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Emerald Bay from the top of Eagle Falls.





There’s a Tahoe for every season. In winter, days speed by as you rush down the slick slopes. In autumn, you can wander in golden and red valleys. Summer days call for jumping off boulders into the lake’s crisp water. In spring, trails painted with wildflowers lead to alpine lakes you may have all to yourself. Any time of year, take to the mountains to hike, bike, and climb, or get out on the lake by sailboat or kayak. Then relax with a soak in natural hot springs. With the shifting colors of the sunset, these days fade into nights spent sampling craft brews or sharing fireside s’mores.


To the east, granite mountains give way to stark desert and Reno, “The Biggest Little City in the World.” The nickname fits now more than ever, as the town’s Wild West saloon hospitality blends with a newer, more modern sensibility, marked by Burning Man creativity. Casinos radiating neon nostalgia sit side-by-side with a growing Midtown district filled with urban art and farm-to-table restaurants. Throw back a beer at a century-old bar, or sip spirits in a high-tech distillery.


Now is your time in Tahoe: when the sapphire blue of the water pierces the pine-studded greenery and your heart skips a beat.
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the Potholes in Eldorado National Forest
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climber on Tahoe’s Via Ferrata









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Ski and Snowboard: Hit the slopes bright and early to set down the first tracks in the snow at one of Tahoe’s renowned mountain resorts.
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2 Take a Hike: Discover Tahoe’s breathtaking scenery on trails to alpine lakes, secret beaches, and mighty peaks.
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3 Hit the Beach: Bask in the sunshine on one of Tahoe’s 270 sunny days a year.
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4 Get Artsy in Reno: Enjoy Reno’s colorful murals, Burning Man sculptures, and world-class exhibits.
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5 Catch the Sunset: Watch the sun sink into the lake from the granite crags of Cave Rock, or from onboard a sunset cruise.
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6 Celebrate: There’s always fun to be had at a local festival, whether you’re dancing on the sand to live music, seeing a Shakespeare play, or heading for the sky in a hot-air balloon.
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7 Drive Around the Lake: Make the spellbinding drive around Lake Tahoe’s 72-mile border, stopping at scenic viewpoints and meandering through charming mountain towns.
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8 Sample Local Brews: See what’s on tap at Tahoe’s award-winning craft breweries… or opt for something with a stronger kick at high-tech distilleries.
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9 Ride Back to the Wild West: In nearby frontier towns you can soak in hot springs, tour silver mines, and raise a glass at Nevada’s first bar.
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10 Paddle Emerald Bay: Explore its crystalline waters and rocky shores by kayak.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


South Shore


The South Shore is Tahoe’s rambunctious side. Its casinos and strip malls might not radiate mountain charm, but they certainly come with a lot of liveliness. This is the spot for travelers who want to pair alpine adventure with a bustling social scene and phenomenal entertainment. The South Shore provides the easiest access to Desolation Wilderness, Emerald Bay, and D. L. Bliss State Park. The ski areas of Heavenly and Sierra-at-Tahoe are located on Tahoe’s South Shore.


North and West Shores


Hugging Tahoe’s laid-back North and West Shores are cozy mountain towns and picturesque beaches. The West Shore is quieter than the North Shore, with only a few small enclaves and little in the way of amenities. Tahoe City is the biggest town on this part of the lake, with a walkable downtown, restaurants, and beaches. Twenty minutes north of Tahoe is Truckee, a hip mountain town with an Old West feel. Truckee has its own lake, Donner Lake, and is close to many of the North Shore’s ski resorts.
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Tahoe in autumn





East Shore


Miles of untouched land and isolated beaches represent the East Shore. The least developed part of Tahoe, the East Shore is an amazing escape for those looking to lose the crowds and be one with nature—this is the place to find your own private pocket of shoreline. Lake Tahoe Nevada State Park is home to Sand Harbor, Spooner Lake and Backcountry, and Cave Rock. The wealthy lakeside towns of Crystal Bay and Incline Village rest on the East Shore’s northern edge. This is where visitors will find accommodations and restaurants. Skiers and snowboarders can head to Diamond Peak or Mt. Rose.
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beach chairs at the Hyatt Regency Lake Tahoe in Incline Village
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Carson Pass



Miles of granite mountains, secret hot springs, and secluded swimming holes greet those who venture into the remote ranges of Carson Pass. There is very little in the way of visitor services here, aside from the quaint town of Markleeville, a few small resorts in Hope Valley, and Kirkwood Mountain Resort. This region is designed for outdoor adventurers looking to bag peaks, camp at alpine lakes, and bike the craggy terrain.


Reno


Reno’s portrayal in pop culture is a far cry from the real town. Reno is happening. Artists are filling its streets with murals, an eclectic culinary scene is growing by the day, and tech companies are redefining the economy. The neon downtown is still a destination for gamblers, but Reno’s up-and-coming neighborhoods offer much more. Reno is home to world-class craft breweries, beautiful city parks, miles of hiking and biking trails, and top-notch museums.


Nevada’s Frontier Towns


This region outside Reno was the center of Nevada’s economy during the silver rush. Carson City, Virginia City, and Genoa embody the spirit of the Wild West. History buffs can explore mines, stop at trading posts on the Emigrant Trail, and drink at the state’s first bar.


Know Before You Go


When to Go


Tahoe has four very distinct seasons, each with its own advantages. Winter and summer are the busiest times of year in Tahoe, and weekends are always more crowded than weekdays. During the peak seasons, rates skyrocket, parking can be tricky, and sights are often crowded. If you’re visiting during this time, try and hit the major tourist spots in the early morning or late afternoon.


If hiking and biking are high on your list of activities, make a point to get to trailheads early. In summer, when it stays light until 9pm, hikes can be started later in the afternoon to avoid midday crowds. In fall and winter, when the sun sets earlier in the day, it’s important to allow plenty of time to arrive back at the trailhead before dark.


Visitors who come in the off-seasons of fall and spring can find great deals and will often have trails and sights all to themselves.


WINTER


Tahoe winters are bustling with skiers and snowboarders, especially on weekends. The most crowded and expensive times to visit during the winter are Thanksgiving, Christmas, Martin Luther King Jr. Day, and Presidents Day. Many tourist attractions and state park trails are closed during winter. Tahoe is sunny all year round, and the snow on the mountains can turn into the infamous “Sierra cement” by late afternoon. For the best snow, stay in the trees.


SPRING


From the time the ski resorts shut down—usually in April—until summer, Tahoe is quiet. Access to trails can vary depending on how snowy the winter was. Low-elevation trails usually open during this season, but snowshoes may be necessary depending on the year. Snow is still on the peaks, and the towns around the lake feel empty. Hotel rooms will cost up to 70 percent less than peak-season prices.




Ski Deals


BOOK IN ADVANCE


Skiing in Tahoe can be very expensive. The best way to avoid sticker shock is to book tickets online in advance. On-site ticket prices are generally 20 percent higher than advance ticket prices. The further in advance you can book, the better the prices will be, but try to book at least a week in advance.


MULTIDAY TICKETS


Purchasing multiday tickets will save you money. In fact, if you plan on skiing more than four days, it can be worth it to purchase a season pass. Season passes, when purchased in March for the following year, are less expensive than three days of prime window-ticket pricing.


SKI PACKAGES


Many hotels, ski resorts, and ski rental companies offer discounted lift ticket packages. Some of the best places to search for these deals are www.snowpals.com, www.liftopia.com, and www.snowpak.com. Travelers with Costco memberships can also purchase discounted lift tickets in-store.
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skier taking a jump in Tahoe





WEEKDAY DEALS


If you can avoid skiing on weekends and holidays, the prices are always much better. Squaw Valley Alpine Meadows and Sierra-at-Tahoe offer “Fly and Ski” deals, which let travelers ski free with a same-day airline boarding pass. Discounted tickets are available at Mt. Rose, which also has a two-for-one deal on Tuesdays.





