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A hiker contemplates the majesty of Mount Ritter and Banner Peak.
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  MEET YOUR GUIDE




  A native of Sonoma County in California’s wine country, Christopher “Bubba” Suess grew up hiking the trails on his home turf as well as those in the famed Sierra Nevada. His first backpacking trip at age 5 sparked a love affair with granite and rushing water. Deeply influenced by his parents to appreciate the outdoors and by his older brother to always strive and persevere, Bubba was further moved to value the conservation of wilderness during his time in the Boy Scouts. A four-year sojourn in Texas for graduate school forced Bubba to find beauty in more subtle places and areas that are generally overlooked. Now a resident of Mount Shasta in far northern California, he loves living a rural life, centered on time spent with his wife, Harmony, and three children.


  









  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




  Writing this book was an enormous undertaking, and it would not have been possible without the contributions from several people. First and most important is my wife, Harmony. Without her encouragement, patience, hard work, and love, the book would not have even been a possibility. She made this endeavor a reality, and she forever has my love and gratitude.




  Not enough thanks can be given to my parents, Ron and Jane Suess. Their logistical support in taking care of my children while I was on the trail, as well as while I was sequestered working on the manuscript, was instrumental in bringing this project to completion. Their sacrificial contribution cannot be overstated. I owe them far more than I can ever repay, for this and a great many other things. It is my hope that I have been a good son, worthy of what they have given.




  My mother-in-law, Gretchen McPherson, also lovingly spent time with my children. Her time invested with them is greatly appreciated.




  Several people joined me on the trail during the journey through the wilds of Northern California. My wife, Harmony, and our three children, Carson, Laramie, and Jed, were most welcome companions on several hikes, including our family favorites Heart Lake and South Gate Meadow. In pursuit of this book, Carson, at the age of 6, also joined my wife and me for his first trip on the Panorama Trail.




  My father, Ron, a lifelong Yosemite devotee, got his first taste of Sequoia National Park while joining me on the hike through Tokopah Valley.
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Magnificent Lake Aloha is one of the most spectacular destinations in the Northern Sierra.
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  My brother-in-law, Peter McPherson, spent three days with me in Sequoia and Kings Canyon. I don’t get to spend enough time with him, and it was an excellent weekend.
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  NOTES ON MAPS




  Topographic maps are an essential companion to the activities in this guide. Falcon has partnered with National Geographic to provide the best mapping resources. Each activity is accompanied by a detailed map and the name of the National Geographic TOPO! map (USGS), which can be downloaded for free from natgeomaps.com.




  If the activity takes place on an area covered on a National Geographic Trails Illustrated map, it will be noted. Continually setting the standard for accuracy, each Trails Illustrated topographic map is crafted in conjunction with local land managers and undergoes rigorous review and enhancement before being printed on waterproof, tearresistant material. Trails Illustrated maps and information about their digital versions, which can be used on mobile GPS applications, can be found at natgeomaps.com.
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   Wildflowers enhance the view of Red Lake Peak.
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   McWay Creek runs through a redwoodlined canyon.




       


  BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL




  California! For more than 150 years, it has been one of the most evocative names in all of America. For many generations, California has symbolized prosperity, opportunity, freedom, and exceptional natural beauty. While most of these attributes pertained to the economic abundance produced by the state, it also promises amazing abundance for hikers. California as a whole, and in particular the northern two-thirds of the state, features some of the most spectacular, iconic, and unforgettable landscapes to be found anywhere in the world. For people looking to hit the trail, Northern California is likely to end up being paradise. Whether you long to hike remote, rugged coastlines, massive volcanoes, towering redwoods, thundering waterfalls, glacier-clad mountains, or along surging rivers, Northern California offers all of these sights and more. Indeed, for lovers of the natural world, all roads eventually lead to Northern California.




  In no other place in the world can you find as much diversity in the land as you can in Northern California. This is not simply because the area is so vast, but because there is an unusual degree of geologic complexity coupled with a unique position on the continent that ensures temperate weather and ideal growing conditions. Consider for a moment the extremes that exist within California. Mount Whitney, the highest point in the lower forty-eight states, is less than 100 miles away from Furnace Creek in Death Valley, the lowest point in North America.




  The Sierra Nevada, the monumental spine of the state, is among the longest single mountain ranges in the country. In this mountain range, you find Yosemite Falls, the tallest waterfall in North America; Lake Tahoe, the largest alpine lake in North America; and giant sequoias, the most massive living things on the planet. On the east side of the Sierra is the Owens Valley, the deepest valley on the continent. On the valley’s east side are the White Mountains, which contain the bristlecone pines, the oldest living thing on Earth.




  The coastline of Northern California is the most rugged in the coterminous states, and just inland rise the coast redwoods, the tallest trees in the world. A little farther inland from the coast are the Klamath Mountains, which have some of the greatest biodiversity in the world, including forests with more conifers than any other place on the planet. Even farther inland you find prominent, glacier-clad Mount Shasta, the second-highest peak in the long Cascade Range and the largest mountain by volume in the contiguous states. Nearby is Lassen Peak, one of only two volcanoes in the lower forty-eight states to erupt in the twentieth century and still surrounded by active geothermal features. Lying in the middle of all these superlatives is the great Central Valley, watered by a host of mountain rivers, the most agriculturally productive region in the world.




  All these superb attributes may perhaps begin to give an idea of the grandeur of Northern California’s natural world, but they do not even begin to scratch the surface of stunning destinations that await hikers. Despite being the most populous state in the Union, California also has one of the highest concentrations of federally protected wilderness in the country. Moreover, most of Northern California actually has a very low population density, since most of the people are gathered around the San Francisco Bay Area, Sacramento, and the Central Valley. Outside these large urban areas, Northern California is very rural, with much of it quite isolated and remote.




  Hikers looking to explore the beautiful natural landscapes of the state or escape the trappings of daily life cannot do better than to hit the trail in Northern California. Spectacular vistas and lifetime experiences await.




  ABOUT THE BOOK




  This book is not intended to be an exhaustive account of all the hiking opportunities in Northern California. With a land as vast and packed with as much awesome scenery as California is, it is nearly impossible to even approach anything like a comprehensive collection of all the state’s best hikes. To attempt to bring them all together in one volume would not do them justice in terms of narrative, descriptions, accuracy, and quality images.




  What this book attempts to do is select a collection of trails from each region of Northern California and give a sampling of some of the best trails in each area. It is meant to be a primer, a jumping-off point, to direct you toward trails that distill each part of the state to its best attributes. Its intent is to expose you to the beauty of each area and entice you to explore further. The desire is to instill a passion for this blessed land and a thirst to see more of it.
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    The Lathe Arch in the Alabama Hills frames Mount Whitney and the peerless Sierra Nevada.


    

 

  The trail selection process was not limited to the best scenery. With so many options, even picking the best would still leave too many. In order to narrow it down further, and also to increase the value of the guide to its users, a number of other criteria were employed. Each of the nine regions of Northern California needed to be well represented. As much as possible, the hikes needed to travel wild, undeveloped land. Each trail needed to be accessible to all kinds of vehicles, not just high-clearance vehicles. There needed to be a sampling from a variety of difficulty levels, or trails needed to have multiple worthy destinations with differing degrees of challenge so that hikers can choose how hard and how far they want to go. Whenever possible, shuttle trips were avoided to make hikes more feasible logistically. Also, since this is a hiking guide, not a backpacking guide, each hike needed to be able to be completed in a single day. Though there are a few long trails listed here, they were hiked as reasonable, though challenging, day hikes. In spite of this, a large number of the trails in the guide make great backpacking trips, and a certain amount of flexibility on that account was built into the selection of trails. Of course there is an exception or two to some of these attributes, but for the most part, the intent is to make the most recommendations useful to as many people as possible.




