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  Hiking San Luis Obispo County




  San Luis Obispo County is located where the white sand beaches of Central California merge with the dramatic Big Sur coastline. The county’s 84 miles of spectacular coastline includes wide beaches, windswept coastal dunes, rocky coves, jagged bluffs, grassy coastal terraces, protected bays and tidepools, wildlife sanctuaries, and a fertile, 1,400-acre estuary.




  Heading inland from the Pacific Ocean are oak-studded hills, verdant farmland, pristine mountain lakes, and the Santa Lucia Range of the Los Padres National Forest. Nine extinct volcanoes (23 million years old) form a spine of peaks extending from Morro Rock at the ocean to the city of San Luis Obispo. The city rests in a beautiful valley amongst these volcanic morros, backdropped by the rolling foothills of the Santa Lucia Mountains.




  Day Hikes Around San Luis Obispo includes 156 day hikes throughout this Central California coastal county. These trails take the hiker along the scalloped Pacific coastline to secluded coves and tidepools, rocky promontories along the chain of volcanic morros, wetland sanctuaries, and cool interior valleys. Highlights include waterfalls, coastal bluffs, sand dunes, lakes, rivers, swimming holes, beaches, canyons, extraordinary rock formations, and panoramic views. Many hikes are found in or near San Luis Obispo, although most hikes are located in undeveloped tracts of land, state and county parks, and national forests, which are home to an extensive network of hiking trails. A few coastal hikes are also located to the north and south of the county.




  _______________________________________




  HIKES 1–15 lie near the San Luis Obispo–Monterey County line, where the rugged Big Sur coast begins to evolve into sandy beaches and coastal terraces. Several hikes are found in the beautiful Silver Peak Wilderness. Because of the distance from the city of San Luis Obispo, these hikes are generally more remote or near small coastal towns.




  HIKES 16–32 continue down the northern San Luis Obispo County coastline. The hikes are located along the rocky shoreline and around the coastal town of Cambria.




  HIKES 33–38 are located inland along the Gabilan Range in Pinnacles National Monument. Arising from the range is a rugged and fantastic landscape of craggy pinnacles, steep volcanic ridges, gorges, and talus caves. The area is one of the few release sites for the California condor. A hike along the precipitous ledges or through the boulder-filled caves will long be remembered.




  HIKES 39–51 are inland along the Santa Lucia Range, running parallel to the northern coastline. These trails are found around Lake Nacimiento, Paso Robles, Atascadero, and Cerro Alto Peak. From the peak are some of the best views of the San Luis Obispo coastline.




  HIKES 52–80 explore the beautiful Morro Bay and Montaña de Oro State Park. Morro Bay lies along the county’s central coast, directly west of San Luis Obispo. At the entrance to the bay stands the impressive Morro Rock, the first in a line of nine volcanic morros. Along the bay is Morro Bay State Park and Morro Estuary, where a mix of fresh water and salt water flow together. It is among the earth’s most productive habitats. A three-mile-long sand spit separates Morro Bay from the ocean. Between the bay and Point Buchon is Montaña de Oro State Park, which includes some of the central coast’s most amazing scenery. The large park encompasses 8,400 acres with seven miles of rocky, sculpted coastline. An extensive network of trails traverses the dramatic coast and steeply sloping peaks.




  HIKES 81–109 are found within or near the city of San Luis Obispo. The Santa Lucia Range, generally covered by the Los Padres National Forest, backdrops the city to the northeast. The chain of morros and many acres of open space within the city are home to several varied and interesting trails. Many hikes offer panoramic views from the city to the ocean.




  HIKES 110–124 are located east of San Luis Obispo around Santa Margarita Lake, Lopez Lake, and throughout the Los Padres National Forest. The forested landscape remains relatively undeveloped and offers many recreational activities within a short drive of the city.




  HIKES 125–140 continue southward down the coast, exploring headlands, beach coves, a lighthouse, freshwater lagoons, and huge sand dunes. The hikes are located along San Luis Obispo Bay between Point San Luis and Point Sal. Nearby towns include Arroyo Grande, Pismo Beach, and Grover Beach. HIKES 141–145 continue down the coast into Santa Barbara County.