SUMMER


Tahoe summers are full of adventure. The warm weather makes swimming in the crisp waters refreshing, and there’s full access to the area’s trails. This is the most popular time of year to visit: Expect crowds everywhere. Campers looking to book the coveted campgrounds at Emerald Bay State Park, Fallen Leaf Lake, Nevada Beach, or Sugar Pine Point should reserve well in advance. Fourth of July and Labor Day are the busiest weekends of the year.


FALL


Fall is a wonderful time of year to visit Tahoe. Crowds usually clear out around September, but snow hasn’t yet closed the trails. Mountain bikers and hikers can have the trails all to themselves, and travelers can have their pick of restaurants and hotels. Fewer water-sport-rental companies post up on the beaches, but kayak and paddleboard rentals are still available around town, so visitors can enjoy a serene day on the unoccupied lake.


Travel Tips


TRAFFIC


Fighting through traffic is a horrible way to start a trip—especially on a weekend. If you’re coming from the San Francisco Bay Area, leave before or after peak times. Get on the road before 10am or after 7pm. If you haven’t left by noon, there’s no point in leaving before 7pm. You’ll wind up stuck in gridlock traffic leaving the Bay Area, passing through Sacramento, and getting in to Tahoe. When leaving Tahoe, it’s best to leave before 10am or after 7pm: Leaving midday on Sunday will add hours to your drive home.


When at all possible, avoid driving in the snow. Not only is it more dangerous, it drastically increases drive times. Road closures are common and chains or 4WD are often required in the winter.


ADVANCE RESERVATIONS


Advance reservations are highly recommended for summer and winter weekends. It’s always possible to book last-minute weekend trips, but expect options to be limited and prices high. If you want to book a nice hotel at a decent rate or one of the more popular campgrounds, you should plan at least a month to three months in advance. Campgrounds in particular book up far in advance, especially the most popular (Fallen Leaf Lake and Emerald Bay), which can book up six months in advance. To snag a table at a nice restaurant, book at least a week in advance. Travelers who come during the shoulder seasons of spring and fall will have their pick of hotels and restaurants.



Best of Tahoe and Reno



Get big-city fun and little-city hospitality in Reno, then head to Lake Tahoe to bask in natural splendor. Along the way explore Nevada’s frontier towns, where the spirit of the Wild West lives on.


Day 1: Reno Midtown and Riverwalk


When you arrive in Reno, drop off your bags at one of its noncasino downtown hotels, like the Whitney Peak Hotel or The Jesse. Head to Midtown to fuel your stomach and mind. Join a food and mural tour with Reno Food Tours, or create your own tour with Art Spot Reno and a stop at Perenn Bakery. Whichever option you choose, don’t miss the excellent Nevada Museum of Art. After admiring world-class art, head to The Eddy to enjoy a local brew. Make some time to stroll along the Riverwalk District and pop into the quirky shops. For dinner, snag a table at Liberty Food and Wine Exchange. End your night with a cocktail and live music at the hidden speakeasy Shim’s Surplus.


Day 2: Reno Downtown and Breweries


Check out awe-inspiring art installations from Burning Man at the Reno Playa Art Park before settling in for breakfast at nearby Daughter’s Café. Put that breakfast-food fuel to good use back in Downtown, where you can channel your inner daredevil to conquer Basecamp’s Big Wall at Whitney Peak. Once you’re back on the ground, sample German fare at Von Bismarck. After lunch, cruise to 4th Street to check out some of Reno’s craft breweries and distilleries. End your brewery walk at The Depot, where you can enjoy more local brews and spirits alongside American pub food.
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Tonglen sculpture by Ryan Mathern in Reno Playa Art Park






Day 3: Carson City, Virginia City, and Gardnerville



Wake up early and drive to historic Virginia City, where you can travel back in time to the days of Nevada’s silver rush. Take a ride on the Virginia & Truckee Railroad, then tour one of the town’s mines. Settle in for lunch at The Cider Factory’s quaint, stone restaurant, then make your way down to Minden for a tour and tasting at Bently Heritage Estate Distillery. Next, visit Nevada’s oldest settlement, Genoa, where you can drink at the state’s very first watering hole, the Genoa Bar. The Pink House, across from Mormon Station, is a must for dinner. Spend the night at 1862 David Walley’s Resort, and soak in the natural hot springs there.


Day 4: South Lake Tahoe


Continue your tour of the area with a 40-minute drive over the Sierra to Lake Tahoe’s South Shore. Start your exploration with a gondola ride to the top of Heavenly for an aerial look at the lake. When you’re done admiring the bird’s-eye view, travel back down for lunch at Sprouts Café. Head to the shoreline to spend the rest of your day relaxing on the beach and playing on the water at Kiva, Pope, and Baldwin Beaches.


In the evening, check into the Edgewood Resort and enjoy an elegant dinner at Edgewood Restaurant (get a table by the floor-to-ceiling windows to take in a dreamy Tahoe sunset). After dinner, s’mores around the resort’s outdoor fire are the perfect way to cap the night.
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fire pits at Edgewood Resort





Day 5: Emerald Bay State Park and West Shore


Today is all about the jewel of Lake Tahoe: Emerald Bay. Get an early start so you can drive to Inspiration Point before the crowds come in. Pack your bags with breakfast and lunch from Crazy Good Bakery before leaving South Lake Tahoe and continuing west to Emerald Bay. Tour the Scandinavian castle Vikingsholm, then relax at Emerald Bay Beach or find adventure with a short hike. Eagle Lake and Cascade Falls are both great options. When you’re ready for dinner, leave the beautiful Emerald Bay area and continue to West Shore, where you can enjoy an intimate dinner at West Shore Café. End your evening with a comfortable stay in a West Shore or nearby Tahoe City hotel.
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Emerald Bay





Day 6: North Shore and Truckee


Start your day with a tasty breakfast in Tahoe City’s Fire Sign (call ahead and put your name in). Walk off your meal with a shoreline saunter to Fanny Bridge at Lake Tahoe Dam. Pop into the Gatekeeper’s Museum nearby for interesting local history. When you’ve had your fill of Tahoe history, hop in your car and head northeast to Squaw Valley. Take the Aerial Tram to High Camp or hike there via Shirley Canyon. Spend a few hours enjoying the wide variety of recreation High Camp has to offer: Relax in the hot tub or heated swimming pool, rent skates at the roller rink, or find hidden treasure geocaching. From Squaw Valley, make the 20-minute drive north to Truckee. Explore the historic downtown and shop locally made products before checking into your room at the Cedar House Sport Hotel. Enjoy a family-style dinner at the hotel’s restaurant, Stella.


Day 7: East Shore


Spend your last day exploring the untouched backcountry of Tahoe’s East Shore. You’ve got a big day ahead, so fuel yourself well with breakfast in Truckee before driving to Incline Village. First stop is a tour of the Thunderbird Lodge, the grand estate of billionaire George Whittell Jr., the guy to thank for the East Shore’s pristine, undeveloped shoreline. After getting some history of the area, head to Mountain High Sandwich Company to grab sandwiches for a picnic at one of Tahoe’s most beloved spots: Secret Cove. After the trek back from Secret Cove, reward yourself with a pint at Brewforia Beer Market before making your way back to Reno to catch a flight home.



Around the Lake in 7 Days



Get acquainted with Tahoe’s 72-mile shoreline and you’ll find Big Blue has something for everyone.


Day 1: South Shore


Start your vacation in South Shore settling in at Basecamp Tahoe South. If it’s your first day at elevation, you won’t want to jump into any physically strenuous activities. Give yourself a chance to adjust to the mile-high elevation with a relaxing day exploring the shops at Heavenly Village or sunbathing at Round Hill Pines Beach. When you get hungry, grab lunch with a view at Artemis Lakefront Café. After spending the day admiring the lake, you’ll want to get on it, and there’s no better way than a sunset cruise. Book a trip on the paddle wheeler MS Dixie II out of Zephyr Cove, which includes dinner. End your evening with a visit to The Hangar Taproom and Bottle Shop for a wide variety of tasty brews.