  GEOGRAPHY




  The landscape of Northern California is, in fact, a smaller part of larger geographic provinces. The mountains in the state are part of the American Cordillera, which is a long band of mountains that stretch from Alaska down the length of North America and down the entire western side of South America. Northern California is a critical segment in this massive chain of mountains and is located at the meeting place of numerous geographic regions.




  To the north, in what is generally referred to as the Pacific Northwest, the dominant mountain areas are the Coast Ranges and the Cascade Range. While the former is famous for its rugged coastline, the latter is well known for its towering volcanoes and enormous glaciers. Both mountain ranges extend southward into Northern California. While the coastal mountain ranges cover the length of the entire state, they are breached near the center of the state by the great Sacramento–San Joaquin River network. Though not unheard of, it is unusual for a mountain range to be bisected by a sea-level pass. The Cascades, on the other hand, do not push too deep into California. From the Oregon state line, they only penetrate about 130 miles into the state. They occupy the northeastern-most corner of California, which happens to be one of the least-populated regions. Consequently, the Cascades in California do not often enter the public imagination.




  At the southern end of the Cascades, the geology of the mountains abruptly changes. Rather than the volcanism that defines the Cascade Range, these new mountains, the mighty Sierra Nevada, are composed of plutons of hard, dense granite. In some areas significant bands of sedimentary, metavolcanic or ultramafic rock are interspersed between the plutons, but it is the granite that defines these mountains. The Sierra extends 400 miles to the south, an unbroken line of tall, rugged mountains. The longest, tallest, and largest mountain region in California, the range is the state’s dominant and most important physical feature. Without the Sierra, the rest of the state would be much thirstier than it already is, and would likely not have nearly as many people living in it. Without the water that these mountains provide, there would not be the ability to meet the demand for water made by the state’s cities and vast agricultural industry.
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At 14,179 feet, massive Mount Shasta is among the tallest mountains in the United States.




  Most of the state’s water needs lie west of the Sierra Nevada, on the coast around San Francisco Bay and in the interior of the state, in the giant basin of the Central Valley. The majority of California’s major rivers flow out of the mountains into the great bowl of the valley. Those rivers north of San Francisco Bay are collected into the Sacramento River, while those south of the bay all join the San Joaquin. The two rivers meet just as they reach the edge of the bay. This huge but compact hydrologic system is the lifeblood of California, sustaining its unequalled agricultural output as well as its cities.




  To the east of the Sierra Nevada and the California section of the Cascades is the Great Basin. This endorheic basin, one of the four major deserts in the United States, is a large bowl that has no outlet to the sea. All the water that falls or flows into the basin from the mountains has no outlet and evaporates or dissipates into the desert. This huge region covers parts of California, Oregon, Idaho, Utah, and almost all of Nevada.




  South of both the Sierra Nevada and the Coast Ranges, both sets of mountains merge into the Transverse Range, a large group of mountains that begin along the coast and cut inland to the east before encountering the Peninsular Range. These mountains begin east of Los Angeles and extend far into Mexico.




  For the purposes of this book, Northern California has been divided into nine regions. The integrity of the larger geographic blocks—the Coast Ranges, the Central Valley, the Cascades, and the Sierra Nevada—has been maintained as much as possible. The further breakdown helps isolate the specific character of each region as well as group the trails by proximity and similar access lines. The Coast Ranges have been broken into three sections: the South Coast Range, the North Coast Range, and the Klamath Mountains. Both the Central Valley and the Cascades have sections of their own (though the Central Valley is only represented by its northern half, known as the Sacramento Valley, and even then only two trails are included). The Sierra Nevada is divided into four regions. These are determined by their position within the range, geologic composition, and manner of access.




  CONSERVATION




  At the beginning of his Western epic Lonesome Dove, author Larry McMurtry quoted T. K. Whipple’s assessment of the role of wilderness in the life of the American people. Whipple states:




  All America lies at the end of the wilderness road, and our past is not a dead past, but still lives in us. Our forefathers had civilization inside themselves, the wild outside. We live in the civilization they created, but within us the wilderness still lingers. What they dreamed, we live, and what they lived, we dream.




  This is truer today than it ever has been. Americans have always been a people with a frontier, a place where civilization came to an end and the natural, wild world was dominant. The perpetual push past the frontier, the journey through the wilderness, shaped the national character. As urban areas continue to grow and encroach on that which is undeveloped, as life for more and more people is centered on city life, the need for a frontier is pressing. One of the joys of hiking in Northern California is the opportunity to immerse yourself in the natural world, to shed the trappings of normal life and revel in the purity and beauty of creation. Whether to escape or discover, the wilds of Northern California are a refuge for people as much as they are for the natural world they preserve.




  It is not surprising that the fantastic and unique landscapes of Northern California have been at the epicenter of the development of wildlands conservation. This history reaches deep into the nineteenth century. In 1864, at the height of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln had the foresight to preserve Yosemite Valley and the nearby Mariposa Grove of giant sequoias in their natural state. The Yosemite Grant gave the lands to California to be administered as a state park. This was the first time the federal government had set land aside for the specific purpose of the preservation of its natural character, and it set an important precedent for the establishment of Yellowstone, the first national park, eight years later.




  By the time Yellowstone was created, John Muir had already arrived in Yosemite. Over the next forty years, Muir was instrumental in informing and motivating the public to move public policy toward conserving the natural landscape. It is not a coincidence that the second and third national parks, Sequoia and Yosemite, were created in the Sierra Nevada in 1890. John Muir wrote prodigiously, and his writings played an important role in influencing the next generation of conservationists. Again, it is not a coincidence that leaders like Theodore Roosevelt sought Muir out and joined him in Yosemite. Under Roosevelt’s direction, great swaths of the western United States were protected through the creation of national parks, national monuments, and forest reserves, the predecessors of today’s national forests.




  While the federal government was busy preserving significant tracts of the public domain in California and elsewhere around the country, California’s state government got into the action and established the California State Parks System. Big Basin Redwoods in the Santa Cruz Mountains was the first park, established in 1902, but by 1928 efforts were in full swing to add more parks around the state. Particularly important was the successful push to preserve as much of the coastline and old-growth redwoods as possible.


  By the mid-twentieth century, conservation efforts had expanded beyond simply establishing preserves for nature that were free from development. The focus shifted to enshrining wild, primeval land with protections that would maintain that condition in perpetuity. This began in 1924 when the Gila Wilderness in southwestern New Mexico became the world’s first preserve specifically created to keep land in its wild state. This was accomplished through the foresight and leadership of Aldo Leopold. Throughout the 1930s, other primitive areas were established in national forests, again to maintain a region’s wild character. In 1964 this became national policy when President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the National Wilderness Act. Many of the first primitive areas became the initial class of wilderness areas at that time. The wilderness act states:




  A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.




