’s largest ski resort morphs into a hiker’s playground in the summer months. Take the kids on the easy trail to Mammoth Consolidated Gold Mine and Heart Lake for a history lesson and a swim, or hike to the top of 10,797-foot (3,291-m) Duck Pass for an aerobic ascent to glacier-carved lakes and a lofty view. Pitch a tent at Coldwater Campground and you can walk to these trailheads and visit two breweries in a 10-minute drive: Mammoth Brewery and Distant Brewing.
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HEART LAKE, MAMMOTH LAKES, EASTERN SIERRA





JUNE LAKE


Spend the night at June Lake Campground so you can swim, kayak, or SUP right from your site and walk to June Lake Brewing Company for dinner and a beer. Just a few miles away, the easy hike to Parker Lake will delight photographers, anglers, and hikers with swimming on their minds.


LEE VINING


A hike in Lundy Canyon offers colorful metamorphic peaks, shimmering aspen groves, and a spectacular waterfall-and-wildflower show in early summer. A few miles away, the Virginia Lakes Trail leads to a high-drama mountain pass at 11,130 feet (3,392 m). Camp at Trumbull Lake Campground 12 miles (19.3 km) north of town for easy access to hikes and fishing lakes, plus an option to drive to Tioga Pass to hike on Yosemite’s glorious eastern side.


BRIDGEPORT


There’s no better place to catch the Eastern Sierra’s fall-color show than on the Barney Lake (Robinson Creek) Trail in Hoover Wilderness. Just a few miles south, a wealth of wildflowers and cobalt-blue lakes are tucked in below Green Creek canyon’s 11,000-foot (3,353-m) peaks. Camp at Lower Twin Lake, a five-minute drive to the Barney Lake Trailhead. Head into town for liquid refreshment at Big Meadow Brewery.


Mount Shasta Excursion


The largest stratovolcano in the Cascade Range, Mount Shasta soars to 14,179 feet (4,322 m) and can be seen from 150 miles (242 km) away on clear days. Its often snowcapped massif dominates the landscape, with a base diameter that stretches more than 17 miles (27 km). If you’re tempted to summit this mighty monolith, consider hiring a guide for the epic 10-hour trek—it requires not just superior fitness but also thorough knowledge of the mountain’s peculiarities.


For campers who don’t need a water spigot or a picnic table, dispersed camping is permitted along the paved 15-mile (24-km) Everitt Memorial Highway. Most locations are best for campervans and small RVs, but tent campers can find good spots too. Campfires, wood fires, and charcoal barbecues are strictly prohibited in summer and fall, but you can use a gas camping stove.


If you’d like to try out a few easy to moderate day hikes on the volcano’s slopes, try these three top-shelf trails:


BUNNY FLAT TO ALPINE LODGE


Hike to the historic Sierra Club Alpine Lodge for an iconic view of Mount Shasta. The stone lodge, which houses exhibits on Mount Shasta and a small library of mountaineering books, was built by the Sierra Club in 1922. For more of a challenge, follow the path from the lodge to Hidden Valley’s talus wonderland at 9,200 feet (2,804 m) elevation.




[image: image]


SIERRA CLUB ALPINE LODGE, MOUNT SHASTA





GRAY BUTTE


From the 8,129-foot (2,478-m) summit of Gray Butte, Mount Shasta’s monumental hulking cone stares you right in the eyes. You’ll begin with a brief look at Panther Meadows’ pristine expanse of grasses and wildflowers, then wind your way uphill through Shasta red firs to the summit’s dramatic vista.


SOUTH GATE MEADOWS


This undulating ramble travels through a colorful proliferation of volcanic rocks to a mountain-backed meadow boasting a bounty of summer wildflowers, a glistening waterfall, and a dramatic vista of Shastarama Point and Mount Shasta.



BEST BY SEASON



Spring


▪  Uvas Canyon Waterfall Loop: This mountain forest hike is flush with growth when its springs and the past season’s rain maximize the abundant waterfalls of Uvas Canyon.


▪  Carson Falls: This tucked-away waterfall comes to life each spring, providing refuge for one of the few remaining breeding sites for the rare foothill yellow-legged frogs that live here.


▪  Skunk Cabbage Creek and Coastal Trail: March to May, skunk cabbages bloom in bright yellow flowers, shining like lanterns above the plant’s 3- to 5-foot-long (1- to 1.5-m) dark-green leaves.


▪  River Trail to Roaring River Falls and Zumwalt Meadow: Kings Canyon’s most easily accessed waterfall flows with ebullience only during spring snowmelt.
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RIVER TRAIL, KINGS CANYON





Summer


▪  Point Lobos Perimeter Loop: At one of the most stunning coastlines in Northern California, watch the summer fog wax and wane through a Monterey cypress grove on the rocks.


▪  Lassen Peak: The switchback-laden path to the summit of Lassen volcano is only accessible to hikers July to October when the mountain is snow-free.


▪  Lakes Trail to Heather, Aster, Emerald, and Pear Lakes: June to September, you can visit four of Sequoia National Park’s lakes in one day, and each will invite you to swim.


▪  Mount Tallac: Zealous snow lovers climb Mount Tallac on skis and snowshoes in winter, but casual peak baggers make the strenuous climb during the snow-free months of summer.


Fall


▪  Monarch-Moore Creek Loop: Each fall, this hike escalates in natural beauty as monarch butterflies migrate here to make the eucalyptus grove their winter habitat.


▪  Lundy Canyon: In September and October, Lundy Canyon’s stands of quaking aspens turn bright gold and orange, their delicate leaves dancing in the slightest breeze.


▪  Barney Lake: During autumn, this trail’s dense aspen groves show off golden fluttering leaves that shine like stained glass in the low-angled sunlight.


▪  Point Arena-Stornetta Trails: The Mendocino coast is known for fickle weather—damp in winter, foggy in summer, and windy in spring—but autumn delivers the best chance of calm, sunny days for admiring this trail’s sea stacks, arches, and battering waves.


Winter


▪  Año Nuevo Point Trail: Witness the northern elephant seals come ashore to give birth and mate starting in early December on this family-friendly hike.


▪  Chimney Rock Trail: Each winter, California gray whales travel over 10,000 miles (16,000 km), right past Chimney Rock and the nearby Point Reyes Lighthouse on their southern migration.
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CHIMNEY ROCK, POINT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE





▪  General Grant Tree, North Grove, and Dead Giant: Nothing compares to seeing giant sequoias crowned with a mantle of snow, and this Grant Grove trail provides easy winter access—but bring your snowshoes just in case.


▪  Point Cabrillo Light Station: During the cool winter months, this sun-drenched trail to a historic light station delivers chart-topping coastal scenery minus the chilly shade that covers many Mendocino trails, plus a great chance at spotting migrating gray whales.



BEST COASTAL HIKES



▪  Lands End: Atop rocky cliffs, stroll through history and classic San Francisco views of the Pacific Ocean, Golden Gate Bridge, and Marin Headlands.


▪  Tennessee Valley Trail: Traverse the valley to the gorgeous Tennessee Beach, where the engine of the SS Tennessee shipwreck, visible at low tide, rests.


▪  Secret Beach: The farther you go, the fewer people you see, and the more amazing sea stacks, caves, and tide pools there are to explore.


▪  Spring Ranch Trail: Savor the best of Mendocino on this easy path along the headlands, where you’ll linger over vistas of relentless waves, passing gray whales, spring wildflowers, and an ocean blowhole.
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SPRING RANCH TRAIL, MENDOCINO





▪  Yurok Loop and Coastal Trail to Hidden Beach: A gentle walk leads to an alluring beach marked by tan sand, jagged boulders rising from the sea, surly waves, and driftwood logs of every shape and size.



BEST WATERFALL HIKES



▪  Upper Yosemite Fall: Nothing gets your adrenaline pumping quite like standing on top of North America’s tallest free-falling waterfall and watching 2,425 feet (739 m) of white water plummet to the floor of Yosemite Valley.


▪  Vernal and Nevada Falls: Two of the world’s most photographed waterfalls plunge downstream on the frothing Merced River, and you can see them both from one of Yosemite Valley’s most popular hikes.
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VERNAL FALL, YOSEMITE





▪  Devils Postpile and Rainbow Falls: By Northern California standards, Rainbow Falls isn’t notably tall, at only 101 feet (31 m), but this crashing cataract punches well above its weight for scenic beauty—especially if you catch the rainbow hovering above its pool.


▪  Tokopah Falls: An easy trek alongside the Tokopah River leads to Sequoia National Park’s tallest waterfall, where the Marble Fork Kaweah River tumbles 1,200 feet (366 m) over polished granite.


▪  Cataract Falls: The majority of this heart-pumping hike is within view of a wide variety of falls of Mount Tamalpais Watershed.


▪  Alamere Falls: Likely the Bay Area’s most famous waterfall, Alamere Falls plummets off the seaside cliffs onto the beach below.



BEST SWIMMING HOLE HIKES



▪  McCloud Falls: In spring, the McCloud River is a tempestuous watercourse with a swift current, but by midsummer, the river quiets down and the broad pools at Lower and Upper Falls lure swimmers and waders.


▪  Terrace, Shadow, and Cliff Lakes: Summer days can heat up in Lassen Volcanic National Park, but this trail takes you to three swimmable lakes where you can float in warm water and backstroke away the afternoon.
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TERRACE LAKE, LASSEN VOLCANIC NATIONAL PARK





▪  Vikingsholm Castle and Emerald Point: Most visitors think Lake Tahoe is unbearably frigid, but Emerald Bay’s white sands reflect the summer sun and make Vikingsholm’s shallow beach pleasantly warm.


▪  Bear, Silver, Round Lakes Loop: You could pick almost any body of water in the Lakes Basin and go for a delightful swim, but this trail visits five lakes in one trip, and each is worth a dip.



BEST REDWOOD HIKES



▪  Purisima Loop: Hike the western slopes of the Santa Cruz Mountains with glimpses of Half Moon Bay and towering redwood trees thick with fern and sorrel understory and countless banana slugs.


▪  Fall Creek Loop: Scramble over, under, and around fallen trees as the trail follows along the creek in this dense forest.


▪  Canopy View Loop: From the wider giants on the forest floor to the high canopy of the second-growth redwoods closer to the ridge, there’s a reason Muir Woods National Monument is visited by so many every year.
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CANOPY VIEW LOOP, MUIR WOODS





▪  Brown Creek, Rhododendron, and South Fork Loop: You’ll find yourself walking slowly and reverently through this cathedral-like grove of leviathan redwoods, where the treetops seem to scrape the sky.


▪  Tall Trees Grove: Reserve a permit in advance and you can be one of the lucky few who get to hike in the rich alluvial plain next to Redwood Creek, where a secluded grove contains dozens of chart-topping redwoods.


▪  General Sherman Tree and Congress Trail: No visit to Sequoia National Park is complete without paying homage to the General Sherman, the largest living thing on earth by volume. Other trees are taller or wider, but none has the combined height and width of this sequoia—275 feet (84 m) tall with a 102.6-foot (31.3-m) circumference.



BEST WILDFLOWER HIKES



▪  Russian Ridge Loop: Every spring the grassy hills put on a show of brilliant colors.