  HIKES 146–153 are located southeast of San Luis Obispo in Figueroa Mountain Recreation Area. The largely undeveloped land lies along the San Rafael Mountains, one of three recreational areas in the Los Padres National Forest. Over 30 miles of trails span over the forested, mountainous landscape.




  HIKES 154–156 are in the Carrizo Plain at the eastern end of the county along the San Andreas Fault. The fault line is clearly visible through the parkland. The massive basin has a unique geography and is rich with plant and animal life.




  _______________________________________




  Most of these hikes are easily found within an hour’s drive of San Luis Obispo. (A few of the outlying hikes take as long as an hour and 45 minutes.) All hikes can be completed within the day. A quick glance at the hikes’ summaries will allow you to choose a hike that is appropriate to your ability and intentions. An overall map on the next page identifies the general locations of the hikes and major roads. Several other regional maps, as well as maps for each hike, provide the essential details. Other relevant commercial maps are listed under the hikes’ statistics if you wish to explore more of the area.




  A few basic necessities will make your hike more enjoyable. Wear supportive, comfortable hiking shoes and layered clothing. Take along hats, sunscreen, sunglasses, drinking water, snacks, and appropriate outerwear. Bring swimwear and outdoor gear if heading to the beaches. Ticks may be prolific and poison oak flourishes in the canyons and shady moist areas. Exercise caution by using insect repellent and staying on the trails.




  Use good judgement about your capabilities—reference the hiking statistics for an approximation of difficulty and allow extra time for exploration.
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1. Mill Creek Trail





  




  

    Hiking distance: 3 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 2 hours




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 600 feet




    Difficulty: easy to slightly moderate




    Exposure: shaded canyon




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Cape San Martin • Ventana Wilderness map


  




  




  The Mill Creek Trail follows the bucolic watershed up beautiful Mill Creek Canyon just south of Nacimiento-Fergusson Road in Monterey County. The canyon was named for an old sawmill that once produced railroad ties. The trail meanders alongside Mill Creek through riparian vegetation under the dark shade of giant redwoods, big leaf maples, and sycamores. The hike ends at a campsite perched above the creek amidst a cluster of redwoods.




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 27.4 miles south on Highway 1 to Nacimiento-Fergusson Road. The road is 0.2 miles south of Kirk Creek Campground. Turn inland and wind up the paved mountain road 0.8 miles to the posted trail on the right, at a distinct left horseshoe bend. Park in the pullout on the right by the trailhead.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 20.2 miles north to Nacimiento-Fergusson Road, located 4.2 miles north of the Pacific Valley Ranger Station.




  The hike




  Climb 100 yards up the steep slope to a small saddle. Descend under a canopy of California bay laurel. The undulating path follows the north canyon wall high above Mill Creek. The creek can be heard but not yet seen, as towering redwoods carpet the canyon floor. Gradually drop down the hillside into a wet, lush forest of redwoods, maples, sycamores, bracken and sword ferns, and moss-covered granite rocks at a half mile. Wind through the canyon, following the creek upstream. Rock hop over Lion Creek to a distinct but unmarked trail fork. Take the left fork and climb up a 1 5-foot slope. (The right fork ends 30 yards ahead.) Curve right, soon reaching a creek crossing. Rock hop over Mill Creek two consecutive times while passing waterfalls and pools. Scramble over a jumble of boulders at an old landslide, then follow a narrow ledge on the edge of the creek. The main trail curves to a plateau above the creek, where there is a gorgeous campsite surrounded by a cluster of redwoods. This is the turn-around spot and a great place to explore the immediate surroundings. The trail continues up to the South Coast Ridge Road, but it becomes indistinct just beyond the camp. ∎




  [image: 1. Mill Creek Trail]




  
2. Prewitt Loop Trail to Stag CampNORTH TRAILHEAD





  




  

    Hiking distance: 8 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 5 hours




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 1,700 feet




    Difficulty: moderate to strenuous




    Exposure: mix of exposed hillside and forested pockets




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Cape San Martin




    Big Sur and Ventana Wilderness map


  




  