  Several areas in California, including the Marble Mountains, Yolla Bolly–Middle Eel, South Warner, Caribou, Mokelumne, Hoover, Minarets (later renamed for Ansel Adams), and John Muir Wilderness Areas were part of this first phase of wilderness designation. Twenty years later, the California Wilderness Act established a sweeping number of new wilderness areas and enlarged several old ones, bringing the map of wilderness areas in California close to what it looks like today.




  A significant majority of the trails in this book pass through national parks, national forests, federal wilderness areas, and California state parks. The opportunity to shed the modern world and return to the wild, natural one is the legacy of more than 150 years of work to preserve the wilderness. It is a distinctly American accomplishment, one that transcends generational and political boundaries. As society coarsens, as urbanization accelerates, as sacrifice becomes obsolete, and as gratification becomes paramount, it is imperative that the legacy is carried over to the next generation and not lost. John Muir said:




  [T]housands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are beginning to find out that going to the mountains is going home, that wilderness is a necessity; and that mountain parks and reservations are useful not only as fountains of timber and irrigating rivers, but as fountains of life.


Berry Creek Falls is framed by massive old-growth redwoods.
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  Peoples’ need for wilderness is greater now than it ever has been.




  WATER




  Although the 100th meridian does not divide the United States in any physical or political sense, it does fall very close to the line that marks the westernmost reach of the moist air that pushes up from the Gulf of Mexico. This in turn is the functional demarcation between the humid climates of the eastern United States and the semiarid environment that dominates most of the western part of the country. Though water is important throughout the nation, it is critically important in the West, where water resources are much scarcer. Water must be managed carefully in order to ensure that there is enough to meet demand.




  Most of Northern California is not desert or high desert like much of the West. Despite this, water remains scarce and does not fall abundantly as rain, as it does in the East. Fortunately for the state, the Sierra Nevada, Cascades, and the Klamath Mountains are tall enough to catch significant snowfall. This snow functions like a frozen reservoir, melting over the course of the summer and feeding the rivers, which in turn flow down into the valley, where it is distributed to farmers and cities. A complex network of canals and reservoirs transport and contain the water, delivering it to where it is needed and saving it for drier times.




  As droughts take their toll on society, the increasing importance of water in Northern California is made evident. Although not its specific purpose, this guide is, in part at least, intended to be a grand tour not just of the state’s great physical monuments but also of its most precious resource. Several of the state’s most important rivers are explored in some fashion on many of the hikes. These rivers include the Trinity, McCloud, Sacramento, Feather, Yuba, Mokelumne, Stanislaus, Tuolumne, Merced, San Joaquin, Kings, and Kaweah. The headwaters or significant tributaries of other major rivers, including the Pit, Klamath, Salmon, and American Rivers, are also present here. In short, the vast majority of the water resources in the state of California are explored by the hikes in this guide. As you hit the trail, consider the profound impact these regions have on the rest of the state and the crucial need to protect them and maintain their integrity.




  CLIMATE




  Northern California has cold, wet winters with significant precipitation and warm, dry summers. The climate in this part of the state is justly lauded for its excellent, temperate weather. It is not unusual to be able to explore the high country of the mountains from June through October; for nearly half a year the mountains are available for hiking. Some years there may be a smaller window due to unusually heavy winters. When the high mountains are blanketed in snow, other parts of Northern California are in their prime seasons. The Pacific coast, the redwoods, the Central Valley, and the foothills of the Sierra Nevada are all great options for hiking during the fall, winter, and spring months. Northern California is truly a year-round outdoor playground.




  HAZARDS




  Hiking the trails of Northern California is not without its dangers. The four most common are bears, mountain lions, rattlesnakes, and poison oak. The last is only found on trails at the lower elevations in this book. In most cases the trails pass through stands of the bush, and careful walking will allow you to avoid touching it.




  Bears: There are plenty of bears throughout Northern California, though it is uncommon to encounter one on the trails. The best thing to do is to be alert and, if possible, travel in groups. Make noise to make your presence known to any bears in the area. Clapping and speaking loudly are effective ways to do this. If you do encounter a bear, do not run. Stay still until the bear has left. If the bear continues approaching you, fall to your stomach and lie still until the bear departs. If you are actually attacked by a bear, fight back. Bears generally do not expect prey to hit and kick them, and this can deter them from continuing to attack.




  Mountain Lions: Mountain lions are present in most of the areas covered in this book, but they are rarely seen. It is unlikely that you will encounter one on the trail. As always, hiking in groups is safer than hiking alone. If you do encounter a mountain lion, pick up any small children. The cats consider smaller animals easier to catch. Do not run. Mountain lions expect their prey to flee, and running will cause them to pursue. Try to look as large as you can, and do not crouch, kneel, or sit. People do not resemble the cats’ normal prey when they are standing. Lastly, as with bears, if you are attacked, fight back. They can be made to flee.






  Rattlesnakes: Rattlesnakes are found throughout Northern California. Be alert to what is on the trail. If you see one, do not try to handle it. Stay at least 6 feet away—the farther away the better. Be especially careful when climbing up rock piles and similar places where snakes may be hiding.




  Other hazards include disorientation, exposure, lightning, and flash floods. Some of these can often occur together, as when a storm soaks a hiker and causes him or her to get lost. Stay alert to your surroundings and the changes in weather patterns. Weather can change swiftly in the mountains, and clear weather can quickly become a powerful thunderstorm. Come prepared, and be on guard.




  PERMITS AND REGULATIONS




  Although the trails in this guide are all intended to be hiked in a day, several of them also make great backpacking trips. Various restrictions apply, depending on the destination and trailhead. In many places it is necessary to get a wilderness permit in order to camp overnight. In lightly traveled areas like the backcountry trails in the Klamath Mountains, these can be self-issued at the trailhead. In more heavily traveled regions like much of the Sierra Nevada, you must get one from a ranger station, either in person or via reservation. In most places a fire permit is necessary if you plan to have a campfire. Fires are completely prohibited in higher elevation or high-impact areas. If you plan to spend the night in the backcountry, it is important to check with the administrative authorities to see what measures and restrictions are in place.




  If you are hiking with a dog, remember that dogs are not allowed on the trails in California state parks. This rules out most of the coastal and redwood trails. National parks also generally prohibit dogs on the trails. On the other hand, national forests and lands administered by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) usually allow dogs. Be sure to check the regulations before bringing your canine pal on the trail with you.




  CAMPING




  Campgrounds are common throughout the public lands in Northern California. National parks, national forests, the BLM, and California state parks all operate a multitude of campgrounds. Local governments such as county and city administrations also offer campgrounds in some areas. These are particularly useful in Inyo County, in the Eastern Sierra. It is also permissible to camp at most national forest and BLM trailheads, although overnight camping may be prohibited at some trailheads in highly trafficked areas. Dispersed camping—spending the night in a spot that is not maintained as a campground—is prohibited in national and state parks. The national forests and BLM do allow dispersed camping, unless otherwise posted.


  







   Hiking at Andrew Molera State Park means excellent views of the Big Sur coast.
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  SOUTH COAST RANGE







  CALIFORNIA’S SOUTH COAST RANGE is a major mountain region that lies between the Pacific Ocean on the west and the Central Valley to the east. The long block of mountains stretches from the Carquinez Strait in San Francisco Bay down to Santa Barbara County, where it merges into the rugged Transverse Range. The southern part of this range falls into Southern California’s sphere, but the northern part of the range is geographically and historically linked to Northern California.