▪  Tomales Point: It’s easy to imagine the working ranch that once operated here as you wander down an island of wildflowers set between the Pacific Ocean and Tomales Bay.


▪  Monterey Bay Coastal Recreation Trail: There’s nothing like the purple carpet of ice plant that blankets the Pacific Grove section of this oceanside urban stroll.


▪  Paradise Meadow: Explore on your own or join a ranger-led hike to Lassen’s Paradise Meadow to see a flower-palooza of lavender fleabane, yellow and blue lupine, red paintbrush, and purple gentian.


▪  Carson Pass to Winnemucca and Round Top Lakes: Time your trip for peak bloom time (typically mid-July, but it varies) on one of the Sierra’s top wildflower trails, and you’ll discover a riot of technicolor blossoms lighting up the volcanic slopes.


▪  Mount Dana: Hike to the summit of Mount Dana at just the right time in late July or early August and you’ll be able to see and photograph the highly coveted sky pilot, a purple-blue beauty that blooms among the scree and patches of lingering snow at 13,000 feet (3,962 m) elevation.
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MOUNT DANA, YOSEMITE






BEST KID-FRIENDLY HIKES



▪  Carmel Meadows: Ocean views and sandy beach time await the family on this beautiful and easy hike.


▪  Pioneer Nature Trail Loop: A peaceful introduction to the redwoods on a soft dirt path is the perfect hike for all ages.


▪  Stream-East Ridge Loop: Every year from November through February, thousands of wintering ladybugs can be spotted gathering along the trails.
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STREAM-EAST RIDGE LOOP, DR. AURELIA REINHARDT REDWOOD REGIONAL PARK





▪  Bowling Ball Beach: Children can’t resist playing on this beach’s 100 or more sandstone secretions—which look a lot like large bowling balls. You’ll be tempted to join them as they hop from one ball to the next.


▪  Tharp’s Log and Log Meadow: Kids will love seeing this real-life tree house that was built into a fallen sequoia log, where rancher Hale Tharp lived for nearly 30 summers.


▪  Moro Rock: Kids and adults alike enjoy climbing the 390 carefully engineered stairsteps that lead to Moro Rock’s bald granite summit.



BEST DOG-FRIENDLY HIKES



▪  Almaden Quicksilver Loop: Four-legged friends are welcome on all of the trails within the park, making it highly likely you’ll pass many other dog lovers on this hike.


▪  Briones Loop: While Fido and Fifi are required to be leashed in some areas of this park, in others they can freely hike alongside you if under reliable voice control.
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BRIONES LOOP, BRIONES REGIONAL PARK





▪  American River Parkway: This dog-friendly path in the William B. Pond Recreation Area welcomes dogs on leash for the entirety of the hike.


▪  Little Lakes Valley to Gem Lake: This lake-dotted trail is one of the Eastern Sierra’s gentlest pathways, and the abundance of water and the easy grade makes it popular with dog walkers.


▪  Bennettville Mine and Fantail Lake: Almost every step of this high-elevation trail is near a creek or a lake, so there’s no shortage of spots for canines to cool off, drink, and swim.


▪  Parker Lake: A short hike next to Parker Creek leads to its eponymous lake, where dogs can fetch sticks all afternoon.
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THE PELICAN INN AT MUIR BEACH







[image: Image] BEST BREW HIKES


▪  Presidio Tunnel Tops and Promenade Tour: A walk through history and views of the bay paired with a beer from Fort Point Beer, the city’s largest independent craft brewery, located just down the street, makes for an ideal San Francisco day.
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FORT POINT BEER FOR SALE IN THE PRESIDIO





▪  Dias Ridge: Halfway through this classic Mount Tamalpais hike, stop by The Pelican Inn at Muir Beach for a warm meal and cold on-tap beer to keep you going.


▪  Bonny Doon Beach and Shark Fin Cove: A fantastic local brew at Santa Cruz Mountain Brewing is the perfect way to continue your day after hiking the sandy bluffs along the coast.


▪  Big Hendy Grove and Hermit Huts: Hike among Hendy Woods State Park’s stately redwoods—the last vestiges of Anderson Valley’s ancient forests—before taking a brewery tour, listening to live music, playing 18 holes of disc golf, or just drinking Boont Amber Ale at Anderson Valley Brewing Company, 15 minutes from the trailhead.


▪  Duck Pass: Nothing says Mammoth Lakes quite like the Mammoth Brewery, where picnic tables are crowded with families, friends, and canine companions who’ve just finished one of dozens of day hikes in the Mammoth Lakes Basin, like the spectacular summit of Duck Pass.


▪  Crags Trail to Castle Dome: Completing this strenuous trek is sure to leave you hot and thirsty, so make a beeline for Dunsmuir Brewery Works, only 10 minutes away. Order a Trainspotter IPA, then pat yourself on the back for being such a hardy mountaineer.








SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA



SAN FRANCISCO


PENINSULA & SOUTH BAY


EAST BAY



SAN FRANCISCO



San Francisco may be less than 50 square miles (130 sq km), but its mild year-round climate, bay and Pacific Ocean coastline, rolling hills, and more than 200 parks provide an abundance of easily accessible outdoor adventure. You can observe American bison in Golden Gate Park, walk along the edge of the continent, break a sweat working your way up San Francisco’s seven famous hills, watch migrating birds, and take in panoramic views showcasing the bay, ocean beaches, and bridges that link the city to the rest of the Bay Area.


 


1   Lands End


DISTANCE: 3.3 miles (5.3 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


EFFORT: Easy


 


2   Presidio Tunnel Tops and Promenade Tour


DISTANCE: 1.9 miles (3.1 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hour


EFFORT: Easy


 


3   Ecology Trail and Lovers’ Lane Loop


DISTANCE: 2.2 miles (3.5 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hour


EFFORT: Easy


 


4   Mount Sutro Loop


DISTANCE: 2.5 miles (4 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hour


EFFORT: Easy
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PLANTS ALONG THE PRESIDIO TUNNEL TOPS AND PROMENADE TOUR






1 Lands End



GOLDEN GATE NATIONAL RECREATION AREA
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Take in views of the Golden Gate Bridge and the Marin Headlands, look below for hidden shipwrecks in the crashing waves, and let the forest obscure the busy city as you wander through nature and history on this classic San Francisco hike.


BEST: Coastal Hikes


DISTANCE: 3.3 miles (5.3 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 340 feet (104 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Dirt, gravel, single-track, paved


USERS: Hikers, wheelchair users, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Lands End Map on the park website


PARK HOURS: 6am to 1 hour after sunset


TRAILHEAD: Lands End Main Parking Lot


FACILITIES: Restrooms and drinking fountain at the Visitor Center


CONTACT: Golden Gate National Recreation Area, 415/561-4700, www.nps.gov/goga
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START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.4: Parking Lot to USS San Francisco Memorial



Begin the hike at the northwest corner of the Lands End Main Parking Lot, where you can look over the remains of the Sutro Baths. Once an elaborate complex of heated seawater pools, a stadium, restaurants, and entertainment, it drew crowds to Lands End for 70 years before closing permanently in 1966.


Follow the sidewalk as it curves southeast away from the water along the parking lot. Look for stairs to the left (northeast) and a trail marker for Coastal Trail, indicating the USS San Francisco Memorial and an overlook are ahead. Go up the stairs, toward the cypress trees.


At 0.3 mile (0.5 km), continue straight on Coastal Trail where it intersects with Lands End Trail. Within 0.1 mile (0.2 km), the views have opened to the water, and if the fog isn’t too heavy, you can see the Golden Gate Bridge and beyond.


Climb the stairs to your right (southeast) that lead up to the El Camino Del Mar Trail and make your way right (south) to the USS San Francisco Memorial, which contains a section of the World War II ship’s bridge and commemorates those wounded and killed in the Battle of Guadalcanal in 1942.



[image: Image] MILE 0.4-1.1: USS San Francisco Memorial to Palace of the Legion of Honor



Return the way you came, passing the top of the stairs to walk east along the north side of the El Camino Del Mar Parking Lot. Continue on the path as it passes where the parking lot turns into a dead-end road.


At 0.6 mile (1 km), the trail becomes single-track through a forested area for just over 0.25 mile (0.4 km). Wander among wildflowers like the red garden nasturtium, then cross a wooden boardwalk and take the stairs back onto El Camino Del Mar Road. Arrive at the golf course and stay on the sidewalk. Do not enter the golf course.


At 1.1 miles (1.8 km), you arrive across the street from the impressive Palace of the Legion of Honor. The building was built to beautify the city, honor those who fought in World War I, and host art and historical treasures promoting education and culture.



[image: Image] MILE 1.1-1.8: Palace of the Legion of Honor to Lands End Sign



Carefully cross El Camino Del Mar Road and head right (southeast) up the sidewalk to the front of the palace and left (northeast) through the lawn toward the traffic-circle fountain. Cautiously cross Legion of Honor Drive to the Holocaust Memorial at Palace of the Legion of Honor. Created by artist George Segal and installed in 1984, the juxtaposition of the somber sculpture against the beauty of nature and grandeur of the palace in a busy modern city requires a moment of reflection.


Take care crossing northwest back over El Camino Del Mar Road and continue walking northeast on the sidewalk, where you’ll shortly come upon the Peace Monument, in recognition of the continued quest for world peace. When you reach the Lands End sign at 1.8 miles (2.9 km), turn left (west) toward the water onto the Coastal Trail-Lands End Trail and toward Eagles Point Overlook.



[image: Image] MILE 1.8-3.3: Lands End Sign to Parking Lot



After enjoying the views (fog will determine how much of the Golden Gate Bridge is visible), continue east on the Coastal Trail as it winds along the cliffs overlooking the entrance to the bay.


The final stretch of the hike provides an opportunity to watch for migrating whales and shipwrecks along the shore. At 3.1 miles (5 km), you will recognize the stairs to the left (southeast) that lead up to the El Camino Del Mar Trail. Staying on the Coastal Trail, return the way you came to the parking lot.


DIRECTIONS


From San Francisco’s Civic Center, go west, just north of Golden Gate Park, on Fulton Street. Turn north (right) onto 42nd Street for 0.5 mile (0.8 km) and turn west (left) onto Point Lobos Avenue. Travel for 0.4 mile (0.6 km) and turn north (right) into the Lands End Main (Merrie Way) Parking Lot.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.7806, −122.5119; 37°46′50.2″ N, 122°30′42.8″ W
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LANDS END







BEST NEARBY BITES


Less than 0.5 mile (0.8 km) and four minutes’ walk from the trailhead is the Café at the Butterfly Joint (4411 Cabrillo St., San Francisco, 415/894-2685, 7:15am-2:30pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-2:30pm Sat.-Sun., $2.50-15). The Butterfly Joint focuses on teaching children how to create beautiful wood projects from reclaimed and repurposed wood using traditional Japanese hand tools. Go early for a hot drink and baked goods, including delicious gluten-free doughnuts, to enjoy as you stroll the trail. The café is south of the trailhead at 45th Avenue and Cabrillo Street.