Day 2: Emerald Bay


The best way to get up close and personal with Lake Tahoe is with a kayak. Paddle along Tahoe’s gorgeous shoreline to Emerald Bay. Here, you can hike to the top of Fannette Island and snorkel in the crystal-clear waters. After a fun-filled day of paddling, take in dinner and a magic show at The Loft. Retire for another night at Basecamp Tahoe South.


Day 3: D. L. Bliss State Park


Fill up with breakfast at the Getaway Café and pick up sandwiches for the road at nearby Social House Craft Sandwiches, then drive north along Tahoe’s West Shore. If you haven’t gotten enough of Emerald Bay, stop at Inspiration Point for a bird’s-eye view, then continue your drive to D. L. Bliss State Park. At D. L. Bliss, lace up your hiking boots and set out on the Rubicon Trail for breathtaking Tahoe scenery, making sure to stop at Calawee Cove. When you’re finished admiring the natural splendor in D. L. Bliss, pop over to Ed Z’Berg Sugar Pine Point State Park and tour the Hellman-Ehrman Mansion. End your day at the cozy West Shore Café and Inn.
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views from the Rubicon Trail







Top Events


There’s no shortage of amazing events in Tahoe and Reno. Visitors can partake in festivities year-round, but these events are especially awesome.


• Great Reno Balloon Race: The world’s largest free hot-air-balloon race takes place every September. Watch as hundreds of colorful balloons paint the Reno skyline.


• Valhalla: Valhalla’s summer concert series brings in an eclectic mix of entertainers from around the world. Artists perform in front of floor-to-ceiling windows over Lake Tahoe, a treat for the eyes and ears.


• Truckee Thursdays: On summer Thursdays, Truckee’s downtown transforms into an outdoor market with street-food vendors, local artisans, music, and games.


• Lake Tahoe Shakespeare Festival: A world-class ensemble of performers takes the stage, presenting plays and live music against the dramatic backdrop of Lake Tahoe.


• Live at Lakeview: Locals and tourists flock to this free lakeside concert series at Lakeview Commons. Dance in the sand and watch the sun set over the lake.


• Genoa Candy Dance: More than 300 craft and food vendors take over the streets of Genoa, selling homemade toffee, chocolate, and sweet confections. The main event is a dance party where people shake off the sugar and dance until dawn.


• Reno River Fest: Find a seat on the banks of the Truckee River and watch as world-class kayakers and paddleboarders conquer rapids, perform tricks, and navigate white-water courses.
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Reno River Fest





• WinterWondergrass Tahoe: This three-day bluegrass and acoustic music festival takes place at Squaw’s High Camp.






Day 4: Tahoe City



Enjoy a leisurely morning and sample the complimentary breakfast at West Shore Café and Inn before making your way north to Tahoe City. In Tahoe City, head out for a day of rafting on the Truckee River. Choose a gentle, self-guided float or adrenaline-pumping guided tour. Rafting will take up most of your day, but you can spend your evening in Tahoe City. Catch the sunset from Commons Beach, or, if it’s Sunday, catch a beachside concert before dinner and drinks at the Pioneer Cocktail Club. When you’re ready to call it a night, enjoy a restful stay at Basecamp Tahoe City.
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Squaw Aerial Tram
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hot cocktails at Pioneer Cocktail Club








Day 5


OPTION 1: TRUCKEE AND SQUAW VALLEY


Leave Tahoe City early and grab breakfast at the Old Post Office Café in Carnelian Bay on your way to Squaw Valley. There’s no shortage of activities at Squaw Valley, but there’s nothing quite like conquering the Tram Face on Tahoe’s only Via Ferrata, a protected climbing route with hair-raising obstacles. After you’ve scaled the granite heights of Squaw, spend the rest of the day walking around the quaint town of Truckee. Take a self-guided tour of the historic downtown, sample beers at local breweries, and listen to live music at Moody’s Bistro. The rooms at the Truckee Hotel are the perfect place to call it a night.


OPTION 2: NORTH SHORE


Spend the day enjoying the charms of Tahoe’s North Shore. Satiate yourself with a filling morning meal at the Marina Breakfast Company, then boost your endorphins on the zip lines at Tahoe Treetop Adventure Park. When you’re back on solid ground, continue east for some beach time at Kings Beach State Recreation Area or Moon Dunes Beach. End the day with a cocktail cruise on Wild Goose II and dinner at Gar Woods Grill & Pier. When it’s time for bed, cozy up in the wood cabins at Rustic Cottages.



Day 6: Detour to Donner Summit



In the morning, grab a healthy breakfast at Coffeebar Truckee on your way to Old Highway 40, where you can stop and search for petroglyphs, explore the tunnels of the transcontinental railroad, and marvel at Donner Summit Bridge. From Donner Summit, take a hike on the Pacific Crest Trail and see if you can find the swing overlooking Donner Lake. End your day in Incline Village, with a dinner at Bite and a stay at the Hyatt Regency Lake Tahoe.


Day 7: East Shore


Take in the natural beauty of Tahoe’s East Shore. Start your day with breakfast at the Tunnel Creek Café and then pop over to Flume Trail Bikes for rentals. Biking is the best way to admire the landscape and enjoy the East Shore. Advanced bikers should conquer the famous Flume Trail, with 1,000-foot drops and magnificent scenery. Families and beginner riders can pedal the East Shore Bike Path, which offers easy access to East Shore beaches such as Sand Harbor. Spend your last night along Tahoe’s shoreline with a meal and dazzling lake views at Lone Eagle Grille.
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paddleboarder near Sand Harbor






Weekend Warrior



Sure, weekdays in Tahoe are cheaper and less crowded than weekends, but few of us have the luxury of cutting out for a midweek adventure. If a long weekend is all the time you have, don’t fret—a little bit of planning is all you need. Tahoe and Reno are prime spots for weekend warriors, combining fresh air and urban flair.


Be sure to plan ahead, get advance reservations and check traffic and road conditions—especially on summer weekends and during the winter. See Planning Your Time for more detailed information and tips.


The trick for activities on weekends is getting out early. Whether you’re headed for hiking trails or the slopes, commit to getting up and out early. Try to arrive at trailheads by 9am and beaches by 11am. You’ll spend more time having fun and less time looking for parking.


Summer


It’s summertime, the weather is fine, and you have three days to live it up in Lake Tahoe. South Shore, with its abundance of activities, makes an ideal base for a long weekend. This three-day itinerary will let you experience Tahoe’s beauty and adventure, while avoiding notorious summer crowds.


DAY 1


Travelers looking to enjoy the great outdoors should snag one of the campsites at Nevada Beach Campground (reservations recommended) for a night. The wide-open shoreline always has plenty of room for swimmers and sunbathers to spread out and enjoy the lake scene. Settle into your campsite and spend the day on the sand. When you’re ready, head to beloved microbrewery Sidellis to quench your thirst and fill your stomach.


DAY 2


Make a quick stop for breakfast sandwiches at Black Cabin Coffee, then leave the hustle and bustle of the South Shore and spend the day wandering the remote landscape of Carson Pass. First, take a short hike to a secret set of swimming holes called The Potholes. Afterwards, fill up with lunch at Kit Carson Lodge. If you have the energy, take another short hike to Shealor Lakes for stunning granite scenery. Get cleaned up and head to the quaint town of Markleeville for an intimate dinner at Stonefly. After dinner, walk across the street and spend the night at the Creekside Lodge.
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hiker near Carson Pass







Best No-Sweat Activities


VISTA POINTS


No drive around the lake is complete without a stop at these iconic overlooks. On Tahoe’s South Shore, Inspiration Point is one of the most photographed places in the United States. On the East Shore, make sure to pull over at Logan Shoals Vista and Memorial Point.
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views of Cave Rock from Logan Shoals Vista





HOT SPRINGS


Natural hot springs and hot springs resorts can both be found in Tahoe and Reno. Adventurous travelers can seek out East Fork Carson River Hot Springs or the hot springs in Black Rock Desert. 1862 David Walley’s Hot Spring Resort has well-maintained outdoor pools.