  The Prewitt Loop Trail is a 12.8-mile loop located in the heart of Pacific Valley at the south end of the Big Sur coast. The trail circles the Prewitt Creek watershed through a mix of habitats in the Los Padres National Forest. This hike begins from the north trailhead on the sloping oceanfront grasslands with coastal scrub. The lightly used footpath leads up the canyon through oak, pine, and laurel woodlands; groves of redwoods; and grassy savannas. The trail leads 4 miles up the remote north slope of Prewitt Creek Canyon to Stag Camp, perched in an oak grove on the upper mountain slopes. Although the trail gains 1,700 feet, it is never steep and offers magnificent vistas. The views span across Pacific Valley to the scalloped coastline, including Plaskett Creek, crescent-shaped Sand Dollar Beach, and north to Lopez Point.




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 30.6 miles south on Highway 1 to the signed trailhead on the left (inland). The trailhead is located 3.8 miles south of the Kirk Creek Campground and 0.5 miles north of the Pacific Valley Ranger Station. Park in the pullouts along either side of the road.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 16.4 miles north to the trailhead on the right (inland). The trailhead is 0.5 miles north of the Pacific Valley Ranger Station.
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  The hike




  Walk through the signed trailhead gate and up the grassy path along the base of the mountains. Traverse the chaparral-clad slope, with a view across Pacific Valley, the scalloped coastline, the circular-shaped Sand Dollar Beach, and the offshore rock formations. Wind up the mountain on an easy grade that offers steady views of the ocean. Weave along the curvature of the mountain through thickets of low-lying coastal scrub. Curve left on the upper northwest wall of forested Prewitt Creek Canyon. The views stretch up the canyon from the ocean to the ridge. The canyon soon forks into two drainages. Veer left, following the west fork. Enter the shade of an oak, pine, bay laurel, and redwood forest with a lush understory of ferns. Pass through a trail gate and continue gaining altitude. Cross a fork of Prewitt Creek on a horseshoe right bend at 2.7 miles to a distinct spur trail on the left. The side path climbs a short distance to a grassy saddle with views in every direction.




  On the main trail, cross a series of gullies and emerge onto the open grassy slopes with exceptional vistas. Pass between two spring-fed water troughs with a view down canyon of Sand Dollar Beach. A quarter mile past the spring, in a small forested flat, is Stag Camp on the right. The primitive camp contains a fire pit and picnic bench. This is the turn-around spot.




  Beyond the camp, the trail is not well maintained and obscured by overgrown brush and a lack of use. ∎




  
3. Prewitt Loop Trail to Kelly CampSOUTH TRAILHEAD





  




  

    Hiking distance: 9.8 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 5.5 hours




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 1,600 feet




    Difficulty: strenuous




    Exposure: a mixed of open chaparral and dense forest




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Cape San Martin




    Big Sur and Ventana Wilderness map


  




  




  The Prewitt Loop Trail forms a loop in the mountainous backcountry adjacent to the coast. The trail, which begins in Pacific Valley, winds up a remote canyon while circling the Prewitt Creek watershed. The path weaves through the arid chaparral on the oceanfront slopes to a dense oak and pine forest with shaded redwood groves. This hike begins from the south trailhead at the Pacific Valley Ranger Station. The trail climbs the south canyon wall to Kelly Camp, a primitive, oak-rimmed camp that sits on a small flat. From the camp are views down the South Fork Prewitt Creek Canyon to the sea. En route, the hike crosses a series of feeder streams and leads to scenic overlooks. Throughout the hike are spectacular coastal views of the expansive marine terrace, jagged coastline, promontories, and the remote backcountry.




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 31 miles south on Highway 1 to the Pacific Valley Ranger Station on the left. The ranger station is located 4.3 miles south of the Kirk Creek Campground. Park in the pullouts on either side of the road. The trailhead is located behind the fire station.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 16 miles north to the Pacific Valley Ranger Station.