2 Presidio Tunnel Tops and Promenade Tour



GOLDEN GATE NATIONAL RECREATION AREA
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This urban stroll includes views of the Golden Gate Bridge, the opportunity to walk through history and pay respect to those who served, travel over and under U.S. 101, and ample opportunity for all to play.


BEST: Brew Hikes


DISTANCE: 1.9 miles (3.1 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hour


ELEVATION GAIN: 140 feet (43 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Gravel, dirt, paved


USERS: Walkers and hikers, bikers, wheelchair users, leashed dogs in some sections


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Select “Plan Your Visit” and then “Maps” on the website


TRAILHEAD: Presidio Visitor Center


FACILITIES: Restrooms in the parking lot and Field Station


CONTACT: Golden Gate National Recreation Area, 415/561-4323, www.presidio.gov


[image: image]


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.5: Presidio Visitor Center to San Francisco National Cemetery



From the Presidio Visitor Center, follow the path left (west) around the back of the center toward the Campfire Circle. No national park is complete without a campfire ring; this one is a central gas fire pit and can seat up to 75 people. Continue on toward the Lodge at the Presidio in the Montgomery Street Barracks. Built in 1895-1897 by the U.S. Army, it was used as wartime hospital wards and housed artillery and infantry companies until the 1980s.


Take the multiuse path west (watch out for bikes) between the lodge and the fence along U.S. 101. Following alongside Lincoln Boulevard, after 0.1 mile (0.2 km) is the Korean War Memorial that pays tribute to the 1 million Koreans and 37,000 Americans who lost their lives during the Korean War from 1950 to 1953.


Just past the memorial, take a moment to enter the San Francisco National Cemetery. The combination of cypress trees, white headstones, and bay fog make it a stunning final resting place for 30,000 military veterans and their families.



[image: Image] MILE 0.5-1: San Francisco National Cemetery to Cavalry Stables



Back outside the cemetery, cross Lincoln Boulevard and head along the paved trail over U.S. 101, the Presidio Promenade. Where the trail splits at 0.6 mile (1 km), continue right (northeast) toward Battery Blaney. One of four historic gun batteries nestled in the hillside above Crissy Field, these batteries were built by the U.S. Army in 1899-1902 to protect underwater minefields placed in the San Francisco Bay. The batteries are named for soldiers who gave their lives for their country.


On a clear day, the Golden Gate Bridge begins to appear through the cypress trees ahead on the right (northwest). At 0.8 mile (1.3 km) is the Golden Gate Viewpoint, then Battery Sherwood, and finally Battery Baldwin.


The Presidio Promenade descends under U.S. 101. At 1 mile (1.6 km), take the pedestrian walkway left (south), with a view of the brick cavalry stables to the right (west). Built in 1914, each of the five stables could house 102 horses, enough for a cavalry company. Later the buildings were used for a K-9 Corps facility and a veterinary hospital.



[image: Image] MILE 1-1.5: Cavalry Stables to Lodge at the Presidio



The pedestrian walkway winds through native plants and reaches the Presidio Promenade and Presidio Promenade Connector split. Turn left (east) onto the connector toward the National Cemetery. Take care along the sidewalk here and do not walk in the street, as vehicles can move fast along the curving Lincoln Boulevard. Remain on the sidewalk and follow signs for the Presidio Promenade.


The promenade reaches the final battery, Battery Slaughter, then returns to where you first approached Battery Blaney. Retrace your steps back over U.S. 101, to the right (east) and along the sidewalk, passing again the Lodge at the Presidio.



[image: Image] MILE 1.5-1.9: Lodge at the Presidio to Presidio Visitor Center



Back at the Presidio Tunnel Tops, turn left (north) and follow the path down the staircase. Pass the Bluff Walk area to continue straight (north) until the path curves right (east) to take you to the Outpost (9:30am-6pm daily Apr.-Oct., 9:30am-4:30pm daily Nov.-Mar.). This unique playground is designed to promote independence; the level of challenge increases from east to west across natural elements to allow kids to steadily gain confidence.


Continue straight (east) to the Field Station (11am-4pm Wed.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun.) where there is an accessible and gender-inclusive restroom. At the Field Station, children can learn more about the Presidio using their senses plus imagination, science, and art.


Walk up the Presidio Steps and continue left (east) to the Bay Overlook, where you can learn about some of the plants that are indigenous to the Presidio. Follow the path is it curves southwest, past the East Meadow, Picnic Place, and Presidio Plaza before returning to the visitor center.


DIRECTIONS


From San Francisco Civic Center, take Van Ness Avenue north for 1.8 miles (2.9 km). Turn west (left) onto Lombard Street for 1.1 miles (1.8 km) and then Richardson Avenue onto Presidio Parkway. From Presidio Parkway, take exit 437 and turn left to continue on Girard Road. After 0.4 mile (0.6 km), at the traffic circle, take the first exit onto Lincoln Boulevard to arrive at the parking lot, located at 210 Lincoln Boulevard.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.8016, −122.4569; 37°48′5.8″ N, 122°27′24.8″ W
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PRESIDIO PROMENADE







BEST NEARBY BITES AND BREWS


On weekends, seasonal food trucks and tents are just steps away from the Presidio Visitor Center, located near the Main Parade Lawn and parking lot. Get a taste of the diversity of San Francisco’s culture and cuisine and grab a brew from San Francisco’s hometown beer company, Fort Point Beer (near 210 Lincoln Blvd., San Francisco, 415/917-7647, 11am-4:30pm Fri. and Sun.).






3 Ecology Trail and Lovers’ Lane Loop



GOLDEN GATE NATIONAL RECREATION AREA


[image: Image]


Disappear from the busy city and into the forest, passing through part of the Tennessee Hollow watershed to panoramic views at Inspiration Point, and stroll down an 18th-century footpath once utilized by missionaries and the military.


DISTANCE: 2.2 miles (3.5 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hour


ELEVATION GAIN: 320 feet (98 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Dirt, gravel, sand, paved


USERS: Hikers, bikers in some sections, wheelchair users in some sections, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Select “Plan Your Visit” and then “Maps” on the website


TRAILHEAD: Chapel of Our Lady


FACILITIES: Restrooms and drinking fountain at Paul Goode Field


CONTACT: Golden Gate National Recreation Area, 415/561-4323, www.presidio.gov
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START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.6: Chapel of Our Lady to Upper Ecology Trail



From the Chapel of Our Lady, turn left (southeast) and walk in the direction of the Inn at the Presidio. Follow the sidewalk around the east side of the building toward the parking lot behind the inn. Enter the watershed at the south side of the back parking lot and look for the Ecology Trail sign.


You’re immediately surrounded in a vine-covered forest of redwoods, eucalyptus, pine, and cypress. Head southwest, and where the trail first splits, continue left (south).


Continue straight (southwest) where the trail begins its only ascent, which will get your heart pumping. Take a break on the memorial bench along the way and look for pinecones, acorns, blackberries, and coffeeberry.


At 0.6 mile (1 km), the trail divides into Upper Ecology Trail and Lower Ecology Trail. Stay right (west) to continue toward Inspiration Point.



[image: Image] MILE 0.6-0.7: Upper Ecology Trail to Inspiration Point



Just 0.1 mile (0.2 km) farther, the spur path to Inspiration Point at 0.7 mile (1.1 km) takes you up 150 feet (46 m) on a winding wooden plank staircase onto a sidewalk and the rounded Inspiration Point parking lot. Follow the sidewalk right (north) to the bluestone and sandstone plaza. On a clear day, you can look right (northeast) to see the top of the Palace of Fine Arts as well as out to the San Francisco Bay, Alcatraz Island, and Angel Island.



[image: Image] MILE 0.7-1.2: Inspiration Point to Paul Goode Field



Retrace your steps down the stairs to the start of the spur trail. At the bottom of the stairs, continue right (south) on Upper Ecology Trail. At 0.8 mile (1.3 km), you reach a junction with Lower Ecology Trail. Turn left (northeast) onto Lower Ecology Trail and descend through the pines. As you approach the junction with Mountain Lake Trail at 1 mile (1.6 km), the dirt and gravel path becomes sandy and the landscape opens. Here you may see California poppies, coyote brush, honeysuckle, and common yarrow. Watch and listen for the wide variety of birds that frequent the area, including the California scrub jay, hawks, and sparrows. Turn right (south) onto Mountain Lake Trail and follow the trail left (east).


The trail returns to dirt and gravel at 1.1 miles (1.8 km), where those with small children may want to take a detour at the junction that leads right (south) to the Julius Kahn Playground. Otherwise, continue straight (east) to Paul Goode Field, where you can use the restrooms.



[image: Image] MILE 1.2-2.2: Paul Goode Field to Chapel of Our Lady



Just past the field, the path splits, with the right (south) trail proceeding to West Pacific Avenue. Turn left (northeast) onto the soft wooded dirt path along the wooden fence and into the trees. The path meets Lovers’ Lane, one of the oldest footpaths through the Presidio, at 1.5 miles (2.4 km). Turn left (north) onto the paved path.


At 1.9 miles (3.1 km), the path leads to MacArthur Meadow, once the place where tributaries from three streams converged. Restoration efforts have revived the flow of the streams, and 60 native plant species were planted.


The trail turns left (west) and runs alongside Barnard Avenue until just before MacArthur Boulevard. Look for the staircase on the other side of Barnard with a trail marker for the Main Post. Head up the stairs, where you arrive at the corner of Funston Avenue and Moraga Avenue, back at the Inn at the Presidio. Cross Funston and follow the sidewalk to return to the front of the Chapel of Our Lady.


DIRECTIONS


From San Francisco Civic Center, take Van Ness Avenue north for 1.8 miles (2.9 km). Turn west (left) onto Lombard Street for 0.4 mile (0.6 km) and turn slight north (right) onto Presidio Boulevard. Stay on Presidio for 0.3 mile (0.5 km), and turn left onto Mesa Street into the Moraga Avenue Parking Lot.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.7978, −122.4587; 37°47′52.1″ N, 122°27′31.3″ W
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ECOLOGY TRAIL







BEST NEARBY BITES


Just steps from the start of this hike is Colibri Mexican Bistro (50 Moraga Ave., San Francisco, 415/678-5170, 11:30am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-10pm Fri., 10:30am-10pm Sat., 10:30am-9pm Sun., $14-35), located at the historic Presidio Officers’ Club.






4 Mount Sutro Loop



MOUNT SUTRO OPEN SPACE RESERVE
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Escape from bustling city life on an unsuspecting street and into an ethereal forest with fairy houses, history, and beautiful San Francisco Bay views.


DISTANCE: 2.5 miles (4 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hour


ELEVATION GAIN: 440 feet (134 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Dirt, gravel, single-track


USERS: Hikers, runners, mountain bikers, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: On the website find “Mount Sutro Open Space Reserve” and select “Trail Map”


PARK HOURS: 5am-midnight for the San Francisco Recreation and Parks section, sunrise-sunset for the UCSF section


TRAILHEAD: Cole Valley neighborhood, 17th Street and Stanyan Street


FACILITIES: Restrooms and water fountain at the Aldea Community Center


CONTACT: San Francisco Recreation and Parks, 415/831-2700, www.sfrecpark.org, University of California, San Francisco, 415/476-1000, www.ucsf.edu
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START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.5: Trailhead to Medical Center Way



From the Stanyan Street entrance, head up a wooden stairway between two homes to the Historic Trail. Little fairy houses, cute figurines, and knickknacks can be found along tree stumps and rocks on this section of the Historic Trail. Make sure to stop when looking so you don’t trip on the sometimes bumpy trail’s roots and rocks.