  When California was still a part of Mexico, the capital was established at the city of Monterey, on the south end of Monterey Bay. This area, near San Francisco Bay, was part of the stage upon which California’s independence unfolded. These events, along with the subsequent gold rush and growth of San Francisco, tied Monterey to Northern California. Despite these ties, the region retains a distinct flair and culture of its own.




  The South Coast Range is broken up into several smaller, distinct mountain ranges. This is especially true at its northern half, where San Francisco Bay, Monterey Bay, the Santa Clara Valley, and the Salinas River Valley all separate the mountains of the South Coast Range into specific groups. Along the coast, the Santa Cruz Mountains occupy the San Francisco Peninsula and extend south to the northern end of Monterey Bay. Farther south are the great Santa Lucia Mountains, the home of the magnificent Big Sur coast. The meeting of the Santa Lucias and the Pacific Ocean is the most rugged collision of land and sea in the lower forty-eight states.




  These coastal areas are separated from the interior of the South Coast Range by San Francisco Bay, the Santa Clara Valley, and the Salinas River Valley. The largest of the interior ranges is the Diablo Range, which stretches from the Carquinez Strait, the point where the water drained from the majority of Northern California’s mountains reaches the sea, far to the south, where the range subsides and merges with the Temblor Range. The northern Diablo Range forms the line of hills east of San Francisco Bay and is crowned by the solitary cone of Mount Diablo. Forming a high wall between the southern Diablo Range and the Santa Lucias is the Gabilan Range. These mountains are home to Pinnacles National Park, which protects an awesome set of volcanic crags as well as the aeries of the endangered California condor.




  The trails in the South Coast Range cover a variety of different landscapes, from towering, sunbaked peaks to deep, rain forest–like canyons. Many of the trails in this area pass through groves of coast redwoods, which reach the southern limit of their range in the Santa Lucia Mountains. Other trails in this part of Northern California explore vast oak savannas, rugged interior mountains, and the caves and crags of the Pinnacles. The diverse landscape is protected by a diverse patchwork of land administration. Nearly every level of preservation, including national parks and national forests, a host of state parks, and even county preserves, keeps the wildlands and trails of the South Coast Range open to those in search of the region’s unique beauty.








  
1. EWOLDSEN TRAIL/MCWAY FALLS
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  WHY GO?




  This awesome hike showcases many of the best features of the Big Sur region in grand fashion. Abundant redwoods and waterfalls, epic coastal vistas, and a rugged meeting of sea and land are all part of this memorable trip.


  



  THE RUNDOWN


  Start: Trailhead at main parking area, just past park entrance station




  Total distance: 0.5 mile out and back (McWay Falls); 4.75-mile lollipop (Ewoldsen Trail)




  Hiking time: 2–3 hours


Difficulty: Moderate


Elevation gain: None (McWay Falls); 1,360 feet (Ewoldsen Trail)




  Season: Year-round




  Trail surface: Wood plank, packed dirt, rocky




  Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted




  Fees and permits: Entrance fee


Land status: Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park




  Trail contact: www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=578




  Other: Water is available at the trailhead and from creeks.









  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD
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  From Monterey, drive south on CA 1 for 41.5 miles. Turn left at the signed entrance to Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park. The trailhead parking area is just past the entrance station. Both the Ewoldsen Trail and the walkway to McWay Falls begin here. Trailhead GPS: 36°15'1.86"N / 121°46'56.81"W





  WHAT TO SEE




  When California was still part of Mexico, the capital was located in Monterey. To the south rose the great escarpment of the Santa Lucia Mountains, dropping precipitously into the sea in a breathtaking collision. The residents of Monterey referred to this incredible landscape as el país grande del sur, “the big land to the south.” Over the years this name has been modified to Big Sur, but the land remains as it was: spectacular and overwhelmingly beautiful.




  Hikers looking to experience the essence of Big Sur would do well to venture to Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park and hike the Ewoldsen Trail. This path collects many of the best features Big Sur has to offer and lines them up in delightful fashion for your enjoyment. Deep, wild canyons are filled with redwoods, windswept vistas offer incredible views of the magnificent coastline, and rushing creeks spring from cliffs, creating lovely waterfalls. This hike has two sections. The first is the short, easy walk out to the overlook above famed McWay Falls. The second part is the climb up into the Santa Lucia Mountains. This second part is much longer, and the ascent requires a lot of effort, but the payoff is well worth it.




  [image: McWay Falls is one of the most scenic waterfalls in California.]


McWay Falls is one of the most scenic waterfalls in California.




  

   Your first destination should be world-famous McWay Falls. Located in a picture-perfect cove, the waterfall pours through a narrow slot in the cliffs and falls 80 feet into the surf below. The small waterfall is an unforgettable sight. To get there, follow the path along the creek and pass through a tunnel beneath CA 1. On the far side a wooden plank trail leads 0.25 mile along the cliff edge to a wonderful vista of the cove and the falls. After taking in the scene, return to the main parking area.




  For the Ewoldsen Trail, head east from the trailhead, closely following McWay Creek. Redwoods immediately close in on the path as you enter a place of quiet beauty. The route soon crosses over the creek and continues upstream. After 0.2 mile a trail branches off to the left and follows the creek upstream a short distance to Canyon Falls. This 30-foot waterfall is not nearly as pretty as McWay Falls, but it is surrounded by redwoods and has a charm all its own. After checking the small cataract, continue on the main trail, which now begins a long, arcing climb up the side of the canyon. It cuts into a side canyon, crosses a stream, and then continues traversing the side of the main canyon. Some sections of the path are narrow, and the trail is slung onto the steep hillside. There are good views down into the canyon where McWay Creek flows through redwood snags and over small cataracts. After climbing 1.0 mile from the trailhead, you arrive at a bridge over the creek, where a fork in the trail marks the beginning of the loop.




  The Ewoldsen loop can be hiked in either direction, but hiking it counterclockwise allows you to enjoy ocean views while you walk, rather than having to look back over your shoulder on some sections. To hike the loop in this direction, do not cross the bridge but continue following McWay Creek on a steady grade up the canyon through the redwoods. After hiking 0.5 mile from the beginning of the loop, cross McWay Creek on a small bridge and start the ascent out of the canyon. As you round the corner of a ridge, the forest recedes and good views of McWay Creek’s deep canyon open up. All too soon, however, the forest swallows the trail back up. Note that the redwoods have given way; the woods are now dominated by oaks and other trees better suited to the drier environment.




  From the open spot, the trail continues to wind around the head of the canyon. Watch for a signed spur trail to the right, leading to the overlook above the coast. Proceed along the path as it leads upward; stay left at the junction, following the ridgetop to the south. There are great views all along the grassy ridge, and numerous wildflowers can be found lining the slopes in springtime. A bench with more exceptional views marks the end of the trail. Press on a little farther on a use trail to some rock outcroppings. Here the best panoramas are revealed and you can see far to the south. Trace the narrow band of white created by the collision of the green-and-gold earth and the blue sea. The waves hammer away at the coastline interminably, creating a magnificent spectacle as you gaze down from more than 1,400 feet above the sea.