SPA DAYS


In Reno, Spa Atlantis and Spa Toscana at the Peppermill let guests spend the day relaxing, with treatment rooms, pools, hot tubs, and salt chambers. In Tahoe, Trilogy Spa at Squaw Valley and Edgewood Spa in South Shore offer serenity and scenery.


SHOPPING


Downtown Truckee and Midtown Reno are your best spots for one-of-a-kind local products and quirky shops. The Villages at Northstar and Squaw Valley Alpine Meadows have a wide range of luxury apparel and outdoor gear.





DAY 3


Rise early for breakfast at Alps Haus Café, then make your way back to Tahoe’s South Shore. Spend the morning biking along the Pope-Baldwin Bike Path, stopping at the Taylor Creek Visitor Center and Tallac Historic Site, where you can learn about Tahoe’s ecology and history. After a day of exploration, sample craft brews from The Hangar Taproom and Bottle Shop.


Winter


It’s winter in Tahoe. The craggy granite mountains are covered in snow, and visitors have one thing on their minds: the slopes. Skiers and snowboarders can get turns in at world-renowned mountain resorts. Nonskiers can sled and tube down snow-covered hills—and everyone can enjoy the charming winter mountain scene.


DAY 1


Squaw Valley’s Olympic history has made it an iconic destination for skiers and snowboarders. A pass gets you access to both Squaw Valley and Alpine Meadows, with convenient shuttle service between the two. When the lifts close, make your way to PlumpJack Squaw Valley Inn. Check in and then head to PlumpJack Café and Bar for some post-ski sips and bites.


DAY 2


Since you spent most of your day on the Squaw Valley side yesterday, take some turns today at Alpine Meadows. Those looking to get away from the megaresorts can take on the backcountry at Sugar Bowl or spend a more leisurely day taking in dazzling Tahoe scenes from the runs at Diamond Peak. In the evening, head lakeside for dinner at Gar Woods Grill and Pier, then settle in for the night at Rustic Cottages in Tahoe Vista.


DAY 3


For your last day of Tahoe fun, get off the slopes and play in the snow. In the morning, take a horse-drawn sleigh ride through snow-covered sand at Sand Harbor. In the afternoon, choose between a snowshoe trip around Spooner Lake and sledding at one of the East Shore’s many snow-play areas. When you’ve had your fill of playing in powder, warm up with a beer from Alibi Ale Works before an elegant evening meal at Le Bistro.


Skiing and Snowboarding


Skiers and snowboarders have tons of options to choose from in Tahoe: The area has the highest concentration of ski resorts anywhere in the United States. Whether you head straight for double black diamonds or are just starting out, Tahoe has an option that will get you excited about hitting the slopes.
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South Shore


HEAVENLY SKI RESORT


Skiable acres: 4,800


Average snowfall: 360 inches


Number of runs: 97


Number of lifts: 30


Heavenly, which straddles California and Nevada, is known for its lake views and vast terrain. It’s especially loved by skiers, who relish its canyons, chutes, and tree skiing.
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skier at Heavenly Ski Resort





SIERRA-AT-TAHOE


Skiable acres: 2, 212


Average snowfall: 480 inches


Number of runs: 47


Number of lifts: 14


The predominantly beginner and intermediate runs at Sierra-at-Tahoe make it a family-friendly resort. It is easily accessible from South Lake Tahoe and less crowded than Heavenly.


North and West Shores


HOMEWOOD


Skiable acres: 1,260


Average snowfall: 450 inches


Number of runs: 64


Number of lifts: 8


Homewood is a small resort on Tahoe’s West Shore that looks out onto Lake Tahoe. Despite its smaller size, it has a good mix of beginner, intermediate, and advanced runs. It receives fewer crowds than many other Tahoe resorts.


SQUAW VALLEY ALPINE MEADOWS


Skiable acres: 6,200


Average snowfall: 450 inches


Number of runs: 270


Number of lifts: 43


One pass gets you access to the ski resorts of Squaw Valley and Alpine Meadows, which together make up the largest ski resort in the Tahoe area. Shuttle service makes it easy to get between the two resorts. The Squaw side is known for some of the most challenging terrain in Tahoe and for having hosted the 1960 Winter Olympics. Alpine Meadows has a more laid-back feel but still delivers with varied terrain.




Choose the Best Ski Area for You…


• Best Views: Three Tahoe ski resorts offer lake views: Heavenly, Diamond Peak, and Homewood. Homewood has a great view, but you can only see it from beginner runs. Diamond Peak’s proximity to Lake Tahoe makes you feel like you’re skiing right into the lake. Heavenly, with its vast terrain, is the best bet for advanced riders to ski with fabulous lake views.


• Best for Beginners: Beginners should avoid the megaresorts with steep prices and head to Donner Ski Ranch or Soda Springs. These smaller resorts have mostly beginner runs, few crowds, and great deals on lessons.


• Best for Families: The ideal family resort is Diamond Peak. Interchangeable parent tickets allow parents to switch out who is on the slopes and who is chilling in the lodge. There’s plenty of beginner terrain for little ones, but there are still some intermediate and advanced runs to keep more experienced members of the family entertained.


• Best for Powder: Off the beat path, Kirkwood is a little off the beaten path, but its colder temperatures mean lighter snow and deep (sometimes waist-deep), soft powder.


• Best for Groomers: Known to locals as “flat star,” Northstar, known to locals as “flat-star,” is known for its groomed beginner and intermediate runs.


• Best Terrain Parks: With five different terrain parks, Boreal (122) has everything you could want, from half-pipes and wave pools to rails and jumps.


• Best for Off-Mountain Activities: The Village at Squaw Valley Alpine Meadows has everything a nonskier could want. The quaint village area has shops, restaurants, an Olympic museum, spa, fire pits, an ice rink, and hot tubs. Visitors who want to play in the snow can try their hand at tubing or snowmobiling.


• Best for Tree Skiing: Riders who like to get off the main runs can spend days exploring the trees at Heavenly. Access to forested areas with well-spaced trees is available from all the mountain’s lifts. On fresh-powder days, the trees are the best place to go for freshies.


• Best for Backcountry: Higher snowfalls at Sugar Bowl allow them to open up backcountry terrain. There’s a separate ticket for backcountry skiers who want to explore the unmaintained terrain on Mount Judah’s backside.


• Deepest Steeps: With chutes ranging from 40 to 55 degrees, Mount Rose has some of the longest and steepest vertical anywhere in North America. Adrenaline junkies will love conquering the 1,000-plus feet of vertical.






NORTHSTAR SKI RESORT



Skiable acres: 3,170


Average snowfall: 350 inches


Number of runs: 100


Number of lifts: 20


Alongside Heavenly and Squaw Alpine, Northstar is Tahoe’s third megaresort, which means there’s plenty to do on and off the slopes. The mountain is best suited for beginners and intermediates due to its groomed flat runs. The Village at Northstar has a movie theater, ice rink, and shopping.


TAHOE DONNER


Skiable acres: 120


Average snowfall: 360 inches


Number of runs: 16


Number of lifts: 3


Tahoe Donner is a small, family-owned and -operated ski resort. The cheap lift tickets and easy access off I-80 make it a great spot to learn to ski or snowboard.