At 0.4 mile (0.6 km), stay right (east) when the trail first splits. At the next junction, with Edgewood Trail, 0.1 mile (0.2 km) later, go left (north) to stay on the Historic Trail, making your way to the crosswalk at Medical Center Way.



[image: Image] MILE 0.5-1.1: Medical Center Way to Gardeners Trail



Cross the street and stay on Historic Trail by following the path to the right (north), where a wooden fence borders the trail on the street side. The trail contours around the northwest slopes of the hill, overlooking the University of California, San Francisco, Parnassus Campus. On a clear enough day, you can see past the campus to Golden Gate Park, the Presidio, and even farther to the Golden Gate Bridge and Alcatraz. Historic Trail continues around Mount Sutro, turning south after 0.1 mile (0.2 km).


At 0.9 mile (1.4 km), pass the intersection with the very steep West Ridge Trail to stay on Historic Trail and watch for the South Ridge Trail at 1.1 miles (1.8 km). Turn left (north) onto South Ridge Trail and immediately look for the unmarked Gardeners Trail to the left (west).



[image: Image] MILE 1.1-1.3: Gardeners Trail to Rotary Meadow



Turn onto Gardeners Trail as it curves right (north) toward the summit. The path narrows; watch for poison oak close to the trail.


Stay on Gardeners Trail as you pass another junction with West Ridge Trail at 1.2 miles (1.9 km). Look for a trail marker pointing in the direction of the summit and turn left (northeast), where the trail merges with Nike Road and becomes paved and then gravel. An interpretive sign just 0.1 mile (0.2 km) later, at Rotary Meadow, explains that during the Cold War, in the 1950s, a Nike missile radar site, SF-89C, was established atop Mount Sutro. Each of these radar sites monitored for enemy planes and was linked to a defensive missile launch site. SF-89C’s missile was at SF-89L, about 2 miles (3.2 km) north in the Presidio. Today, the area’s grassland habitat has been restored, and some of the native plants include coast buckwheat, California poppies, and purple needle grass.



[image: Image] MILE 1.3-2.5: Rotary Meadow to Trailhead



From Rotary Meadow, take the East Ridge Trail, on your right (east), to continue to the summit. At 1.4 miles (2.3 km), the summit of Mount Sutro (911 ft/278 m) has picnic tables and benches. Look for the trail marker and stay on East Ridge Trail by continuing straight (northeast) as the trail begins to descend. Along the switchbacks downward are views north to the San Francisco Bay and southeast to Sutro Tower and Twin Peaks.


Pass the junction with Mystery Trail at 1.6 miles (2.6 km) and stay on East Ridge Trail until it meets Johnstone Drive, 0.1 mile (0.2 km) later. Turn left (east) onto Johnstone Drive, carefully watching for vehicles. Across the street is a sign for UCSF’s Aldea Center on Mount Sutro, with restrooms and a water fountain. Cross the street and continue east on Johnstone Drive to the sidewalk. Pass the intersection with Medical Center Way, and just prior to the intersection with Behr Avenue, find the post with the address “66 Johnstone Drive” and a mailbox, on the north side of the street. Here, cross the street again, and find a trail marker to the left (west) of a “Private Residence” sign, marking where the hike reenters the forest on the dirt path of Fairy Gates Trail, at 1.8 miles (2.9 km).


When Fairy Gates Trails intersects with the North Ridge Trail at 1.9 miles (3.1 km), turn right (north) onto North Ridge Trail. At 2.1 miles (3.4 km), the trail meets Historic Trail. Turn right (west) onto Historic Trail and retrace your steps to the trailhead.


DIRECTIONS


From San Francisco Civic Center, go southwest on Market Street for 0.7 mile (1.1 km) and take a slight right onto 14th Street. Continue for 0.5 mile (0.8 km) and turn left onto Roosevelt Way. Continue for 0.7 mile (1.1 km) and turn right onto 17th Street. Continue for 0.4 mile (0.6 km).


GPS COORDINATES: 37.7613, −122.4520; 37°45′40.7″ N, 122°27′7.2″ W




BEST NEARBY BITES


If you have a sweet tooth, head to the Valencia location of Dandelion Chocolate (740 Valencia St., San Francisco, 415/349-0942, 10am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-10pm Fri.-Sat., $3.50-18), just 2 miles (3.2 km) and 11 minutes from the trailhead. With amazing bonbons, frozen hot chocolate, and house-made pastries, get yourself a treat for now and take one for later! Go east on 17th Street past Stanyan Street for 0.8 mile (1.3 km), then turn right when it becomes Eureka Street for just 0.1 mile (0.2 km). Turn left onto 18th Street and continue for 0.9 mile (1.4 km), and then turn right onto Valencia Street for 250 feet (76 m).

























	
NEARBY CAMPGROUNDS







	NAME

	DESCRIPTION

	FACILITIES

	SEASON

	FEE










	Rob Hill

	At the highest point of the Presidio above Baker Beach

	4 group campsites for up to 30 people each. Each site has a fire ring, large charcoal grill, 4 picnic tables, 2 food storage boxes.

	spring-fall

	$92 Sun.-Thurs., $140 Fri.-Sat.






	Hunter Road, San Francisco, 415/561-5083, www.recreation.gov











PENINSULA & SOUTH BAY



The Peninsula and South Bay extend down the coastline just south of San Francisco to the border of Santa Cruz County and east to Gilroy. Here you’ll find everything from gentle shoreline, marshes, rising hills, canyons, and towering redwood forests. You can view hundreds of elephant seals loudly congregate at the shore for their annual mating and birthing rituals, and count dozens of banana slugs while hiking across the ridgeline of the Santa Cruz Mountains.


 


1   Mori Point and Sweeney Ridge


DISTANCE: 6.8 miles (10.9 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3.5 hours


EFFORT: Moderate-strenuous


 


2   Purisima Loop


DISTANCE: 8.8 miles (14.2 km) round-trip


DURATION: 4.5 hours


EFFORT: Moderate


 


3   Russian Ridge Loop


DISTANCE: 3.4 miles (5.5 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


4   Año Nuevo Point Trail


DISTANCE: 4.3 miles (6.9 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2 hours


EFFORT: Easy


 


5   Hunter’s Point Loop


DISTANCE: 2.9 miles (4.7 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hour


EFFORT: Easy


 


6   Eagle Rock


DISTANCE: 2.7 miles (4.3 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


EFFORT: Easy


 


7   Almaden Quicksilver Loop


DISTANCE: 5.9 miles (9.5 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hours


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


8   Uvas Canyon Waterfall Loop


DISTANCE: 3.5 miles (5.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


EFFORT: Easy-moderate
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1 Mori Point and Sweeney Ridge



GOLDEN GATE NATIONAL RECREATION AREA


[image: Image]


Take a journey up to Sweeney Ridge for a walk through history, from the first Europeans arriving to the Cold War, with panoramic views of San Francisco Bay and the Pacific Ocean.


DISTANCE: 6.8 miles (10.9 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3.5 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 1,430 feet (436 m)


EFFORT: Moderate-strenuous


TRAIL: Dirt fire road, gravel, single-track, paved, sidewalk


USERS: Hikers, mountain bikers on part of the trail, horseback riders on part of the trail, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Select “Sweeny Ridge Trail Map” on the park website


PARK HOURS: Sunrise-sunset daily


TRAILHEAD: Shelldance Nursery Parking Lot


FACILITIES: Vault toilets at 2.3 miles (3.7 km) on Sweeney Ridge Trail


CONTACT: Golden Gate National Recreation Area, 650/355-4122, www.nps.gov/goga
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START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-2.3: Shelldance Nursery Parking Lot to Vault Toilet Station



From the parking lot at Shelldance Nursery, take Mori Ridge Road up a dirt and gravel service road through a vehicle gate with a trail marker. Remain on this path, and at 1.2 miles (1.9 km), turn right (southeast) onto Sweeney Ridge Trail. In less than 0.5 mile (0.8 km), the path becomes paved and you arrive at the Nike Site SF-51, a control station for the Cold War-era Nike antiaircraft missiles at a nearby launch site on Milagra Ridge. Continue south on Sweeney Ridge Trail to the vault toilet station at 2.3 miles (3.7 km), at the junction with Sneath Lane Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 2.3-4: Vault Toilet Station to Farallones Viewpoint



Back on the dirt and gravel path, just south of the toilets where the Sweeney Ridge Trail splits, stay left (east) to the Ohlone-Portolá Heritage Site, where a Spanish expedition accidentally became the first Europeans to see San Francisco Bay, in 1769, when they overshot while trying to find Monterey Bay. According to the National Park Service, even though the Europeans were assisted by Ohlone people, who shared their food and company, the Spanish “discovery” of San Francisco Bay led to the loss of Ohlone lives and land when colonization started seven years later with Mission Dolores.


Take a moment to observe the monuments at the site, then proceed south and take the Baquiano Trail to the right (southwest) to begin descending. At the junction at 3.4 miles (5.5 km), look for the trail marker to continue upon Farallones View Trail (sometimes marked as Ahni Trail or Cattle Hill Trail), heading northwest, down toward Cattle Hill (801 ft/244 m).


The trail narrows, and while mountain bikers are not officially permitted on single-track trails in the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, this section has become increasingly popular. The recreation area border ends just past the Farallones Viewpoint at 4 miles (6.4 km), at the steepest downhill section of the hike. From the viewpoint, on a clear day you can see out to the Farallones Islands, known as the site of many shipwrecks of those attempting to enter the bay.



[image: Image] MILE 4-5: Farallones Viewpoint to Rockaway Beach



Be extremely cautious on this section for the trail conditions, and stay aware of your surroundings. In less than 1 mile (1.6 km) from the viewpoint, the trail loses 790 feet (241 m) elevation; take your time. In the rainy season, the trail turns into thick mud, and even when it’s dry, slips can easily happen. At 4.2 miles (6.8 km), multiple trails intersect; continue left (southwest), as many trails join Farallones View Trail from the right (north).


Highway 1 soon appears below you, and as you get closer to it, the steep descent ends. The slope eventually turns grassy, passing through a small stand of trees behind a church. Cross the church’s parking lot, being mindful of vehicles, and down to where Highway 1 meets Harvey Way at the entrance to the church. Turn left (southwest) onto Harvey Way at 4.8 miles (7.7 km). When you arrive at the intersection of Fassler Avenue, Highway 1, and Rockaway Beach Avenue, at the gas station, walk across Fassler Avenue and then Highway 1 to the western sidewalk of Rockaway Beach Avenue.


Take the sidewalk all the way to Rockaway Beach at 5 miles (8.1 km) and catch dozens of surfers riding the massive waves.