  The hike




  The trail starts behind the fire station. From the pullouts along Highway 1, walk up the ranger station road and immediately veer to the right. Pass the fire house on the right to the signed Prewitt Trailhead at the hill. Climb up the grassy footpath with views across the flat marine terrace of Pacific Valley. The footpath passes a water tank on the left and ends at a T-junction with an old dirt road. Bear left on the narrow dirt road, and head east towards the canyon. Climb through the oak, pine, and redwood forest on the road for 0.4 miles to a signed trail on the left. Leave the road and veer left on the footpath. Descend through the bucolic forest that is teeming with redwoods, bracken, and sword ferns. Hop over a creek that flows down the steep, rock-walled canyon. Traverse the north canyon wall to an overlook of Pacific Valley, Sand Dollar Beach, off-shore rocks, and the scalloped coastline.




  Head inland and cross over the slope into the South Fork Prewitt Creek Canyon. Crisscross the hillside, alternating between the two canyons. The North Prewitt Trail (Hike 2) can be spotted on the cliffs across the canyon. Head east, straight up the canyon, perched on the canyon wall. Cross a spring trickling out of the mountain. Cross a second stream seeping out of a small rock tunnel under the base of a sprawling oak. Loop around a side canyon, crossing the drainage and returning to the main canyon. Cross another spring by a pair of towering redwoods. The footpath crosses two more springs before reaching Kelly Camp on the left at just under 5 miles. This is the turn-around spot.




  The footpath continues across several tributaries of Prewitt Creek, then becomes obscured by a tangle of overgrown brush and a lack of use. ∎
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4. Pacific Valley Flats





  




  

    Hiking distance: 2 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 1 hour




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 50 feet




    Difficulty: easy




    Exposure: open marine terrace




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Cape San Martin




    Los Padres National Forest Northern Section Trail Map


  




  




  Pacific Valley is a flat, four-mile-long marine terrace along the southern Monterey County coastline. The broad expanse extends west from the steep slopes of the Santa Lucia Mountains to the serrated bluffs above the Pacific Ocean. This hike crosses the grassy coastal terrace to the eroded coastal bluff a hundred feet above the ocean. There are dramatic views of Plaskett Rock, offshore rock formations with natural arches, and the scalloped coastal cliffs. Numerous access points lead to the grassland terrace. This hike begins across from the Pacific Valley Ranger Station.




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 31 miles south on Highway 1 to the Pacific Valley Ranger Station on the left. The ranger station is located 4.3 miles south of the Kirk Creek Campground. Park in the pullouts on either side of the road.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 16 miles north to the Pacific Valley Ranger Station.




  The hike




  The hike begins directly across the road from the ranger station. Step up and over the trail access ladder. Head west across the grassy expanse and past rock outcroppings on the left. Near the point is a rolling sand dune with numerous trails and great overlooks. The main trail stays to the north of the dune, leading to the edge of the cliffs along the jagged coastline high above the pounding surf. At one mile, the trail ends at a fenceline above Prewitt Creek. The trails around the dunes connect with the bluff trail, which leads south for one mile to Sand Dollar Beach (Hike 5). The dune trails circle back to the first junction at the cliff’s edge. ∎
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5. Sand Dollar Beach





  




  

    Hiking distance: 3.5 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 2 hours




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 150 feet




    Difficulty: easy




    Exposure: open marine terrace




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Cape San Martin




    Los Padres National Forest Northern Section Trail Map


  




  




  Sand Dollar Beach is a protected horseshoe-shaped sand and rock beach between two rocky headlands that jut into the Pacific Ocean. The mile-wide cove is backed by Pacific Valley, an expansive marine terrace 100 feet above the sea at the southern end of the Big Sur coast. The grassy bluff offers sweeping coastal vistas. The trail passes a picnic area lined with Monterey cypress trees to the steep, eroded cliffs and an overlook with interpretive signs. From the overlook is access to the shoreline. There are great coastal views of large offshore rock outcroppings. Plaskett Rock sits off the southern point. Cone Peak can be seen inland along the Santa Lucia Range, steeply rising upward to 5,155 feet.




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 32.4 miles south on Highway 1 to the parking lot on the right (ocean) side. Park in the lot (entrance fee) or in the pullouts along the highway (free).




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at the Ragged Point Inn, drive 1 5 miles north on Highway 1 to the parking lot on the left (ocean) side, just north of Plaskett Creek Campground.