DONNER SKI RANCH


Skiable acres: 505


Average snowfall: 412 inches


Number of runs: 52


Number of lifts: 8


In operation since 1937, Donner Ski Ranch balances affordability and terrain. It’s big enough that most skill levels can keep themselves entertained, but small enough that it avoids the hefty price tag of the megaresorts.


BOREAL


Skiable acres: 380


Average snowfall: 400 inches


Number of runs: 41


Number of lifts: 6


Tricksters will love the terrain parks and half-pipes at Boreal. Woodward Bunker, the resort’s indoor training facility with trampolines and foam pits, lets riders practice their moves before trying them out on the snow. Its location off I-80 makes it popular with visitors from the San Francisco Bay Area.
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Heavenly gondolas
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skiing at Northstar Ski Resort
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terrain park at Boreal








SODA SPRINGS


Skiable acres: 200


Average snowfall: 400 inches


Number of runs: 15


Number of lifts: 4


The longest-running Tahoe ski resort, Soda Springs has been teaching families to ski for decades. Affordable pricing for lift tickets and lesson packages makes it a top choice for first-timers.


SUGAR BOWL


Skiable acres: 1,650


Average snowfall: 500 inches


Number of runs: 103


Number of lifts: 12


Sugar Bowl is the closest ski resort to the San Francisco Bay Area, and it receives higher-than-average snowfall compared to nearby resorts. Backcountry diehards can explore miles of terrain off the backside of Mount Judah.


East Shore


DIAMOND PEAK


Skiable acres: 655


Average snowfall: 325 inches


Number of runs: 30


Number of lifts: 6


Diamond Peak might be one of the smaller mountains in Tahoe, but it keeps people coming back with its well-priced ski deals and panoramic views of the lake.


MOUNT ROSE SKI RESORT


Skiable acres: 1,200


Average snowfall: 350 inches


Number of runs: 62


Number of lifts: 8


The closest ski resort to Reno, Mount Rose is popular with locals but remains relatively undiscovered by tourists despite its many daily deal options, which makes it a good place to avoid crowds. It’s known for its intense vertical and 45-degree chutes.


Carson Pass


KIRKWOOD MOUNTAIN RESORT


Skiable acres: 2,300


Average snowfall: 500 inches


Number of runs: 65


Number of lifts: 15


Located in Carson Pass, Kirkwood is off the beaten path. It’s the hardest ski resort in the Tahoe area to get to, but it’s also considered by many to have the best snow. Those who make the trek are rewarded with few crowds and soft powder.


Best Hikes


The Tahoe and Reno area is a mecca for hikers. Whether you want to bag peaks, stroll lakeside, wander through meadows, or trek to alpine lakes, the region delivers—with thousands of miles of hiking trails. In spring, the trails are quiet, and the mountains are still snow-capped. In the summer, wildflowers explode with color. In fall, the leaves blaze yellows and reds. Come winter, many hiking trails are still usable by strapping on a pair of snowshoes.
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Rubicon Trail


What makes it great: Tahoe’s most iconic hike has jaw-dropping lake views, striking granite and pine scenery, and can be broken up into sections to fit any skill level.


Difficulty and mileage: Easy-Moderate, 2.3-9 miles


Eagle Lake


What makes it great: Starts with a waterfall and ends with an alpine lake. Along the way you’ll look out on Desolation Wilderness’s impressive granite peaks.


Difficulty and mileage: Easy, 2 miles


Lake Aloha


What makes it great: Lake Aloha’s scenery is otherworldly. The large alpine lake offers tons of opportunities to explore and discover its hidden treasures.
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Lake Aloha





Difficulty and mileage: Strenuous, 7.8-12.8 miles


Cascade Falls


What makes it great: Views of Lake Tahoe, Cascade Lake, and Fallen Leaf Lake delight on the way to a 200-foot waterfall.


Difficulty and mileage: Easy, 1.5 miles


Mount Tallac


What makes it great: The trail passes quaint alpine lakes as it leads to Tahoe’s second-highest peak. From the peak you can see all of Lake Tahoe, as well as Cascade Lake, Fallen Leaf Lake, and Desolation Wilderness.
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hikers in Desolation Wilderness





Difficulty and mileage: Strenuous, 9.6 miles


Mount Judah Loop


What makes it great: This lovely loop trail through Sugar Bowl Resort passes by ski lifts and looks out onto alpine lakes and iconic peaks.


Difficulty and mileage: Moderate, 5.2 miles


Five Lakes


What makes it great: Glimmering alpine lakes surrounded by pine forest and bold granite landscapes make Five Lakes Trail one of the best day hikes around.


Difficulty and mileage: Easy, 5 miles


Secret Cove to Chimney Beach


What makes it great: In between the soft-white-sand beaches with mesmerizing turquoise water, you’ll find quaint coves and inlets to call your own.


Difficulty and mileage: Easy/moderate, 2.5 miles


Shirley Canyon to High Camp


What makes it great: The trail follows along Squaw Creek and passes several waterfalls and an alpine lake before reaching Squaw High Camp, where you can swim, play, and dine.


Difficulty and mileage: Strenuous, 4.3 – 7.8 miles


Skunk Harbor


What makes it great: The hike leads to an idyllic swimming cove with the remains of a 1920s cabin.


Difficulty and mileage: Easy/moderate, 3 miles


Lake Margaret


What makes it great: This exciting trail is filled with wildflowers, babbling brooks, log bridges, and a swimmable alpine lake.


Difficulty and mileage: Easy/moderate, 4.8 miles


Hunter Creek Falls


What makes it great: Minutes from downtown Reno, this year-round trail lets you escape into nature. The journey includes skyline views, desert terrain, and a 30-foot waterfall.


Difficulty and mileage: Moderate, 5.7 miles


Hidden Valley Regional Park Highland Loop Trail


What makes it great: Get serious Wild West vibes on this high-desert hike where Reno’s wild horses roam.


Difficulty and mileage: Difficult, 2.3 miles


Best Breweries


An exciting craft-brew scene has emerged in Tahoe and Reno. All throughout the region, brewers are pushing boundaries. From saisons to stouts, here are a few of the best places to grab a pint.


South Shore Lake Tahoe


SOUTH LAKE BREWING


Community-focused brewery in an industrial space with cornhole, ping-pong, board games, and weekly events.


Known for: Low-alcohol beers


Don’t-miss brew: Tahoe Tessie Baltic Porter


SIDELLIS BREWERY


Wood-paneled microbrewery frequented by locals.


Known for: Barrel aging


Don’t-miss brew: Whiskey Pete—barrel-aged whiskey porter


North Shore Lake Tahoe


FIFTYFIFTY BREWING COMPANY


Truckee pub and brewery with unique craft beers and tasty food.


Known for: Unique flavor profiles and barrel-aged beers


Don’t-miss brew: Eclipse—barrel-aged imperial stout


East Shore Lake Tahoe


ALIBI ALE WORKS


Alibi Ale Works in Incline Village produces European-style beers, as well as experimental brews.


Known for: Beers brewed with pure Lake Tahoe water


Don’t-miss brew: Ascension 1677—bourbon barrel-aged Imperial Stout


Reno and Sparks


BRASSERIE SAINT JAMES


Award-winning midsize brewery in Midtown Reno, with rustic interior and excellent food.


Known for: Old-world beers


Don’t-miss brew: Daily Wages Saison


BREWER’S CABINET


Happening brewery and restaurant in Midtown Reno.


Known for: Tahoe branded beers: Tahoe Blond, Tahoe Pale Ale, and Tahoe Amber Ale


Don’t-miss brew: Dirty Wookie Imperial Brown Ale


IMBÏB BREWS


Reno’s IMBÏB Brews is a small-scale brewery that makes unique beers.


Known for: Sours and barrel aging


Don’t-miss brew: Any of the barrel-aged sours


THE DEPOT—BREWERY DISTRICT


Housed in a beautifully repurposed railway station, this brewery and distillery also serves pub food.