[image: Image] MILE 5-6.8: Rockaway Beach to Shelldance Nursery Parking Lot



Follow the sidewalk right (northeast) on the Rockaway Beach Trail between the beach and vacation rentals to the parking lot where the trail ends. At the southeast corner of the parking lot, get onto the multiuse Calera Creek Trail through the Calera Creek wetlands, south of the creek. At 5.7 miles (9.2 km), the trail arrives at the Liberty Garden, created and maintained by a Pacifica resident in memory of those lost in the 9/11 tragedy.


From here, continue on the trail where it turns left (northeast) on a protected path set back from the west side of Highway 1, passing a water treatment plant to the left (west). The trail curves left (northwest). At 6 miles (9.7 km), turn right (northeast) onto Timigtac Trail. After less than 0.25 mile (0.4 km), the trail ends at Mori Point Road, near southbound Highway 1. Turn left (northwest) onto Mori Point Road, bearing right (northeast) around the Pacific Moose Lodge onto Bradford Way and through the residential area to the intersection of Westport Drive. Turn right (east) onto Westport Drive, using the crosswalk and signals to safely get to Lundy Way at 6.4 miles (10.3 km). Turn right (south) onto the residential street and follow it until the road curves left (east) onto Cullen Road.


Take this short section of trail to connect to Mori Ridge Road, which you drove up from Highway 1 to get to the trailhead. Turn left (east) onto the winding road for one last push up to the parking lot at Shelldance Nursery.


DIRECTIONS


From San Francisco, take U.S. 101 south to I-280 south toward Daly City. Continue south on Highway 1, following signs for Pacifica. Take Mori Ridge Road to Shelldance Nursery and park near the large Sweeney Ridge Golden Gate National Recreation Area sign.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.6172, −122.4833; 37°37′1.9″ N, 122°28′59.9″ W
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SWEENEY RIDGE







BEST NEARBY BITES


A Bay Area favorite, the deliciousness that is Señorita bread at Star Bread Bakery (1261 Linda Mar Shopping Center, Pacifica, 650/733-7750, www.starbreadca.com, 7am-7pm daily) is a fantastic post-hike treat just 2.5 miles (4 km) south of the trailhead. The airy rolled bread is sweet and buttery inside and a treasured snack at the traditional midafternoon break (merienda) in the Philippines.


To see a Taco Bell unlike any other, the Taco Bell Cantina (5200 Coast Hwy., Pacifica, 650/420-7130, 7am-midnight daily) in Pacifica captures the chain’s number-one spot for coolest location. Located directly on the beach and offering local wine, beer, and Twisted Freezes, grab your food and watch surfers take on the waves from the patio or through its large windows.






2 Purisima Loop



PURISIMA CREEK REDWOODS OPEN SPACE PRESERVE


[image: Image]


An enchanting forest envelops you with the sounds of Purisima Creek, the shade of towering redwoods, and views over Half Moon Bay and the Pacific Ocean.


BEST: Redwood Hikes


DISTANCE: 8.8 miles (14.2 km) round-trip


DURATION: 4.5 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 1,880 feet (573 m)


EFFORT: Moderate


TRAIL: Dirt, gravel, single-track


USERS: Hikers, mountain bikers, horseback riders


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Select “Download Map” on the park website, at the trailhead


PARK HOURS: 30 minutes before sunrise to 30 minutes after sunset daily


TRAILHEAD: Purisima Creek Parking


FACILITIES: Vault toilets at the trailhead


CONTACT: Midpeninsula Regional Open Space Preserve, 650/691-1200, www.openspace.org [URL inactive]
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START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-3.5: Purisima Creek Parking to Craig Britton Trail



Start the hike by proceeding east (the vault toilets are to the right) onto Purisima Creek Trail. The dirt path is wide and shaded, bordered by a hillside of ferns to the south and Purisima Creek below, to the north.


Pass the Borden Hatch Mill Trail junction to the right (south) side of the trail at 1.6 miles (2.6 km). At 1.9 miles (3.1 km) is the first of several bridge crossings, as the path steadily climbs alongside and over the creek. The 3.3-mile (5.3-km) point is the farthest southeastern point of the hike, where the trail U-turns to the northwest over a massive drainage pipe built into the earth. The trail continues uphill, now headed north, away from the creek.


At 3.5 miles (5.6 km), look for the wooden fence that marks the entry to Craig Britton Trail, tucked into the forest on the north side of Purisima Creek Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 3.5-6.5: Craig Britton Trail to Harkins Ridge Trail Junction



Turn left (north) onto Craig Britton Trail. The trail narrows to single-track that’s exclusively for hiking—no equestrians or bikers—and the serenity of the forest engulfs you. Once named the Soda Gulch Trail for the ravine it follows, the path was renamed to honor Craig Britton, who is credited with helping to protect this area through preservation. Down the trail about 500 feet (152 m) is a commemorative plaque on a curved stone bench that’s dedicated to Britton. It’s an ideal place to pause and take in the beauty around you.


At 4 miles (6.4 km), the path begins to run parallel to Purisima Creek for approximately 0.5 mile (0.8 km), though you’re well above it and not within sight of the water. The trail is narrow and winding with steep drop-offs. Although it’s well maintained, downed trees, prominent roots, and the undulation of the path require attention to your footing in this section.


At 6 miles (9.7 km), the trail leaves the forest, entering moss-covered oak woodland and chaparral with bursts of color from wildflowers like the orange bush monkey flower, pink honeysuckle, and yellow coastal bush lupine. The last 0.5 mile (0.8 km) before reaching Harkins Ridge Trail junction gains over 250 feet (76 m) elevation, bringing you to the highest point of the route at 1,540 feet (469 m).



[image: Image] MILE 6.5-8.8: Harkins Ridge Trail Junction to Purisima Creek Parking



At the junction with Harkins Ridge Trail, turn left (west). This is a wide multiuse trail, so be mindful of equestrians and bicyclists. Over the next 2.3 miles (3.7 km), you’ll quickly descend most of the elevation gained over the previous 6.5 miles (10.5 km), with intermittent shade and lovely views that open on each side of the trail. Some sections of the trail here are very steep, so ensure your shoelaces are securely tied and take your time. Don’t forget to look up occasionally: The westward view ahead extends all the way to the Pacific.


The trail descends back into the redwood forest, and at 8.3 miles (13.4 km) the path runs along the north side of Purisima Creek. At 8.5 miles (13.7 km) is a trail marker that says only “Trail” with an arrow pointing in the direction you came from. At this junction is a trail to the left, but continue straight. The creek will be on the left (south), and you may spot hikers across the way on Purisima Creek Trail.


Just prior to reaching the trailhead, cross a concrete vehicle bridge with a trail marker indicating that the Purisima Creek Parking is just 0.1 mile (0.2 km) over the bridge. Even though “Higgins” is used on some signs, follow what’s on the official park map.


DIRECTIONS


From San Francisco, take Highway 1 south for 23 miles (37 km) toward Pacifica, passing Half Moon Bay. Turn left onto Verde Road and drive 0.4 mile (0.6 km), then keep left to continue onto Purisima Creek Road for 3.5 miles (5.6 km). Turn right at Higgins Canyon Road to arrive at Purisima Creek Parking.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.4376, −122.3705; 37°26′15.4″ N, 122°22′13.8″ W
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PURISIMA LOOP







BEST NEARBY BITES


For a meal as rewarding as this hike, travel up Highway 1 just 13 miles (20.9 km) and 23 minutes from the trailhead to Sam’s Chowder House (64210 N. Cabrillo Hwy., Half Moon Bay, 650/712-0245, www.samschowderhouse.com, 11:30am-8:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-9pm Fri., 11am-9pm Sat., 11am-8:30pm Sun., $16-37). In addition to award-wining seafood, this family-friendly restaurant has indoor and outdoor oceanfront dining with a pet-friendly patio and live music on Friday evenings.





TOP EXPERIENCE



3 Russian Ridge Loop



RUSSIAN RIDGE OPEN SPACE PRESERVE


[image: Image]


In the spring, this hike is a wildflower stunner with ancient oaks and panoramic rolling hill views of the southern peninsula out to the Pacific Ocean and San Francisco Bay.


BEST: Wildflower Hikes


DISTANCE: 3.4 miles (5.5 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 560 feet (171 m)


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


TRAIL: Gravel fire road, gravel, dirt, single-track


USERS: Hikers, mountain bikers, horseback riders


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Select “Download Map” on the park website


PARK HOURS: 30 minutes before sunrise to 30 minutes after sunset daily


TRAILHEAD: Skyline Boulevard roadside parking, across from Silicon Valley Vista Point


FACILITIES: None


CONTACT: Midpeninsula Regional Open Space, 650/691-1200, www.openspace.org [URL inactive]


[image: image]


START THE HIKE



[image: Image] MILE 0-2: Ridge Trailhead to Ancient Oaks Trail



The trailhead is just southwest of the street-side parking, at an interpretive board behind the service road gate. Take the service road, passing the trail marker sign on the left (east), and turn uphill to the right (west) for Ridge Trail. In spring you’ll immediately spot the wildflower show, including purple owl’s clover, dwarf checker mallow, California poppies, and tidy tips along the exposed path.


At the trail junction at 0.7 mile (1.1 km), turn left (west) and descend onto Hawk Ridge Trail. Red-tailed hawks, turkey vultures, Cooper’s hawks, sharp-shinned hawks, and golden eagles are all known to ride the wind drafts within view above the rolling grasslands that turn golden come summer. The trail hugs the curves of the slope, and you soon approach the first of many steep forested canyons.


Just before the path transitions to Alder Spring Trail, at 1.2 miles (1.9 km), is the first shade of the hike. The trail passes in and out of the shade, often with a view of springwater flowing down the inner canyons and sometimes across the trail. The path transitions again into Charquin Trail. Stay right (south) at 1.7 miles (2.7 km), where another section of Charquin Trail comes in from the north. At 2 miles (3.2 km), stay left (south), ascending into the forest to continue onto Ancient Oaks Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 2-3.4: Ancient Oaks Trail to Ridge Trailhead



Some of the wide-trunk oaks in this area may be 200 to 300 years old, and among the twisting oaks grow fungi, ferns, moss, and a variety of flowers. The rolling hills and ridgeline views are beautifully framed by the branches of these long-lived trees. At 2.5 miles (4 km), turn left (north) onto Bo Gimbal Trail, climbing alongside a wide ravine and arriving at a meadow.


Bo Gimbal ends at a T junction with Ridge Trail. Turn left (northwest) onto Ridge Trail, where the remainder of the hike is without tree cover from the sun. Follow the posted trail sign to Borel Hill. At 2.9 miles (4.7 km) into the hike, it appears to be just a slight rise in the ridge, but this is the highest named point in San Mateo County, at 2,572 feet (784 m), offering 360-degree views of the Pacific Ocean and San Francisco Bay.


From Borel Hill, begin the gradual descent back to the trailhead by traveling northwest on Ridge Trail, now a gravel service road. At 3.3 miles (5.3 km), the trail rejoins the first service road that took you to the beginning of Ridge Trail at the start of the hike. Turning right (north), it leads back to the street-side parking area.