  The hike




  Pick up the signed trail at the north end of the parking lot. Walk through the opening in the fence to a Y-fork. The left fork descends down the gully to interpretive panels at an oceanfront overlook perched on the cliffs. From the overlook, zigzag left, then right, and descend steps to the rocky beach at the base of the 100-foot cliffs.




  After exploring the crescent-shaped cove and massive sea stacks, return to the junction. Continue on the right fork (now on your left). Walk twenty yards to another unsigned trail split. The left fork leads 100 yards to another coastal overlook atop the bluffs. Returning to the junction, take the grassy path north. Cross the chaparral-clad marine terrace for one mile across Pacific Valley. The trail connects with the headland at the northern end of the Sand Dollar Beach crescent (Hike 4).




  Back at the Sand Dollar Beach parking lot, an additional trail heads west across the grassy coastal terrace to a cliffside overlook. The meandering path follows the bluffs less than a half mile south to the deep ravine carved by Plaskett Creek. ∎
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6. Jade Cove and Plaskett Rock





  




  

    Hiking distance: 0.4 to 1.5 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 30 to 60 minutes




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 150 feet




    Difficulty: easy (with some scrambling required)




    Exposure: open marine terrace




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Cape San Martin


  




  




  This hike leads to ocean cliffs with classic California coast views. A short trail crosses the grassy marine terrace to the edge of the cliffs, where the coastal vistas are spectacular. A path scrambles down the cliffs to Jade Cove, a small, rocky inlet with smooth, ocean-tumbled stones and nephrite jade. The isolated cove sits at the base of steep 100-foot serpentine cliffs eroded by the rough surf. Plaskett Rock, a dramatic outcropping, sits offshore to the north. Cape San Martin extends out to sea to the south.




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 32.9 miles south on Highway 1 (0.4 miles south of Plaskett Creek Campground) to the Jade Cove Beach trailhead sign. There are pullouts on both sides of the highway.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 14.6 miles north (3 miles north of Gorda) to the signed trailhead.




  The hike




  From the ocean side of the highway, head over the access ladder. Continue down the steps, heading west across the wide, grassy terrace to the edge of the bluffs and a junction. To reach Jade Cove, zigzag down the steep, eroded cliffs. The descent is made easier with the help of switchbacks. Near the bottom, some boulder hopping is required to reach the shoreline. The path ends in Jade Cove amid the rounded stones.




  Return to the junction atop the bluffs. To extend the hike to Plaskett Rock, take the blufftop path to the north, skirting the edge of the cliffs a half mile to Plaskett Creek. A narrow path drops down the water-carved ravine to the creek. Another path follows the bluffs out on the headland that points toward Plaskett Rock. Return along the same blufftop path. ∎
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7. Willow Creek Trail





  




  

    Hiking distance: 3.4 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 2 hours




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 500 feet




    Difficulty: easy




    Exposure: shaded canyon




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Cape San Martin




    Los Padres National Forest Northern Section Trail Map


  




  




  The Willow Creek Trail is a little gem tucked between the Ventana Wilderness and the Silver Peak Wilderness. The unmarked and seldom hiked trail drops into an isolated stream-fed canyon under shady redwoods, oaks, and maples. At Willow Creek is an old, rickety “Indiana Jones” style suspension bridge that spans 80 yards across the gorge.




  [image: HIKES 3–7 Pacific Valley Flatsto Willow Creek]




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 35 miles south on Highway 1 to Willow Creek Road. It is located 2.5 miles south of Plaskett Creek Campground and just south of the Willow Creek bridge. Turn inland and wind up the narrow, unpaved mountain road 2.4 miles to an unsigned road junction on the left. This road—the Willow Creek Trail—no longer accommodates vehicles. Park in the pullout on the right, 40 yards before the junction.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 12.5 miles north to Willow Creek Road. The road is one mile north of Gorda.




  The hike




  Walk 60 yards up Willow Creek Road to the narrow, rutted road. Bear left and descend through the shade of pine and bay trees to an oak grove on a circular flat. Drop deeper into Willow Creek Canyon along the south canyon wall, passing a spur road on the left at 0.6 miles. The main road ends at one mile in a redwood grove, then continues as a footpath.