Known for: Classic beers and on-site distillery


Don’t-miss brew: Return of the Highlander—barrel-aged Scotch ale


GREAT BASIN BREWING


Northern Nevada’s largest and oldest brewery.


Known for: Well-rounded beers in all styles


Don’t-miss brew: “ICKY” IPA


REVISION BREWING


Located in Sparks, Revision is a hop-focused brewery with an impressive selection of IPAs.


Known for: IPAs


Don’t-miss brew: Reno As F*** IPA


Frontier Towns


SHOE TREE BREWING COMPANY


Laid-back brewery at Carson Hot Springs in Carson City.


Known for: Unfiltered beers


Don’t-miss brew: Guava Extra Pale Ale


Best Beaches


Bask in the sun on Tahoe’s inviting beaches. Travelers can wiggle their toes in the warm sand, swim in the clear waters, and marvel at the marvelous landscape. From remote hike-in coves to sweeping stretches of sand close to town, there is a Tahoe beach for every occasion. Arrive early to avoid crowds, especially on summer weekends.


Calawee Cove


The magic of Calawee Cove in D. L. Bliss State Park starts from above. The sparkling waters twinkle as you take the short hike from the parking lot down to the cove. Once on the beach, you can swim in the water or relax on the soft sand. There are far fewer people than at neighboring Lester Beach.


Commons Beach


This four-acre beach in downtown Tahoe City offers excellent proximity to restaurants and shopping. The large beach is great for families. Kids can swim in the brisk water while parents sunbathe on the sand. In summer, the beach park hosts free concerts and outdoor movies.


Sand Harbor State Park


These crescent-shaped sand pits on Tahoe’s East Shore are one of the most popular spots for Tahoe travelers, drawing more than one million visitors a year. The sand here is some of the finest in Tahoe. Visitors can access hiking and bike paths from the park, and kayaks and paddleboards can be rented on-site. In July and August, Sand Harbor hosts the Lake Tahoe Shakespeare Festival.
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Sand Harbor State Park beach





Secret Cove


This hike-in beach is a favorite of Tahoe locals. Jump from the large granite boulders into the cove’s turquoise waters. Note: You may see a full moon or two on this clothing-optional beach.


Kiva Beach


Pine-studded Kiva Beach is a dog-friendly beach on Tahoe’s South Shore. From the beach it’s a short walk to the Tallac Historic Site and Taylor Creek Visitor Center with its easy hiking trails.


Kings Beach State Recreation Area


Kings Beach is a fun-filled beach with shallow water for swimming, a playground, and kayak and paddleboard rentals. The spot is popular. You can usually find a swath of sand to stake out, but the small parking lot fills up fast. Several water-sports companies operate from the Kings Beach Pier.


West End Beach—Donner Lake


West End Beach, 20 minutes north of Tahoe on Donner Lake, has beach volleyball courts, tennis courts, and a beach area with a lifeguarded swim area.
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Emerald Bay







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Pedal Along the Pope Baldwin Bike Path: Roll your way past historic Camp Richardson, the Tallac Historic Site, and lakeside estates to 3.4 miles of white sandy beaches wrapped by pine forests (click here).


S Cruise into the Sunset: The best show in the South Shore is in the sky. Watch the pastel colors change and fade as they are reflected in Tahoe’s pristine waters while on a cruise (click here).
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S Dance in the Sand: Live at Lakeview is a popular summer concert series that happens every Thursday and features a wide variety of musical styles (click here).


S Get Inspired: Tahoe’s most iconic overlook, Inspiration Point, is high above Emerald Bay with sweeping views of Tahoe, Fannette Island, and the granite Sierra (click here).


S Kayak Emerald Bay: Get up close and personal with Tahoe’s famously jewel-bright turquoise bay (click here).


S Discover Calawee Cove: Set among fir, pine, and massive boulders, this pristine beach in D. L. Bliss State Park is the perfect spot for a day of swimming, lounging, and breathing in the scenery (click here).


S Hike Rubicon Trail: Enjoy heart-stopping views, Calawee Cove, and Vikingsholm Castle (click here).


S Reach Heavenly Heights: With epic views of the lake and the bragging rights to say you skied in both California and Nevada on the same day, Heavenly Ski Resort has everything you need for a quintessential ski vacation (click here).
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yoga by Lake Tahoe
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kayaks on Emerald Bay.








The South Shore is Tahoe’s rambunctious side. It’s made up of developed tourist towns that melt into one another, indistinguishable except for the casinos that arise as you cross the border from California into Nevada. At first glance, you might be distracted by the flashing casino lights, old-school motels, and strip malls, but look beyond these relics of old-time tourism and you’ll find chic mountain hotels, hip restaurants, and an emerging craft brew scene. Situated between rugged forest and miles of inviting beaches, you can pair alpine adventure with a bustling social scene and world-class entertainment. With over 300 sunny days a year, there’s always a reason to get outside and explore.
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The character of the South Shore changes with the seasons. In summer, the days are long and the warm weather demands a good swim in the lake, where water temperatures rise to 65ºF, even 70ºF in shallower areas. The beaches come alive with yoga classes, markets, and open-air concerts where you can dance barefoot in the sand. During the shoulder season of fall, which can begin as early as September, the lake quiets down and deciduous trees change colors, creating beautiful scenes of yellows and reds mirrored in the striking blue water. Winter comes suddenly, when the snow hits the ground and the ski lifts start running—some years it’s as early as October, and some years it’s not until January. Spring mixes summer and winter: Ski resorts are still open, but people ditch the down jackets for thin layers (don’t be surprised to see people skiing in their skivvies).


The combination of mountain sports, beaches, historic sites, festivals, and water activities can equal congestion and crowds, especially during peak summer and winter weekends, when over 50,000 visitors make their way to the South Shore alone. They come with good reason: Tahoe’s South Shore is a place where you can easily swap out your skis for hiking boots, then put on your party hat for a show and slots.


ORIENTATION


Lake Tahoe Boulevard/U.S. 50 is the main drag that runs through South Lake Tahoe, California, and Stateline, Nevada. On the western side of the Nevada-California border, the town of South Lake Tahoe offers easy access to trails and beaches and is home to breweries and restaurants. On the eastern side, casinos and nightlife dominate the town of Stateline. The popular ski resort of Heavenly lies in both states, straddling the border between them. The California state parks of Emerald Bay and D. L. Bliss can be found off Highway 89, northwest of downtown. Visitors can explore the downtown area and access Heavenly and many beaches on foot. To access trails and visit state parks, you’ll need to use public transportation or a car. Zephyr Cove, only two miles east of Stateline, provides a quiet respite with prime beaches.


Locals often use “The Y” as a landmark. This refers to the intersection of Lake Tahoe Boulevard, U.S. 50, and Highway 89. The arms of the Y extend vertically on either side of the lake: Highway 89 to the west and U.S. 50 to the east. South Lake Tahoe, Stateline, and Zephyr Cove can be found where the two arms meet, at the base of the Y and the southernmost part of the lake. If you continue south away from the lake along U.S. 50, you’ll find residential communities giving way to mountainous backcountry and the eastern part of Desolation Wilderness. On the western arm of the Y, Highway 89 continues north and hugs Tahoe’s shore, ultimately taking you into historic areas with 20th-century mansions, peaceful forest, and the California state parks of Emerald Bay and D. L. Bliss.




The South Shore with Kids


The South Shore’s casino-dominated skyline may give the impression that it’s more of an adult playground, but with kid-friendly casinos, adventure-filled mountains, and entry-level outdoor fun, the South Shore is a destination the whole family can enjoy.


Adventure Rides


Adrenaline-seeking families can go all out by purchasing an Adventure Pass at Heavenly’s Epic Discovery (Heavenly Ski Resort, 775/586-7000, www.skiheavenly.com, June-Sept. 11am-4:30pm, $39-159). Spend the day maneuvering through ropes courses, barreling down 500-foot zip lines, taking a spin on the mountain roller coasters, and summiting the climbing walls while Tahoe’s waters twinkle in the sun.