DIRECTIONS


From San Jose, take I-280 to exit 16 for El Monte Road. Keep left at the fork and follow signs for Foothill College, Moody Road, and El Monte, then merge onto El Monte Road. Take Moody Road and Page Mill Road to Highway 35. Turn right and proceed for 1.2 miles (1.9 km). Park on the left side of the road.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.3245, −122.2050; 37°19′28.2″ N, 122°12′18″ W
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RUSSIAN RIDGE LOOP







BEST NEARBY BITES


With breakfast until 2pm and lunch served all day, Alice’s Restaurant (17288 Skyline Blvd., Woodside, 650/851-0303, 8am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-7pm Sun., $8-35) was built in the early 1900s as a general store to support the logging industry. The porch and grassy lawn provide ample dining space under the cool cover of the redwoods, and the extensive menu promises something for everyone.






4 Año Nuevo Point Trail



AÑO NUEVO STATE PARK


[image: Image]


Set between the Santa Cruz Mountains and the Pacific Ocean, this hike visits a gorgeous natural habitat for migrating birds, elephant seals, and a variety of other animals and plants.


BEST: Winter Hikes


DISTANCE: 4.3 miles (6.9 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 200 feet (61 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Dirt, sand fire road, gravel, wooden boardwalk, single-track


USERS: Hikers, wheelchair users on part of the trail


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: $10 day-use fee per vehicle, or California State Parks Pass


MAPS: Select “Brochures” then “Park Brochure” on the park website; at the park entrance station


PARK HOURS: 8:30am-sunset daily


TRAILHEAD: Año Nuevo State Park Parking Lot


FACILITIES: Restrooms and drinking fountain at the trailhead, vault toilets at the Staging Area


CONTACT: California State Parks, 650/879-2025, www.parks.ca.gov


[image: image]


START THE HIKE


December to March, reservations are required to visit the preserve, and you can only visit on a guided tour. Tickets typically go on sale in October. When reservations are not required, April to November, a free visitor permit is required to do this hike. See the park website for more information on reservations, tours, and getting a permit.


This hike meets ADA trail standards for the first 1.3 miles (2.1 km), but that part of the trail does not connect with the elephant seal viewing areas. For mobility assistance to view the elephant seals, make a reservation for an Equal Access Tour, described on the park website.



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.3: Parking Lot to Cove Beach Junction



Begin hiking Año Nuevo Point Trail from the southwest corner of the parking lot. When the trail splits at 0.1 mile (0.2 km), continue right (west). At 0.2 mile (0.3 km) is a junction with New Years Creek Trail, which goes left (south) along the coast and turns to meet Highway 1. Continue straight to remain on Año Nuevo Point Trail as it runs along the top of an earthen dam that creates an invaluable habitat for endangered species.


As you pass a pond at 0.3 mile (0.5 km), a short turnoff to the left (south) leads down to Cove Beach. From the junction, you may see any number of birds enjoying the seashore and the pond, including pelicans, sandpipers, and a variety of gulls.



[image: Image] MILE 0.3-0.8: Cove Beach Junction to Año Nuevo Coast Natural Preserve



You’ll come back to the beach on the return trip; for now, continue on Año Nuevo Point Trail and cross a wooden bridge over the Frijoles fault. The trail briefly turns north, and one of the most scenic spots of the hike is when it curves back toward the coast at 0.4 mile (0.6 km)—take in the views over the pond and have a seat on the bench to see the ridge of the Santa Cruz Mountains.


Turning inland, continue right (west) on Año Nuevo Point Trail as it slightly gains elevation. When you see a small stand of Monterey pines ahead, you’ve almost arrived at the Staging Area and Natural Preserve Trailhead. The junction is at 0.8 mile (1.3 km), and hikers must present a permit (or proceed with a guide) to enter the Año Nuevo Coast Natural Preserve area beyond this point.



[image: Image] MILE 0.8-1.7: Año Nuevo Coast Natural Preserve to Bight Point Loop



Look around the exhibit building before continuing straight on Año Nuevo Point Trail, which travels southwest above the coast. At any point when the water is visible, look for elephant seals and other water mammals like otters and sea lions.


After a brief boardwalk section, at 1.3 miles (2.1 km) the accessible part of the trail ends and the surface becomes sand. Take the trail split left (south) toward South Point. Ropes line the path and brown park signs help keep hikers oriented toward the point and your first views of Año Nuevo Island, with the remains of a 19th-century lighthouse and a fog signal station. Birds like Brandt’s cormorants call the island home, and according to one docent, sea lions roam up and down the stairs of the historic keeper’s house.


Continue northwest along the coast to the boardwalk junction for Bight Point Loop at 1.7 miles (2.7 km). Turn left (west) onto the boardwalk and stay left to begin the loop. Year-round, you can look down the beach toward North Point for lounging elephant seals, or use the boardwalk’s binoculars to see farther out to the water and Año Nuevo Island.



[image: Image] MILE 1.7-4.3: Bight Point Loop to Parking Lot



After completing the loop, continue west on Año Nuevo Point Trail toward North Point. Cross over a short bridge, where the path narrows and the sand deepens. Follow signs for the North Point Viewing Area and stay on trail to protect the fragile dune habitat filled with coastal bush lupine, coast paintbrush, California goldenbush, and coyote brush. At 2.2 miles (3.5 km), you’ve reached the end of Año Nuevo Point Trail.


Return the way you came, taking a quick detour down to Cove Beach at 3.8 miles (6.1 km), just past the stand of pines by the pond. If you choose to explore the beach, beware of high tides. Back on Año Nuevo Point Trail, continue east in the direction of the trailhead. When the trail splits at 4.2 miles (6.8 km), stay right (south) to explore the historic Cypress Dairy complex before taking the path north back to the parking lot.


DIRECTIONS


From San Mateo, take Highway 92 to Half Moon Bay, and turn left onto Highway 1 (Cabrillo Hwy.). Continue for 27.6 miles (44 km) and turn right onto New Years Creek Road to enter the park.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.1197, −122.3073; 37°7′10.9″ N, 122°18′26.3″ W
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AÑO NUEVO COAST NATURAL PRESERVE







[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BREWS


A quick 5 miles (8.1 km) and 7 minutes up the road is Highway 1 Brewing Company (5720 Cabrillo Hwy., Pescadero, 650/879-9243, www.highway1brewing.com, noon-5pm Fri.-Sun.). A “casual coastal sanctuary,” the outdoor beer garden is kid- and dog-friendly, and all beers are brewed on-site, sourced with sustainable and local ingredients.






5 Hunter’s Point Loop



FREMONT OLDER PRESERVE


[image: Image]


This short hike provides enough of a challenge to get your heart pumping, along with the serenity of a dense forest, the delight of wildflowers when in bloom, and wide-open views of the Santa Clara Valley and beyond at the 945-foot (288-m) Hunter’s Point hilltop.


DISTANCE: 2.9 miles (4.7 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1 hour


ELEVATION GAIN: 560 feet (171 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Dirt, gravel, single-track


USERS: Hikers, mountain bikers, horseback riders, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Select “Download Map” on the park website


PARK HOURS: 30 minutes before sunrise to 30 minutes after sunset daily


TRAILHEAD: Prospect Parking Area


FACILITIES: None


CONTACT: Midpeninsula Regional Open Space, 650/691-1200, www.openspace.org [URL inactive]
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START THE HIKE


Seven Springs Trail at places is narrow with steep drop-offs. Take care with children and when passing other hikers. As mountain bikers are allowed on all sections of this hike, be alert to the possibility of their approach.



[image: Image] MILE 0-1.1: Prospect Parking Area to Ranch Road Intersection



Start this hike at the northwest corner of the Prospect Parking Area on Cora Older Trail. The dirt path immediately and steadily climbs up a switchback, bordered by lush greenery of oak and bay trees, poison oak, toyon, coyote brush, and wildflowers like redstem stork’s bill and orange bush monkey flower. In less than 0.5 mile (0.8 km), the trail ascends 200 feet (61 m) into an open grassy hillside.


At the three-way junction at 0.4 mile (0.6 km), turn right (northwest) onto Seven Springs Trail. The trail continues to rise another 500 feet (152 m) then snakes down under the tree canopy, along the bends of a canyon with steep drop-offs and into the abundant forest, with glimpses of the Diablo Range in the distance. Look for the remnants of an old walnut orchard as the path continues and then runs along a streambed at the floor of the small valley.


At 1.1 miles (1.8 km), the trail reaches an intersection with Ranch Road.



[image: Image] MILE 1.1-2.1: Ranch Road Intersection to Hunter’s Point Spur



Cross Ranch Road to stay on Seven Springs Trail headed northeast, briefly staying along the valley floor before leaving the shade while climbing the opposite side of the canyon, catching frequent views of the Santa Clara Valley. At 1.3 miles (2.1 km), the trail skirts the park’s eastern boundary, passing an electric tower, and then turns left (west) into grasslands.


Just over 0.5 mile (0.8 km) later, Seven Springs Trail turns left (south) when it reaches a junction with Woodhills Loop Trail at 1.9 miles (3.1 km). Continue straight (west) onto Woodhills Loop Trail and continue farther uphill, arriving at the spur trail for Hunter’s Point at 2.1 miles (3.4 km). Along the way, look for the turkey vultures in the sky and the quail that scurry on the ground.



[image: Image] MILE 2.1-2.9: Hunter’s Point Spur to Prospect Parking Area



Turn left (northeast) onto the spur for Hunter’s Point and finish the climb. You can sit on the park bench with nothing to impede the view. Peer down on the path you’ve hiked and out to 360-degree views of the San Francisco Bay Area. Mount Hamilton is in view to the east, to the north Mount Tamalpais, and to the south Mount Umunhum.


From the spur, return to Woodhills Loop Trail and continue left (south) on the loop through the grasslands. At 2.2 miles (3.5 km) is an intersection at the confluence of Ranch Road and Seven Springs Trail, where Woodhills Loop Trails joins Hayfield Trail. Stay right (west), continuing on Hayfield Trail, and then straight (south) where Regnart Trail meets Hayfield Trail. Continue to descend and return to the Cora Older Trail-Seven Springs Trail-Hayfield junction at 2.5 miles (4 km).


Take Cora Older Trail right (south) to return the way you came.


DIRECTIONS


From San Jose, take I-280 and then exit 12B onto Highway 85 south toward Gilroy. After 2.7 miles (4.3 km), take the exit for De Anza Boulevard and turn right. Continue for 0.5 mile (0.8 km) and turn right onto Prospect Road. Continue for 0.4 mile (0.6 km) and then turn left to cross the railroad tracks and remain on Prospect Road. In 1.1 miles (1.8 km), turn left again to stay on Prospect Road for less than 0.5 mile (0.8 km) to arrive at the preserve’s Prospect Parking Area.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.2860, −122.0553; 37°17′9.6″ N, 122°3′19.1″ W
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HUNTER’S POINT LOOP







[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BREWS


Located in a building considered “heritage architecture,” Off the Rails Brewing (111 S. Murphy Ave., Sunnyvale, 408/773-9500, www.offtherailsbrewing.com, 11am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-10pm Sat., 10am-9pm Sun.) offers a variety of beers on tap and a full menu, along with patio seating and board game and trivia nights. Eight miles (12.9 km) and 20 minutes from the trailhead, take Highway 85 north to exit 23 for Evelyn Avenue to arrive in Sunnyvale.