  When you eventually pull yourself away from this incredible spot, head back down the spur and turn right, back on the Ewoldsen Trail. It is all downhill from this point. The path descends to McWay Creek’s main canyon and continues along its slopes. The trees clear here, and the views get better as you lose elevation. The path soon arrives at the very edge of the mountains, where you can look down directly on CA 1 and the coast, which lie more than 1,000 feet below. You soon turn inland again and reenter the redwoods as the route drops the final distance to the beginning of the loop. Cross the bridge and pick up the main trail coming from the parking area. From here, follow the path back to the trailhead.




  

The rugged mountains of Big Sur plunge into the Pacific Ocean.
  

    [image: The rugged mountains of Big Sur plunge into the Pacific Ocean]
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    MILES AND DIRECTIONS




  0.0Start toward the south and west for an easy walk to McWay Falls and the McWay Falls Viewpoint. Retrace the route back to the trailhead. Follow the trail inland, ascending McWay Creek’s canyon.




  0.2Follow the short spur trail to Canyon Falls then continue on the main path.




  1.0Arrive at the beginning of the Ewoldsen loop. Stay to the right, continuing up the canyon.




  2.0Turn right onto the spur that leads to the overlook.




  2.25Enjoy the amazing views of the Big Sur coast.




  2.5Return to main loop trail and turn right, beginning the descent back to the trailhead.




  3.75Reach the end of the loop. Cross the bridge over McWay Creek and turn right onto the main trail.




  4.75Arrive back at the trailhead.






  
2. PFEIFFER FALLS
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  WHY GO?




  The short hike to Pfeiffer Falls features many of the best features of the Big Sur area in one small and easy package. A walk through beautiful redwoods and a detour to an overlook high above the Big Sur Valley lead to the pretty waterfall set in a rocky canyon.




  

THE RUNDOWN


Start: Southwest corner of large parking area




  Distance: 2.6 miles out and back


Hiking time: 1–2 hours


Difficulty: Easy


Elevation gain: 750 feet


Season: Year-round


Trail surface: Packed dirt, duff


Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted




  Fees and permits: Entrance fee


Land status: Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park




  Trail contact: 47225 Highway 1, Big Sur 93920; (831) 667-2315; www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=570


Other: Water is available at the trailhead.




  


FINDING THE TRAILHEAD
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  From Monterey, drive south on CA 1 for 29 miles to the community of Big Sur. Turn left at the signed entrance to Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park. Follow the park road past the store and the entrance station. Park in the large parking area on the right. Trailhead GPS: 36°15'1.86"N / 121°46'56.81"W




  


WHAT TO SEE




  Big Sur is a land of contrasts: tall mountains, vast ocean, towering redwoods, small creeks, intimate canyons, and big views. No other trail in the region condenses all of these features down to one nice little package as well as that to Pfeiffer Falls. This waterfall may not be the most spectacular along the Big Sur coast, but it is the most accessible and is worth the trip.




  Start the hike in the southwest corner of the large parking area. Cross the bridge and follow the wide path along the Big Sur River. The largest watershed on this part of the California coast, the Big Sur River starts deep in the adjacent Ventana Wilderness and flows 15 miles to its outlet near Point Sur. Though it can appear small later in the year, in spring it has a powerful flow. A second bridge brings the path back over the river to reach the Big Sur Lodge. Cross the park road and begin climbing gently through redwoods before arriving at the official trailhead for Pfeiffer Falls.




  Past the trailhead you will immediately cross Pfeiffer Creek. This charming stream meanders through a gully surrounded by redwoods. The route then leaves the redwoods and enters typical coastal forest. A few switchbacks are followed by a steady climb up the hill. There are a few breaks in the trees that provide glimpses of the valley. After 0.9 mile from the Big Sur Lodge, you arrive at a fork in the trail. Staying right leads to Pfeiffer Falls, while the Valley View Trail branches off to the left. This latter option climbs gently for 0.3 mile to a vista point overlooking the Big Sur Valley. The heavily forested west side of the canyon is a surprising contrast to the chaparral that blankets the walls on the east side. In the distance you can see the blue Pacific Ocean and the rocky prominence of Point Sur.
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Pfeiffer Falls


  [image: PFEIFFER FALLS]






  Returning to the main trail, you now make a quick descent and reenter the redwood forest. Cross Pfeiffer Creek and wind around some large redwoods to a point where you can observe graceful Pfeiffer Falls. The 60-foot waterfall flows down the dark rock like a slender white ribbon. During wetter times of the year, two or three other strands of falling water complement the main channel. It is possible to climb a little higher into the small amphitheater and reach the base of the falls. From here you can gaze upward and see additional waterfalls as Pfeiffer Creek tumbles down the steep canyon above Pfeiffer Falls. Retrace your steps back to the trailhead.




The Valley View Vista is a good place to spot Point Sur and the Pacific Ocean.
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  MILES AND DIRECTIONS




  0.0Start at the trailhead and follow the trail west along the Big Sur River.




  0.25Pass the Big Sur Lodge and begin climbing along Pfeiffer Creek through the redwood-filled canyon.




  0.85Turn left onto the Valley View Trail.




  1.15Reach the Valley View vista point.




  1.45Return to the main trail and turn left to head toward Pfeiffer Falls.




  1.65Arrive at Pfeiffer Falls. Follow the trail back to the trailhead.




  2.6Arrive back at the trailhead.






  
3. ANDREW MOLERA STATE PARK
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  WHY GO?




  Andrew Molera State Park presents a fantastic coastal adventure. The trail climbs over high hills with exceptional views of the Big Sur coastline and the mountains of the Ventana Wilderness and before following low seaside bluffs past a hidden, hikers-only beach on the way back to the trailhead.




  

THE RUNDOWN


Start: Trailhead in large parking lot by the entrance station.




  Distance: 8.4-mile lollipop


Hiking time: 4–5 hours


Difficulty: Moderate


Elevation gain: 1,100 feet


Season: Year-round


 Trail surface: Packed dirt, sandy


Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted




  Fees and permits: Entrance fee




  Land status: Andrew Molera State Park




  Trail contact: www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=582




  Special considerations: This trail requires a ford of the Big Sur River that may be impassable certain times of the year. Poison oak is found in abundance along parts of this hike.




  Other: Water is available from the Big Sur River at the trailhead.


  




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD
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  From Monterey, drive south on CA 1 for 24.4 miles. Turn left at the entrance to Andrew Molera State Park. The driveway quickly forks. Stay right and then immediately turn right into the large parking lot after paying the parking fee. Trailhead GPS: 36°17'14.62"N / 121°50'38.67"W




  


WHAT TO SEE




  The coastal terrain around Andrew Molera State Park is gentler than most of the rest of the Big Sur region. Rather than steep mountainsides thrusting upward out of the Pacific Ocean, the land has low rolling hills and a broad, grassy plain. This distinct geography results in part from the presence of the Big Sur River, which meets the sea at the nexus of the rolling hills and the open plain. Lacking the rugged mountains that typify much of the Santa Lucia Range, the trails in this area shift the focus onto the sea. Since this hike is mostly through grassy terrain, there are nearly constant views over the course of the whole hike.