Arcades


Don’t want your kids to feel left out on the gaming action? Harvey’s Lake Tahoe (18 Hwy. 50, Stateline, NV, 775/588-2411, Mon.-Thurs. 4pm-10pm, Fri.-Sun. 10am-10pm) has a dedicated arcade filled with games such as Dance Dance Revolution, Pac-Man, and Speed Racer. Kids can earn tickets to exchange for prizes.


MiniGolf


Magic Carpet (2455 Lake Tahoe Blvd., 530/541-3787, daily 11am-6pm, closed in winter) is a South Lake institution, with three different outdoor courses, each one goofier and more whimsical than the next. Families can choose between dinosaur-, storybook-, and castle-themed routes.


Fishing


Reel ‘em in at the Tahoe Trout Farm (1023 Blue Lake Ave., 530/541-1491, www.tahoetroutfarm.com, mid-Apr.-Oct. 10am-6pm). This 70-year-old institution has two ponds stocked with rainbow trout. They supply bait and tackle at no extra cost, no fishing license is required, and it’s open to all ages. They charge for caught fish, based on the length of each fish, and will clean and pack them on ice for you. If you just want to watch your kids cast their lines, the Sawmill Pond (2.5 miles west of the South Lake Tahoe Y, Sawmill Rd. and Lake Tahoe Blvd.) invites kids 14 years and younger to fish for free all summer long. Kids are allowed to keep up to five fish; no equipment is provided.


HIking


Get your young ones out on Tahoe’s world-class hiking trails. South Shore has plenty of great hikes that are suitable for young children but enjoyable for the whole family. The following hikes combine fantastic scenery, easy trails, and short distances: Angora Lakes, Rainbow Trail at Taylor Creek Visitor Center, Rubicon Trail, and Moraine Trail at Fallen Leaf Lake.





South Lake Tahoe


South Lake Tahoe is the largest town in the Tahoe Basin, acting as a launchpad for some of California’s premier outdoor recreation, centered around Tahoe’s natural splendor. Visitors enjoy easy access to beach and mountains, water sports and winter sports, luxurious boat cruises, and hiking trails. It’s also a hip mountain town with a quirky, rustic charm. No matter how fancy the restaurant, you’ll never be out of place in ski clothes or hiking boots. Look beyond the surface and you’ll find creative neighborhood breweries and cool local events.
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The town extends east from the Y, where U.S. 50 and Highway 89 intersect, along the lake past Heavenly to the California-Nevada border. From the main drag of Lake Tahoe Boulevard, you can easily walk to the ski slopes of Heavenly, the casinos in Stateline, or stroll to the beach, depending on the season. No town around the lake can match the accessibility, accommodations, and services of South Lake Tahoe, which make it an excellent base for recreation and day trips to other shores.


Holidays are always a busy time here: Prices can double, rooms can book up months in advance, and restaurants often have a wait. Visitors who come in the shoulder seasons of spring and fall will be rewarded with fewer crowds and lower prices. Access to visitors centers and state parks can be limited between October and May, however.


SIGHTS


Lake Tahoe Historical Society Museum


This free museum may only have one room, but it’s bursting with information. The Lake Tahoe Historical Society Museum (3058 Hwy. 50, 530/541-5458, www.laketahoemuseum.org, June-Aug. Thurs.-Sat. 11am-3pm, Sept.-May Sat. only) features fascinating displays on Tahoe’s history. You’ll find everything from native Washoe artifacts to pioneer tools, and you’ll see Tahoe’s evolution from mining town to glamorous destination. The docents are friendly, knowledgeable, and eager to share. While you can take in the whole museum in under an hour, consider blocking out some time to view Lake of the Sky: The Story of Tahoe, an hour-long movie on Tahoe’s history, with impressive visuals that encapsulate the Tahoe of yesteryear. Just outside the building you’ll find Osgood’s Toll House, the oldest building in the Tahoe Basin, built in 1859, as well as a 1930s log cabin, both of which can be viewed from the outside. Restoration efforts are underway to allow entrance into the cabins.


Taylor Creek Visitor Center


Operated by the U.S. Forest Service and Great Basin Institute, the Taylor Creek Visitor Center (35 Visitor Center Rd., 530/543-2674, Memorial Day-October daily 8am-4pm, free) is known for its outdoor attractions. The center is home to the Stream Profile Chamber, the open-air Lake of the Sky Amphitheater, and four short and easy self-guided nature trails.


Depending on how much time you spend reading the interpretive signs, you can do all four trails in a 40-minute visit. The longest of the trails, the half-mile paved, wheelchair-accessible Rainbow Trail, offers views of Taylor Creek as you walk through forested glades and read interpretive signs on the area’s flora and fauna. The trail leads to the center’s crowning jewel, the Stream Profile Chamber, an underground structure that lets you see inside Taylor Creek through glass as if it were an aquarium. Depending on the time of year, you can see ducks diving into the creek, crayfish, and Kokanee salmon.


The 0.12-mile Smokey Trail is designed to teach kids about campfire safety, with interactive signs explaining the procedures. Children who can remember all the campfire safety steps and recite them to a staff member at the visitors center will win a prize.


Just behind the visitors center, you can pick up the Lake of the Sky Trail. The 0.4-mile dirt trail takes you through Jeffrey pine forest to Baldwin and Kiva Beaches and provides interpretive signs on the area’s geology and ecology. Those looking to extend their trek can connect to the Tallac Historic Site Trail, which is another 0.75-mile trail from Kiva Beach to the Tallac Historic Site.


Along the Forest Tree Trail, you’ll learn about and be surrounded by Tahoe’s most dominant tree, the Jeffrey pine. The quarter-mile decomposed-granite trail walks you through the tree’s entire life cycle, from germination to decomposition.


Inside the center, you’ll find exhibits on Tahoe’s ecology, a gift shop, and friendly staff to answer all your Tahoe questions. During the summer months, visitors can attend themed lectures by naturalists and visiting scholars in the open-air Lake of the Sky Amphitheater. In fall, you can catch the Kokanee salmon returning to Taylor Creek, where they come every year to spawn. The visitors center shuts down at the end of October, but the trails remain popular for cross-country skiing and snowshoeing. The center is accessible via the Nifty Fifty Trolley or by bicycle.


Tallac Historic Site


The Tallac Historic Site (1 Heritage Way, 530/541-5227, www.tahoeheritage.org, Memorial Day-mid-Sept. daily 10am-4pm, free) is home to 33 historic 19th-century buildings, from extravagant mansions to a working blacksmith shop and artist workshop (10am-3pm only). The 150-acre lakeshore property was once known as the Tallac Resort, a luxurious casino and hotel where San Francisco’s wealthy used to vacation. Visitors today can see the archaeological remains of the casino’s foundation and walk its promenade.


Three opulent lakeside estates—Baldwin, Pope, and Heller—as well as a tranquil garden, all connected by a nature trail, can also be visited. The conifer trees here, which were spared from Tahoe’s logging and deforestation in the late 1800s, are some of the oldest and grandest in the Tahoe Basin. It’s free to wander the grounds, but some of the museums on-site charge admission fees.


The Baldwin Estate is now home to the free Baldwin Museum with several exhibits, including a 1920s kitchen and a room dedicated to the history of the Washoe people. The Pope Estate offers tours ($10) and gives a glimpse into the life of the high-society folk who summered in Lake Tahoe. On weekends, costumed docents play the roles of real people from Tallac’s history. A boathouse on the grounds houses a small maritime museum, Tahoe Classic Yacht (530/544-2307, www.tahoeclassicyacht.org), showcasing the history of watercraft on Lake Tahoe, as well as the 38-foot Quic Chakidn, a 1921 tour boat that once gave tours of Emerald Bay. The Heller Estate is now home to Valhalla Tahoe (530/541-4975, www.valhallatahoe.com), a music and arts venue. Concerts and theater performances are held in the wood-paneled Grand Hall and Boathouse Theatre with floor-to-ceiling windows that look out over the lake. Be sure to check Valhalla’s festival calendar for shows and events (www.valhallatahoe.com).