6 Eagle Rock



ALUM ROCK PARK
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This easy, family-friendly hike takes you near the remnants of stone grottos and up along the north rim of the canyon to beautiful views of the South Bay and the valley below.


DISTANCE: 2.7 miles (4.3 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 325 feet (99 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Dirt fire road, gravel, paved


USERS: Hikers, mountain bikers, horseback riders


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: $6 per day parking, $10 on holidays


MAPS: Park website


PARK HOURS: 8am to 30 minutes after sunset daily


TRAILHEAD: Alum Rock Visitor Center


FACILITIES: Restrooms at visitor center


CONTACT: City of San José Parks, 408/259-5477, www.sanjoseca.gov


[image: image]


Founded in 1872, Alum Rock is California’s oldest municipal park and was once a nationally known health spa. The park was named for a giant boulder once thought to be made of alum, a compound containing aluminum. The rock was later found to be manganese, was mined, and is now gone. Until the 1930s, the Alum Rock Steam Railroad shuttled riders from downtown San Jose to enjoy the park’s 27 mineral springs, indoor swimming pool, and tea garden. According to one park ranger, the path where this hike begins was part of the train’s route. On the North Rim Trail are remnants of a stone grotto, marking one of the park’s mineral springs.


START THE HIKE


The park may close during periods of high fire danger, so call ahead to confirm that the park is open on the day you want to visit. As you’re hiking, make sure to listen for bikers calling out that they’re passing, and be prepared to yield to equestrians.



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.4: Visitor Center to North Rim Trail



From the visitor center, take the wide path immediately outside to the east. The creek is on your left, with the parking lot on the other side of it. The path merges onto the Penitencia Trail just before passing the Youth Science Institute’s Science and Nature Center (noon-4pm Wed.-Fri., 10:30am-4:30pm Sat.-Sun.), to the south. The center houses unique artifacts, collections, and resources that connect the public with nature while teaching science. Young and old are welcome to visit and learn.


At 0.2 mile (0.3 km), the trail intersects with the South Rim Trail to the right (south). Continue on the Penitencia Trail as it curves left (north). Look for the first of several stone grottos in the area, built into the rock walls along the right (east) side of the trail. Over 20 different mineral springs were identified in 1891 and 1892, and to protect them, tunnels were dug into the hillside and masons created the grottos. You may catch a whiff of the sulfur compounds seeping from the rocks here before you even see the grotto. For kids, you could use the opportunity to introduce the element sulfur and the periodic table.


Cross a small bridge left (west) to Mineral Springs Loop Trail at 0.4 mile (0.6 km) and immediately turn left (southwest) to meet the North Rim Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 0.4-1.4: North Rim Trail to Eagle Rock



The North Rim Trail gradually makes its way uphill, hugging the canyon, and intersects with Weather Loop Trail at 0.9 mile (1.4 km); stay straight (west). The trail then descends before crossing with the Weather Loop Trail-Todd Quick Trail at 1 mile (1.6 km). You can take the Todd Quick Trail to add a strenuous mile (1.6 km) to your hike. To the south are continuous clear views down the canyon with oak trees speckled throughout. Kids will enjoy spotting birds riding the wind, and parents will want to keep them on the inside of the wide trail.


At 1.1 miles (1.8 km), North Rim Trail again intersects with the Todd Quick Trail. Stay on North Rim and continue to descend another 0.1 mile (0.2 km).


At 1.2 miles (1.9 km), the trail travels back uphill. Pay close attention to the signs on the right (north) side of the trail and watch for the right-side turnoff to Eagle Rock Trail at 1.3 miles (2.1 km). (If you reach Lariat Trail, you’ve gone too far down North Rim Trail.)


The short final push to Eagle Rock rewards hikers with three viewing benches overlooking the South Bay and the opportunity to explore and scramble around the igneous Eagle Rock.



[image: Image] MILE 1.4-2.7: Eagle Rock to Visitor Center



Return to the visitor center by hiking back the way you came.



DIRECTIONS



From downtown San Jose, follow East Taylor Street northeast for 3.4 miles (5.5 km) as it turns into Mabury Road. Turn left onto North White Road. After 0.5 mile (0.8 km), turn right onto Penitencia Creek Road to enter the park’s main entrance. Follow the road through the park to the visitor center parking lot.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.3971, −121.7987; 37°23′49.6″ N, 121°47′55.3″ W
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EAGLE ROCK TRAIL







[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BREWS


Make your way to Faultline Brewery (1235 Oakmead Pkwy., Sunnyvale, 408/736-2739, www.faultlinebrewing.com, 11am-9am Mon.-Fri., 10am-9pm Sat.-Sun.), just 13 miles (20.9 km) and 26 minutes from the trailhead. Situated by a small lake, this brewery and restaurant features gorgeous scenery and four award-winning flagship beers. To get here, hop on U.S. 101 west to Sunnyvale, then take Lawrence Parkway south to Oakmead Parkway.






7 Almaden Quicksilver Loop



ALMADEN QUICKSILVER COUNTY PARK


[image: Image]


As you pass through forests and over streams, admire the expansive city views and take in Mount Umunhum and the Diablo Range.


BEST: Dog-Friendly Hikes


DISTANCE: 5.9 miles (9.5 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 830 feet (253 m)


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


TRAIL: Paved road, dirt, single-track


USERS: Hikers, mountain bikers, horseback riders, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: None


MAPS: Select “Available Documents” then “Almaden Quicksilver County Park Guide Map” on the park website


PARK HOURS: 8am-sunset daily


TRAILHEAD: Webb Canyon trail entry


FACILITIES: None


CONTACT: Santa Clara County Parks, 408/535-4070, https://parks.sccgov.org [URL inactive]
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START THE HIKE


Do not eat or drink anything from within the park. Sediments that contain mercury have been deposited in some of the local reservoirs and streams, which may have been converted to toxic methyl mercury by naturally occurring bacteria. Stick to what you carry in, and be sure to carry it out.


The Randol Trail can be closed seasonally due to poor trail conditions—check the park’s website to make sure it’s open before starting this hike.



[image: Image] MILE 0-1.4: Webb Canyon Trail Entry to Cinnabar Trail



From the Webb Canyon trail entry, walk south through the park gate to remain on Webb Canyon Road. Leave the neighborhood behind and head up the paved road to the marker for Webb Canyon Trail at 0.2 mile (0.3 km).


Turn right (west) onto Webb Canyon Trail. Continue to climb as the trail curves north, quickly rewarding you with views of the Diablo Range far to the northeast. The trail curves in a broad C shape, first turning west and then south. At 0.6 mile (1 km), Webb Canyon Trail ends where it runs into New Almaden Trail. Turn right (west) onto New Almaden. The single-track trail zigzags in and out of canyons and rolls over seasonal streams that dry out by summer, with intermittent views of the city and the mountains.


At 1.4 miles (2.3 km), the trail briefly travels along a wire fence that marks the park border before reaching the trail marker for the intersection with Cinnabar Trail, named after the red pigment the Indigenous Ohlone people used for religious ceremonies and as decorative body paint.



[image: Image] MILE 1.4-2.1: Cinnabar Trail to Randol Trail



Turn left (south) to follow the Cinnabar Trail. Although this connector trail is just 0.1 mile (0.2 km), the exposed 100-foot (30-m) elevation gain up the steep slope is a heart-pumping climb. At the top of Cinnabar Trail, turn left (south) onto Mine Hill Trail. This wide dirt and gravel fire road is heavily used by hikers, equestrians, and mountain bikers. Views open up to the west, revealing the beauty of the Guadalupe Reservoir, the foothills of the Santa Cruz Mountains, and Mount Umunhum. At 1.8 miles (2.9 km) into the hike is a memorial bench overlooking the reservoir, a perfect spot to rest.


Just past the memorial bench, the Mine Hill Trail intersects with the Guadalupe Trail, which descends west from Mine Hill to follow the northeast portion of the reservoir. Remain on Mine Hill Trail, heading southeast above the reservoir to the junction with the Randol Trail at 2.1 miles (3.4 km).



[image: Image] MILE 2.1-4: Randol Trail to New Almaden Trail



Turn left (northeast) onto the wide Randol Trail, shared with equestrians and bikers. At 3.7 miles (6 km), Randol Trail intersects with Prospect 3 Trail at the highest point of this hike (1,000 ft/305 m). Hike to the lone picnic table and look left across the grasslands, taking in the panoramic view of San Jose.


From the picnic table, look for the exposed single-track Prospect 3 Trail to the west. There is no trail marker here, but the path should be easy to spot. The steep dirt and gravel trail runs north and descends 150 feet (46 m) over 0.2 mile (0.3 km). Watch for the prickly yellow star thistle that borders the narrow path. Prospect 3 Trail meets New Almaden Trail at 4 miles (6.4 km).



[image: Image] MILE 4-5.9: New Almaden Trail to Webb Canyon Trail Entry



As you turn left (west) onto New Almaden Trail, you’re about 1.25 miles (2 km) east of where you first started the hike. The trail winds along the hillside with slight changes in elevation, and at 4.2 miles (6.8 km) it crosses a seasonal creek. After the crossing, the creek runs parallel to the trail. There are a few bridge crossings until the 4.6-mile (7.4-km) mark, and some tricky roots to navigate on narrower sections of the trail.


Continue downhill to the convergence of trails at 5.3 miles (8.5 km), where you turn right (north) at the Webb Canyon trail marker and retrace your earlier route 0.6 mile (1 km) to the Webb Canyon trail entry.


DIRECTIONS


From downtown San Jose, take Almaden Expressway south for 6.7 miles (10.8 km) to Trinidad Drive and turn right. After 0.2 mile (0.3 km), turn left onto Elwood Road for 0.8 mile (1.3 km) and then right onto Echo Valley Drive. Travel for 0.2 mile (0.3 km) to Webb Canyon Drive, which dead-ends at the trailhead and park entrance. Commonly known as the Webb Canyon trail entry, it’s not an official entrance; park on neighborhood streets, avoiding driveways and fire lanes.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.2040, −121.8632; 37°12′14.4″ N, 121°51′47.5″ W
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ALMADEN QUICKSILVER LOOP







[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BREWS


After your hike, grab a beer at Uproar Brewing Company (439 S. 1st St., San Jose, 408/673-2266, www.uproarbrewing.com, 4pm-11pm Sun. and Wed.-Thurs., noon-midnight Fri., 4pm-midnight Sat.), just over 11 miles (17.7 km) from the trailhead in downtown San Jose. For something refreshing and light, try their Sofa-King Good Hazy IPA for a melon and citrus taste.






8 Uvas Canyon Waterfall Loop



UVAS CANYON COUNTY PARK


[image: Image]


Follow this loop to see multiple waterfalls, immerse yourself in the lush shaded forest, and take in views of Uvas Canyon and the Santa Cruz Mountains.