  To begin the hike, head west from the trailhead and pass through a tunnel of dense brush. In short order you arrive at the edge of the Big Sur River. In spring or after a good rain, the river will be high and is either impassable or requires a ford through the water. Later in the spring through fall, the river’s size is reduced significantly, and boards are put out to bridge the river. Cross over the river and continue west on the Beach Trail. This wide path follows the Big Sur River, though the water is almost entirely out of sight. After 0.9 mile look for an unsigned trail branching off to the left, toward the south. This path is a wide old road that passes along some tall hedges. In 0.1 mile veer right to begin hiking on the Ridge Trail.


Pico Blanco peeks over the steep ridge above the Big Sur Valley.
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  Ascending steadily, the Ridge Trail climbs up onto the tall grassy hills that lie at the mouth of the Big Sur Valley. The first 1.0 mile is the steepest part of the hike, rising almost 700 feet to a prominent point on the summit ridge. Shortly after the climb begins, there are great views to the north toward Point Sur. Persevere up the hill until the wide path rounds the top of a bald hill and descends briefly back onto the ridge. Though the trail is wide, be careful to avoid patches of poison oak found all along the path. This part of the hike affords great views toward the Santa Lucia Mountains, rising more than 3,000 feet to the east. The most notable sight is the stark white cone of Pico Blanco, one of the most beautiful and interesting peaks in this part of Big Sur. Though the mountain lies just outside the vast Ventana Wilderness, it remains a wild and lonely peak.




  Continue down from the bald hill along the crest of the hills until you arrive at a junction with the Hidden Trail, an alternative route from the trailhead. Stay straight and begin climbing along the crest of the ridge again. Fortunately the grade is less severe here. In 0.9 mile from the junction with the Hidden Trail, you pass another junction, this time with the South Boundary Trail. Stay straight and enter into a large, hilltop grove of redwoods. These trees are not as large or attractive as other groves nearby, but they are a welcome sight on the trail and the first shade since crossing the Big Sur River. On the far side of the redwoods, the trail crosses one last grassy slope before reaching the highest point on the hike.






  Although the views are good from this spot, it is better to press on a little farther to Panorama Point if you plan on taking a break with a view. To get there, follow the Panorama Trail downhill for 0.25 mile. Brushy terrain dominates this area, and the views are good. The route along this section hugs the southern boundary of Andrew Molera State Park, and private residences can be seen past the fence line. In short order you arrive at a clearing in the brush where Panorama Point’s unforgettable vista unfolds. Looking south, the low hills lead the eye toward the mouth of the Big Sur River and the rocky prominence of Point Sur beyond. Bluffs, sea stacks, coastal plains, beaches, and brush-covered mountains all combine to form the awesome panorama.




  To complete the loop from here, continue hiking on the Panorama Trail as it turns and heads north. The path winds through canyons as it descends through dense patches of coastal chaparral. At 1.4 miles past the vista point, the path crosses a small creek. After it climbs out of the creek’s small gully, a spur branches off to the left and follows the stream down to a beautiful hidden beach. About 50 yards from the sand, the trail fades away and you must pick your way over large driftwood logs. This beautiful beach can only be accessed via this trail or by boat, and it is likely that you will have the whole area to yourself. After enjoying the beach, follow the path back to the Panorama Trail.




    [image: Looking north to Point Sur from Panorama Point.]


    Looking north to Point Sur from Panorama Point.
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  Beyond the spur trail to the beach, the trail’s name changes from the Panorama Trail to the Bluff Trail. As the name implies, the route follows along a succession of low bluffs that rise about 100 feet above the crashing waves. Views of the hills to the east and the ocean to the west improve as you progress northward. The trail has an easy grade as it weaves in and out of a few gullies and crosses some small streams. Watch for use trails branching off to the west and leading to a trail that hugs the edge of the bluffs, providing an option that stays closer to the water. This optional route ultimately rejoins the Bluff Trail just as it pulls closer to the edge of the bluffs itself. Here there are fantastic views south down the length of the bluffs back toward Panorama Point. Just a little farther a short trail branches off toward the beach when the Bluff Trail turns inland. It then passes through forest a short distance before rejoining the Beach Trail at the junction with the Ridge Trail, completing the loop. Follow the Beach Trail back to the trailhead.




The hidden beach on the Bluff Trail can only be accessed by hikers.
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  MILES AND DIRECTIONS




  0.0Start at the trailhead and immediately cross the Big Sur River. At times this may be impassable; other times it may be necessary to ford the river. Later in the year, when water levels are lower, planks are put out to bridge the water. Proceed down the Beach Trail.




  0.9At an unsigned junction, turn left onto an old dirt road.




  1.0Turn right again onto the Ridge Trail.




  2.1Pass the junction with the Hidden Trail.




  3.0Pass the junction with the South Boundary Trail.




  3.75Reach the highest point on the trail and head south on the Panorama Trail.




  4.0Arrive at Panorama Point and enjoy the spectacular vista.




  5.5A short spur trail leads to a hidden beach.




  5.6The spur ends at the beach. Return to the main trail.




  5.7Return to the main trail and turn left onto the Bluff Trail.




  7.4Turn right onto the Beach Trail.




  8.4Arrive back at the trailhead.






  
4. PINNACLES
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  WHY GO?




  The exciting hike through Pinnacles National Park is an action-packed journey through incredible rock formations that features unique trail engineering, caves, and the chance to see the endangered California condor.




  

THE RUNDOWN


Start: Chaparral Trailhead




  Distance: 8.6-mile loop


Hiking time: 4–5 hours


Difficulty: Moderate


Elevation gain: 1,300 feet


Season: Year-round, though spring is best; summers can be brutally hot.


Trail surface: Packed dirt, rocky, rock hand and foot holds, rock scrambling




  Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted




  Fees and permits: Entrance fee


Land status: Pinnacles Wilderness, Pinnacles National Park




  Trail contact: 5000 Highway 146, Paicines 95043; (831) 389-4486; www.nps.gov/pinn


  Special considerations: Route passes through caves so bring a flashlight.




  Other: Water is available at the trailhead.


  




  

  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD
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  From CA 101 in Soledad, take exit 302 for CA 146. Turn onto Front Street, drive toward the downtown area, and turn right onto East Street. After 0.3 mile turn right onto CA 146, which is also signed as Metz Road. Proceed for 2.7 miles then turn left to continue on CA 146. Follow this road 9.3 miles to the trailhead in Pinnacles National Park. Trailhead GPS: 36°29'30.06"N / 121°12'33.51"W




  


WHAT TO SEE




  Rising suddenly from the chaparral-covered hills of the Gabilan Range, the Pinnacles are a striking collection of volcanic domes and towers. The red, pink, and purple hues of the rock make a stark contrast against the green and gold of the surrounding hills. In some ways, the Pinnacles seem out of place compared to the rest of the landscape. Geologically, this is certainly the case. The strange rocks are the remnants of an old volcano that geologists believe to have been broken in half by the infamous San Andreas Fault. The other half of the old volcano lies a couple hundred miles to the south. As the fault shifted, it broke the volcano apart, and the two portions were ultimately separated. The geologic and scenic importance of the Pinnacles was recognized early on. In 1908 they were designated a national monument, and in 2013 their status was upgraded to a national park. The area is also protected in the 15,985-acre Hain Wilderness. The geology of the Pinnacles and their preservation has produced some of the best trails in the South Coast Range.