RECREATION


Tours


Discover South Lake Tahoe’s burgeoning craft brew scene with Tahoe Brew Tours (775/386-2739, www.tahoebrewtours.com, $90). The tours visit four South Lake Tahoe breweries (breweries vary from tour to tour), showcasing unique brewing styles and providing in-depth knowledge on the brewing process. The local guides are knowledgeable and passionate about the Tahoe beer scene. Guests will taste beers paired with appetizers at each location.


Taking the 72-mile scenic drive around the lake is on most people’s Tahoe checklist, which usually means at least one person is going to have to keep their eyes on the road and not the amazing scenery. Eliminate this problem with a Discover Lake Tahoe Bus Trip (www.demotours.com, $55). The narrated around-the-lake tour gives insight into the area’s history and geography, with huge windows for enjoying the views. The tour, which takes place Tuesdays in spring, summer, and fall, departs from the bus stop in front of the Marriott Resort (4100 Lake Tahoe Blvd., South Lake Tahoe).


HIKING


Freel Peak


Distance: 15 miles round-trip


Duration: 10-12 hours


Difficulty: Strenuous


Trailhead: Fountain Place


Directions: From U.S. 50 in South Lake Tahoe, turn south on Pioneer Trail, continue for 1 mile, then turn right on Oneidas Street. After the forest service gate, Oneidas Street becomes Fountain Place Road. Continue for 3.9 miles until the road dead-ends at a locked gate; next to it is the start of the trail. Parking for about five cars is available in front of the gate, and no permits are required. The trail abuts private property along the route; obey all private-property signs.


Sitting at 10,881 feet, Freel Peak is Tahoe’s highest mountain. With over 3,000 feet of elevation gain to the summit, this is one Tahoe hike that rarely draws a crowd. This long and challenging hike rewards trekkers with panoramic views of Tahoe and the Carson Valley.


The first 3.5 miles of the hike take you through dense forest on the Armstrong Connector Pass. This relatively flat section of trail is a nice warm-up for the climb to come. From Armstrong Pass, take a right on the Tahoe Rim Trail to start your ascent on the south face of Freel Peak. The steep trail takes you across streams, gently trickling waterfalls, and up a ton of switchbacks. When you reach the 6.5-mile mark you’ll be at Freel Pass. Here, you’ll leave behind the white-pine coverage and start your final ascent up the bare peak. The last mile is the hardest part, with an uncovered 1,200-foot elevation gain. Savor the views of Tahoe from the top, and think about where you’ll want to reward yourself with a beer when you get back to town.


Star Lake


Distance: 15.4 miles round-trip


Duration: 10-12 hours


Difficulty: Strenuous


Trailhead: High Meadow


Directions: From U.S. 50 in South Lake Tahoe, turn south on Pioneer Trail. Take Pioneer Trail for 3.4 miles and turn left on High Meadow Trail. High Meadow Trail dead-ends at the High Meadow Trailhead, where you can park for free.


Picturesque Star Lake, at the base of Jobs Peak, is the highest lake in the Tahoe Basin. The journey there is long and steep, but it rewards with solitude and outstanding views of the Carson Range.


The beginning of this out-and-back hike is the toughest. You’ll gain 1,200 feet in elevation in the first 2.5 miles. The trail starts on a wide forest service road, which gives way to single-track dirt trail 3 miles in. Signposts marked “trail” may be vague, but they’ll keep you on the right track. The trail leads through aspen groves, Jeffrey pines, and exposed areas with sagebrush, with glimpses of Tahoe to the northwest. On the northeast side of the lake you’ll find a campground with a fire pit. Even if you’re not backpacking, it’s a nice place to relax before heading back the way you came. At 9,200 feet elevation, the terrain around Star Lake can hold snow well into the summer. It’s a good idea to pack some extra layers. There are no facilities on the trail or at the trailhead.


Moraine Trail at Fallen Leaf Lake


Distance: 2.5 miles round-trip


Duration: 1.5 hours


Difficulty: Easy


Trailhead: Fallen Leaf Lake Campground


Directions: From South Lake Tahoe, take Highway 89 north for 3 miles to Fallen Leaf Lake Road. Turn left on Fallen Leaf Lake Road and drive 0.6 mile to Fallen Leaf Lake Campground. The trail begins at campsite 75.


Three-mile-long Fallen Leaf Lake is the second-largest lake in the Tahoe Basin and a favorite camping spot of locals. The sandy Moraine Trail starts from Fallen Leaf Lake Campground and follows the northern lakeshore half a mile through an aspen grove before crossing the lake’s dam and following the shoreline another half mile to Sawmill Cove. The cove, where you’ll find stone chimneys (the remains of old cabins), is the best spot for swimming, fishing, or a picnic. The famous Lahontan cutthroat trout, which were once completely fished out, have been reintroduced and can be caught along with Kokanee salmon, Mackinaw trout, brown trout, and rainbow trout. A California fishing permit is required and can be purchased online (www.wildlife.ca.gov). When you’ve had your fill of the sapphire-fblue waters and views of Mount Tallac, return the way you came. There are no designated spots for fishing or swimming, but both are allowed. Bathrooms and picnic tables are available at the campground by the trailhead. This is a great trail for kids.


Angora Lakes


Distance: 1.2 miles round-trip


Duration: 1 hour


Difficulty: Easy


Trailhead: Angora Lakes


Directions: From South Lake Tahoe, take Highway 89 northwest for 3 miles to Fallen Leaf Lake Road. Turn left on Fallen Leaf Lake Road and drive 2 miles to Tahoe Mountain Road. Turn left on Tahoe Mountain Road and drive 0.4 miles, then turn right on Forest Road 12N14, which is unpaved in parts. Drive 2.8 miles, passing the Angora Fire Lookout. You’ll find a parking lot at the end of the road; parking is $8. The trailhead is on the south side of the upper parking lot.




Understanding Altitude


Visitors to Tahoe are often surprised to find themselves gasping for air after climbing a short flight of stairs or taking even easy hikes. No matter where you are in Tahoe, you’re resting at between 5,500 and 10,000 feet. It doesn’t matter how fit you are—if you don’t live at altitude, you’ll feel it. On the one hand, 90 percent of the time you stop to catch your breath there’s an amazing view to look at. You can pass off your panting for appreciating the scenery. On the other hand, altitude sickness is very real and will put an instant damper on any vacation. Be prepared.


What’s happening: Air pressure decreases at high altitudes, making the air thinner. When you’re breathing you take in less oxygen, hence the gasping to try and take in as much oxygen as you can from the atmosphere. At altitude your heart and respiratory rates increase. You might experience fatigue, headaches, nausea, dizziness, swelling in the hands and feet, and changes in metabolism.


HOW TO PREPARE FOR ALTITUDE:


• Start slow. If you’re coming from lower elevation and plan to do any serious backcountry or athletic activities, take at least one night to acclimate (Ironman athletes who compete in Tahoe arrive up to two weeks ahead of time to allow their bodies to adjust). Whatever your plans are, it’s a good idea to keep your first day on the tamer side.


• Drink enough fluids. Dehydration is a major contributor to altitude sickness. Drink at least three liters of water a day, starting the day before your trip.


• Wear sunscreen. The sun’s rays are more intense at higher elevations, so make sure to wear proper sun protection year-round.


• Get lots of rest. Sleeping helps your body to adapt. Getting a good night’s sleep goes a long way in helping you stay healthy while visiting altitude.
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