BEST: Spring Hikes


DISTANCE: 3.5 miles (5.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 760 feet (232 m)


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


TRAIL: Paved road, dirt, dirt and gravel fire road, rock, single-track


USERS: Hikers, leashed dogs


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: $6 day-use fee per vehicle; advanced parking reservations at www.gooutsideandplay.org


MAPS: Select “Uvas Canyon County Park Guide Map” on the park website; at the park entrance station


PARK HOURS: 8am-sunset daily


TRAILHEAD: Day-use parking lot


FACILITIES: Restrooms at the trailhead


CONTACT: Santa Clara County Parks, 408/779-9232, https://parks.sccgov.org [URL inactive]


[image: image]


START THE HIKE


To get to the park, the road passes through Sveadal, a private Swedish cultural heritage site and recreation area belonging to the Swedish American Patriotic League. Respect their privacy and drive slowly, and be ready to back up to share the narrow road with other traffic.


Note that while the park closes at sunset, the majority of this hike is well shaded and within the canyon—the trails get dark earlier than sunset. Be prepared with appropriate gear for creek crossings year-round, and check in at the park gate to confirm trail conditions before starting your hike.



[image: Image] MILE 0-0.8: Day-Use Parking Lot to Contour Trail



From the day-use parking lot at the park’s entrance, take the stairs at the northwest end up to the restrooms. Follow the path southwest (left) past the picnic area and amphitheater to meet the paved park road. Turn right (southwest) onto the road, keeping right at the fork, headed in the direction of the campground, not left toward the Black Oak Group Area. Follow the road briefly downhill and look for the trail marker to join the Waterfall Loop Nature Trail to the left (south) at 0.14 mile (0.2 km).


The trail goes up rocky stairs and passes over a bridge, looking down on the 5-foot (1.5-m) Granuja Falls that gently flows over the rocks in Swanson Creek. Shortly after the bridge at 0.2 mile (0.3 km) is a fork in the trail. Stay right (southwest) and continue onto Waterfall Loop Road. The wide path crosses another bridge over Swanson Creek and then runs parallel to the creek on the left, steadily leading uphill.


At 0.6 mile (1 km), the trail intersects with the spur trail to the 35-foot (11-m) Black Rock Falls. It’s 0.6 mile (1 km) out and back if you choose to add it, but the falls typically only flow after the winter rains into spring and dry up by summer. At 0.8 mile (1.3 km), the trail arrives at a picnic table at Myrtle Flats, once the site of an early settler’s cabin. Here is a multiway junction, where the Waterfall Loop Nature Trail U-turns and descends toward the creek. To the right (west) is the Knobcone Trail, a steep 0.4-mile (0.6-km) out-and-back to Knobcone Point. Continue straight (southwest) by crossing the bridge where a trail marker indicates the start of the Contour Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 0.8-2.7: Contour Trail to Alec Canyon Trail



After crossing the bridge, on the left is the unmarked yet impressive Upper Falls, and on the right is a spur trail for Basin Falls, 0.8 mile (1.3 km) out and back if you choose to add it to your hike. Otherwise, continue straight (southwest) on Contour Trail. As tempting as it is to keep your eyes on the multilevel Upper Falls, watch your footing, as the trail continues to ascend over the rocky terrain and up wooden steps.


At 1.3 miles (2.1 km), follow the signs to carefully cross the creek. Most people utilize the many boulders; make sure to test them for stability before taking a step. Note that due to seasonal high-water flows, the creek may at times be impassable, and you have to stop here and return the way you came.


If you’re able to cross the creek, take the rocky stairs up into the forest to the right (south). At the top of the stairs, take the abrupt 180-degree switchback to the left. Though a faint trail seems to continue in the other direction, heed the posted signs and remain on the designated trail. At 2.7 miles (4.3 km), Contour Trail ends at Alec Canyon Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 2.7-3.5: Alec Canyon Trail to Day-Use Parking Lot



Turn left (west) onto the wide-open Alec Canyon Trail, which begins a 400-foot (122-m) descent over 0.8 mile (1.3 km) back to the parking lot. At 0.1 mile (0.2 km) along Alec Canyon, look for a bench and a picnic table with a stunning view of the Santa Cruz Mountains and the foothills to the east. At 3.3 miles (5.3 km), continue down the switchbacks toward the Black Oak Group Area. From the group area, take the paved road east, back to the path that brought you to the road, past the amphitheater, picnic area, restrooms, and down the stairs to the parking lot.


DIRECTIONS


From San Jose, take U.S. 101 south for 12.5 miles (20.1 km) to exit 373 for Bailey Avenue. Turn right onto Bailey Avenue and continue southwest for 3 miles (4.8 km) to McKean Road. Turn left onto McKean Road, which becomes Uvas Road after 2.2 miles (3.5 km). Turn right onto Croy Road, which narrows and passes through the private property of Sveadal; stay on the road and drive slowly. After 4.4 miles (7.1 km) on Croy Road is the park’s entrance.


GPS COORDINATES: 37.0844, −121.7930; 37°5′3.8″ N, 121°47′34.8″ W




[image: Image] BEST NEARBY BREWS


Inspired by the famed long-distance Camino de Santiago hiking route in Spain, the draft menu at Camino Brewing Co. (718 S. 1st St., San Jose, 408/352-5331, www.caminobrewing.com, 5pm-11pm Tues.-Fri., noon-11pm Sat., noon-9pm Sun.) includes a tribute to Spain in its Café con Leche Coffee Milk Stout as well as a nonalcoholic sparkling water made with Lemondrop hops, called Hop Water. From the parking lot at Uvas Canyon, travel 28.2 miles (45 km) or 40 minutes north on U.S. 101, taking exit 384 for downtown San Jose.

























	
NEARBY CAMPGROUNDS







	NAME

	DESCRIPTION

	FACILITIES

	SEASON

	FEE










	Black Mountain Backpack Camp

	1.5-mi/2.4-km hike from the Monte Bello Parking Area, with 500 ft/152 m elevation gain

	4 single campsites and 1 group site for up to 24 people, nonpotable water, no trash, food lockers, no fires allowed except gas camp stoves in designated areas only

	year-round

	$2 pp; permit required






	Monte Bello Open Space Preserve, Montebello Road, Los Altos, 650/691-1200, www.openspace.org [URL inactive]






	Francis State Beach

	Beach access

	52 campsites, picnic tables, fire rings, no water or sewer hookups, restrooms, coin-operated hot showers, firewood

	year-round

	from $35






	Half Moon Bay State Park, 800/444-7275, www.reservecalifornia.com







	Joseph D. Grant County Park

	Lake only for fishing; trails access

	40 campsites, restrooms, showers, fire rings

	year-round

	from $34






	Santa Clara County Parks, 408/274-6121, https://parks.sccgov.org [URL inactive]












EAST BAY



Over the Bay Bridge from San Francisco, the East Bay offers an abundance of easy escapes from its many cities. Containing the vast East Bay Regional Parks’ network of nature trails and other green spaces, you can find yourself under the canopy of a redwood forest, at the summit of a mountain, scrambling through wind caves, or hiking around the remnants of a 10-million-year-old volcano, and back in civilization by dinnertime.


 


1   Stream-East Ridge Loop


DISTANCE: 3.2 miles (5.2 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


EFFORT: Easy


 


2   Briones Loop


DISTANCE: 5 miles (8.1 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2 hours


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


3   Mount Diablo Waterfalls Loop


DISTANCE: 5.8 miles (9.3 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3 hours


EFFORT: Moderate


 


4   Rocky Ridge View-Elderberry Loop


DISTANCE: 5.2 miles (8.4 km) round-trip


DURATION: 2.5 hours


EFFORT: Easy-moderate


 


5   Mission Peak


DISTANCE: 7.3 miles (11.7 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3.5 hours


EFFORT: Moderate-strenuous


 


6   Little Yosemite


DISTANCE: 3.1 miles (5 km)


DURATION: 1.5 hours


EFFORT: Easy


[image: image]
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ROCKY RIDGE VIEW-ELDERBERRY LOOP





TOP EXPERIENCE



1 Stream-East Ridge Loop



DR. AURELIA REINHARDT REDWOOD REGIONAL PARK


[image: Image]


Follow the babbling Redwood Creek as it curves through the redwoods to countless hibernating ladybugs, then climb to the top of the East Ridge for scenic Oakland views.


BEST: Kid-Friendly Hikes


DISTANCE: 3.2 miles (5.2 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hours


ELEVATION GAIN: 570 feet (174 m)


EFFORT: Easy


TRAIL: Dirt, fire road


USERS: Hikers, dogs, mountain bikers on part of the trail, horseback riders on part of the trail


SEASON: Year-round


PASSES/FEES: $5 day-use fee per vehicle weekends and holidays April-October, $2 per dog, free for guide dogs and service dogs


MAPS: Select “View Map” on the park website


PARK HOURS: 5am-10pm daily


TRAILHEAD: Skyline Gate Staging Area


FACILITIES: Vault toilets at the trailhead


CONTACT: East Bay Regional Park District, 888/327-2757, www.ebparks.org


[image: image]


START THE HIKE


This hike is popular for families and dog owners, with the return on the ridge also popular with mountain bikers. Dogs are required to be on-leash on Stream Trail, as well as within 200 feet (61 m) of any trailhead and in parking areas. Be respectful of others on the trail. If you do this hike November to February, bring along a magnifying glass to get a close-up look of the ladybug loveliness on the Stream Trail.



[image: Image] MILE 0-1.6: Skyline Gate Staging Area to Prince Trail Junction



Start the hike on the south end of Skyline Gate Staging Area where West Ridge Trail and Stream Trail begin and join the Stream Trail, heading southeast. Until this trail reaches Prince Trail, you will gradually descend 500 vertical feet (152 m) into Redwood Creek Canyon.


The wide path winds through redwoods along Redwood Creek, a primary spawning and rearing habitat for rainbow trout and California newts. The shade of creek bank plants such as ferns and huckleberries, plus the canopy of the trees, help keep the water cool with enough oxygen to support aquatic life.


Composed of soft dirt covered in leaves and needles, the path practically bounces back under your steps, making the 1.6 miles (2.6 km) to Prince Trail go by quickly. At 0.4 mile (0.6 km), pass the junction to Girls Camp, a primitive group campsite just south of Stream Trail. After another 0.4 mile (0.6 km), the trail intercepts Eucalyptus Trail to the left (east).


Beginning around this junction, and if you are here during just the right time window between November and February, look for ladybug colonies. Fun fact: A group of ladybugs is called a loveliness, and to stay warm in the colder months, they hibernate in groups. Look for them in the bushes, branches, rock crevices, and fence posts.


Continue your stroll until you arrive at the picnic bench at the intersection with Prince Trail at 1.6 miles (2.6 km).



[image: Image] MILE 1.6-3.2: Prince Trail Junction to Skyline Gate Staging Area



Turn left (north) and begin the ascent up the short 0.4-mile (0.6 km) Prince Trail. As the wide trail climbs, it leaves the redwoods of Redwood Creek behind for a mix of oak, madrone, and bay laurel trees.


Where the trail intersects with East Ridge Trail at 2 miles (3.2 km), turn left (west) on this often sunny trail. There may be much more activity than on the previous trails of this hike. Dogs run off-leash, and the multiuse trail is heavily trafficked. The trail continues to ascend; benches along the way are a great place to take a breath and take in the view. Atop the ridge, the trees are mostly pines, but the views include dense redwood forests and, on a clear day, Mount Diablo.
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