  It is fortunate for hikers that this geologic stranger has made its home in the Gabilan Range, an interior subrange of the South Coast Range. Trails through the park do not just travel around the base of the spectacular rocks; they climb up onto, into, over, and through the crags. You are able to experience the Pinnacles in an intimate, hands-on fashion, but the trails also yield spectacular vistas of the crags and much of the Gabilan and Santa Lucia Ranges. There is also the chance of catching a glimpse of the incredible California condor, the largest bird in North America and one that has taken significant steps away from the brink of extinction.




  This hike combines several trails to make a loop through the Pinnacles. Near the end of the hike, the route passes through talus caves, so be sure to bring flashlights or head-lamps. The trip begins at the Chaparral Trailhead on the west side of the Pinnacles. Start on the Juniper Canyon Trail; the namesake tree is found in abundance along this section of the trail. In short order the path begins to pass through large boulders. Like the rest of the Pinnacles, these are composed of andesite and rhyolite, dense volcanic rocks. Like granite, these igneous rocks are popular with rock climbers, and the Pinnacles have become a significant rock climbing destination.




  At 0.6 mile from the trailhead, the path turns and begins to climb into the Pinnacles themselves. The purple and pink rocks loom overhead on all sides of the trail. The trail soon begins a long series of switchbacks as it ascends into the heart of the crags. At 1.1 miles the trail intersects the Tunnel Trail. Stay to the right and continue climbing higher into the Pinnacles. The views of the surrounding area get better as you get higher. The path straightens out and makes a long traverse across the flanks of the crags before climbing a second set of switchbacks. Finally, 1.7 miles from the trailhead, you reach the crest of the Pinnacles, where there is a junction with the High Peaks Trail.




California Condors may be seen while hiking in the Pinnacles.
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The High Peaks Trail has great views of the Balconies area formations.


  Turn left onto the High Peaks Trail and begin one of the most exciting sections of the hike. For the next mile the trail winds, weaves, and climbs along the crest of the Pinnacles. The trail has been engineered to make the route as exciting as possible. In some places steps have been cut into the rock and rails have been installed to help get over difficult sections where no normal trail can be established. It moves over rocks, along ledges, and over overhangs, all the while exposing hikers to far-reaching vistas. The journey is both expansive, as you can observe much of the Gabilan Range, and intimate, since you must crawl over the rock and use your hands to negotiate the crags. Be alert for California condors along this section of the hike. The majestic birds like to roost in the secluded towers and can be seen flying in this area.




  As you near the end of the High Peaks section, stay straight when the Tunnel Trail rejoins the High Peaks Trail. Watch for the large pink dome of the Balconies to the north. After a mile on the High Peaks Trail, you finally leave the towers of the Pinnacles behind and descend one of the formation’s high shoulders. This unique section of the hike finally comes to an end when you arrive at the junction with the Condor Gulch Trail, where you will stay straight, continuing on the High Peaks Trail. As you descend, watch for the tall Chalone Peaks to the south. These are the highest peaks in Pinnacles National Park.




  Once you pass the Condor Gulch Trail, you make a 2.0-mile descent through chaparral and oak savanna to reach the bottom of the Pinnacles at Chalone Creek. Turn left onto the Old Pinnacles Trail, which runs parallel to Chalone Creek. In spring the creek has good flow, and wildflowers are abundant along this section of the hike. Much of the park’s support infrastructure can be seen on the far side of the creek, as well as a shaded picnic area. About 0.5 mile after turning onto the Old Pinnacles Trail, you cross a bridge over the creek. The trail crosses back over after another 0.4 mile and then makes a very gentle ascent along the creek for another 1.6 miles before intersecting the Balconies Cliff Trail. This path bypasses the awesome Balconies Caves. If you do not like confined spaces or do not have a flashlight or headlamp, take this trail to complete the loop.
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  For the Balconies Caves, continue on the Old Pinnacles Trail 0.1 mile farther to reach the entrance. A gate has been installed to prevent entry when conditions are dangerous. These caves are not typical passages through the earth. These are talus caves, which are essentially gaps between enormous boulders that collapsed into this area in a large rock-slide. In spring Chalone Creek flows through the first section of the caves, emanating from somewhere within the large talus pile. There is a rudimentary path through the rocky caves, but some sections do require using your hands to climb or balance. The route is obvious, and markers have been painted onto the rocks in some places to indicate the way. After working your way through the darkness, you emerge back into the light but not yet out of the rocks. Here the trail travels through a long crack in a truly colossal rock for several yards. It is necessary to duck under large boulders that have been chocked into the crack.




The hike ends as it began, with a great view of the Pinnacles.
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  When you finally emerge out of the cave complex, the trail resumes in a shady grotto. The path soon leaves the rocks behind and follows a small seasonal stream through a grassy valley. Be sure to look back at sharp-edged Machete Ridge and the high crags of the Pinnacles. The gently climbing trail continues for another 0.6 mile before it arrives back at the Chaparral Trailhead, where the Pinnacles loom in awesome fashion above the parking area.




  MILES AND DIRECTIONS




  0.0Start from the Chaparral Trailhead on the Juniper Canyon Trail.




  0.75Begin a long climb up a series of switchbacks.




  1.1Stay right at Tunnel Trail.




  1.7Turn left onto the High Peaks Trail.




  2.3Continue straight when the Tunnel Trail joins the High Peaks Trail.




  3.0Stay straight at the intersection with the Condor Gulch Trail.




  4.9Turn left onto the Old Pinnacles Trail.




  7.4Intersect the Balconies Cliff Trail. (Option: Take this trail to complete the loop without visiting the caves.)




  7.5Enter the Balconies Caves.




  7.8Exit the caves and continue hiking on the Balconies Trail.




  8.6Arrive back at the trailhead.






  
5. BIG BASIN
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  WHY GO?




  Cutting deep into the heart of the Santa Cruz Mountains, this long hike features giant old-growth redwoods and a trio of awesome waterfalls in a wild setting.




  

THE RUNDOWN


Start: Trailhead west of the visitor center and park headquarters




  Distance: 10.2-mile loop (Option: moderate 6.2-mile loop bypassing the three waterfalls)




  Hiking time: About 6 hours or overnight




  Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


  Elevation gain: 2,000 feet (waterfall loop)




  Season: Year-round; waterfalls are at their best in spring.




  Trail surface: Packed dirt, duff, rocky


Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted




  Fees and permits: Entrance fee


Land status: West Waddell Creek State Wilderness, Big Basin Redwoods State Park


Trail contact: 21600 Big Basin Way, Boulder Creek 95006; (831) 338-8860; www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=540


Special considerations: Route passes through caves, so bring a flashlight.




  Other: Water is available at the trailhead.


  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD
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  From Santa Cruz, drive north on CA 9 for 13 miles to CA 236. Turn left and follow CA 236 to the park headquarters. The trailhead is west of the visitor center and headquarters.




  The park can also be reached via a windy route from the San Francisco Bay Area. Drive south from San Francisco about 20 miles on I-280. Turn south on CA 35 and continue for another 25 miles. Turn west on CA 9 and after 6 miles turn west again onto CA 236. Stay on this windy road for 8 miles to the park headquarters and visitor center. Trailhead GPS: 37°10'23.22"N / 122°13'22.94"W




  


WHAT TO SEE




  Of all the redwood groves south of San Francisco, the most magnificent groves and the greatest redwood wilderness is found in Big Basin Redwoods State Park, deep in the Santa Cruz Mountains. The park, California’s oldest state park, preserves 18,000 acres, more than half of which is old-growth forest. The rest of the park is made of second-growth redwoods and mixed forests of oaks and firs and coastal chaparral. While the ancient redwoods are a chief attraction, the park also boasts numerous beautiful waterfalls. The combination of the unique trees and falling water is magical and gives the forests here an enchanted feeling.
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  The Golden Cascade is aptly named for its vivid color.


  

  Big Basin Redwoods offers hikers more than 80 miles of trail. However, it is the loop that combines the famed Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail with the Sunset Trail that is the premier adventure. This hike has two options. A shorter 6.2-mile loop features excellent redwoods. The longer loop has the redwoods but also passes three great waterfalls, including iconic Berry Creek Falls, one of the most photographed waterfalls in California. This longer hike is demanding but worth the effort, not just for the redwoods and beautiful falls but also the exciting trail engineering and the sense of deep immersion in this unique wilderness.




  The hike begins on the west side of the large parking area near the Big Basin visitor center. The trail immediately crosses a bridge over large Opal Creek and then splits. Turn right onto the Dool Trail. Massive redwoods line the large creek as the trail meanders through the forest. After 0.2 mile turn left onto the Sunset Trail and begin climbing steeply up a wooded sloop. In short order you will cross a wide dirt fire road. The road, which provides access to firefighters in the event of a fire, also functions as the east boundary of the West Waddell Creek State Wilderness. Pick up the Sunset Trail on the far side of the road and begin a long gradual descent down into the Kelly Creek drainage. Roughly 0.3 mile from the fire road you will pass the Sunset Connector Trail on your left. This short path cuts down to the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail, which is the return portion of the loop. As the trail descends through the redwoods, it rounds the shoulder of a ridge and enters the West Waddell Creek drainage. The trail continues to lose elevation, crossing little Timms Creek as it drops, until it finally arrives at the creek, 2.75 miles from the trailhead.




  Cross the pretty creek on a wooden bridge and begin climbing up the far side of the canyon. You will quickly arrive at a junction with the Timms Creek Trail. (Option: If you want to bypass the waterfalls for the shorter, 6.2-mile loop, turn left here. The trail follows West Waddell Creek for 0.9 mile to the confluence with Kelly Creek, where you join the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail. Take this route back to the trailhead.) To continue on to the waterfalls, stay left on the Sunset Trail and climb out of the West Waddell Creek drainage. Once at the top of a forested ridge, the trail then descends down into the canyon drained by Berry Creek. Cross over the creek and climb out of the shallow canyon.




  Above Berry Creek, the forest recedes for the only time on this hike as the trail crosses over some exposed sandstone formations. The trees are noticeably smaller here, as the hard rock provides poor conditions. Views of the heavily forested ridges of the Waddell Creek watershed give this slice of the Santa Cruz Mountains a deep sense of isolation. All too soon the trail plunges back into the deep forest. Pass a signed spur trail on the right that leads to Sunset Camp, where backpackers are afforded the rare opportunity to camp in the redwoods. Just beyond the spur, the trail veers left as it reaches West Berry Creek and the commencement of an exquisite stretch of trail.




  Proceed a short distance along the creek before arriving at the upper portion of the Golden Cascades. Here the waterfall cascades in sheets over bright orange sandstone. The trail follows the creek closely and descends wooden steps before arriving at the lower section of the Golden Cascades. Here the creek tumbles down an orange sandstone staircase. The two halves of the waterfall are quite different, but both are beautiful. Just a few feet past the base of the lower cascade the trail comes to an abrupt end at a large sandstone slab where West Berry Creek pours over the precipice as 60-foot Silver Falls. The route crosses the rock slab, with the water flowing over the cliff just inches away from the trail. A steel-cable fence provides safety as well as defining the direction you should follow. The fence leads to the left, down a stone staircase tucked up against the edge of the cliff. It is very reminiscent of Yosemite’s famous Mist Trail. The stone steps transition to a well-built wooden staircase, which leads to the base of free-falling Silver Falls.




  The beauty continues as the trail continues downstream from the waterfalls. It hugs the bank of the creek and travels through one of the most magnificent moss-covered redwood groves on the trail. After crossing over the creek, the path leads across a ledge where a wooden fence makes the passage safe. Below the cliff crashes fantastic Berry Creek Falls. This memorable waterfall pours more than 70 feet into a rocky bowl surrounded by ferns and redwoods. Descend a few steps to a spur trail that leads to an observation platform below the falls. After enjoying the view of the falls, return to the main trail and continue a short distance to the junction with the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail. Turn left and follow the trail to a crossing over Berry Creek. A short climb leads to a switchback, where there is one last view of the falls through the dense redwood forest. From there the trail leads to West Waddell Creek, where it crosses the water on some large planks. The planks may be removed when water levels are high.




  Once on the south side of the creek, you begin the long, lovely climb out of the West Waddell Creek Wilderness. Most hikers visiting Berry Creek Falls use this route, so the traffic here is considerably higher than on the Sunset Trail. The path winds through the magical redwood canyon, where the water spills over rocks, moss and ferns cover large boulders, and huge redwoods tower above the canyon bottom. After 1.0 mile, pass the Timms Creek Trail. As you do, you leave West Waddell Creek but keep climbing alongside Kelly Creek. The canyon remains as attractive as it has been, but the creek is noticeably smaller. In another mile the trail crosses the small stream and climbs up the north side of the canyon.




Berry Creek Falls


  [image: Berry Creek Falls]




  Large redwoods line the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail.




    [image: Large redwoods line the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail.]




  As you gain elevation, the redwoods remain large, and many grow right along the trail. A little more than 0.5 mile after crossing Kelly Creek, you reach the Sunset Connector Trail. This leads back to the Sunset Trail in 0.1 mile. Climbing up to the Sunset Trail and returning to the trailhead by that route cuts 0.5 mile off the hike. If you choose to stay on the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail, it climbs for another 0.6 mile before crossing the dirt fire road. It then winds through more old-growth redwoods before reaching Opal Creek. Turn left on the trail and follow the creek back to the bridge, completing the loop.




  MILES AND DIRECTIONS




  0.0Start at the trailhead, crossing over Opal Creek and turning right onto the Dool Trail.




  0.2Turn left onto the Sunset Trail.




  0.5Pass the Sunset Connector Trail.




  2.9Cross West Waddell Creek and then stay right at the junction with the Timms Creek Trail to continue on the Sunset Trail. (Option: Turn left onto the Timms Creek Trail for the 6.2-mile loop.)




  4.9Arrive at the Golden Cascades and Silver Falls.








  [image: BIG BASIN]




  6.0Reach the observation deck below Berry Creek Falls.




  6.1Head east on the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail.




  7.25Pass the Timms Creek Trail and continue climbing on the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail.




  8.8Pass the Sunset Connector Trail.




  10.0Reach Opal Creek and turn left to return to the trailhead.




  10.2Arrive back at the trailhead.
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