  Descend under the deep shade of the towering redwoods on the fern-lined path. Contour around a rocky, stream-fed gully, and traverse the lush hillside to an unmarked trail split. The left (lower) fork drops down to the creek at the dilapidated and unsafe suspension bridge spanning the gorge. To the left is a series of pools among a jumble of rocks.




  Back on the main trail, continue 0.15 miles to another unsigned trail fork. The left fork zigzags a short distance down to a campsite on a grassy flat perched 20 feet above Willow Creek. Back on the main trail, the right fork gradually descends to the creek, passing huge, mossy, fern-covered boulders and fallen redwoods. To the right are two small campsites surrounded by redwoods. Beyond the camp, the trail is overgrown and hard to follow. Return by retracing your steps. ∎
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  The rugged Silver Peak Wilderness, established in 1992, is located in the Santa Lucia Range of the Los Padres National Forest. This remote 1 4,500-acre wilderness, just north of the San Luis Obispo–Monterey County line, is home to California’s southernmost coastal redwoods. Three year-round creeks—Villa Creek, Salmon Creek, and San Carpoforo Creek—flow from the upper mountain reaches to the Pacific. Several steep, intersecting trails weave through the wilderness from the ocean to the mountain ridge, gaining nearly 3,600 feet within a couple of miles. The trails wind through open meadows, forest groves, down stream-fed canyons, and across ridgelines with sweeping coastal views.




  
8. Cruickshank Trail to Cruickshank Camp





  SILVER PEAK WILDERNESS AREA




  




  

    Hiking distance: 5 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 3 hours




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 1,200 feet




    Difficulty: moderate




    Exposure: open hillside and shaded canyon




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Villa Creek




    Los Padres National Forest Northern Section Trail Map


  




  




  The Cruickshank Trail in the Silver Peak Wilderness begins from Highway 1 and climbs the exposed oceanfront hillside to magnificent coastal vistas before dropping into Villa Creek Canyon. The lush canyon path winds through giant redwood groves to Cruickshank Camp in an oak-shaded grassland.




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 39.6 miles south on Highway 1 to the grassy parking pullout on the east (inland) side of the road by the signed Cruickshank trailhead.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 7.9 miles north on Highway 1 to the grassy parking pullout on the east (inland) side of the road by the signed Cruickshank trailhead.




  The hike




  From the signed trailhead, climb switchbacks up the brushy mountain slope. Wind through the thick coastal scrub overlooking the ocean and offshore rocks. More switchbacks lead up the exposed south-facing slope to a ridge with sweeping coastal vistas at 900 feet. Descend a short distance into Villa Creek Canyon above the coastal redwoods carpeting the canyon floor. Traverse the south canyon slope through lush vegetation under oak and redwood groves. Pass the unexplained “Hjalmur’s Loop” sign, and continue through the shade of the redwoods. Emerge from the forest to a picturesque view of the ocean, framed by the V-shaped canyon walls. Reenter the forest, passing a tall stand of narrow eucalyptus trees on the left. Cross a log plank over a seasonal stream to Lower Cruickshank Camp fifty yards ahead, a small camp with room for one tent. A quarter mile farther is the upper Cruickshank Camp in a large oak flat. This is the turn-around spot for a 5-mile round-trip hike.
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  To extend the hike, two trails depart from the upper camp. To the left (north), the Buckeye Trail crosses a stream by a giant redwood and descends 0.6 miles to Villa Creek Camp in a dense redwood grove at Villa Creek. From Villa Creek Camp, the trail climbs back out of the drainage and up to Alder Creek Botanical Area, then to Alder Creek Camp at the trail’s end.




  From Cruickshank Camp heading right (east), the combined Cruickshank and Buckeye Trails cross through the camp to an oak-dotted grassland and a posted junction. From here, the Buckeye Trail bears right and heads 1.5 miles south to Buckeye Camp (Hike 11). The Cruickshank Trail climbs 500 feet in one mile to Silver Camp and 1,500 feet in 3 miles to Lion Den Camp. ∎




  
9. Redwood GulchNATHANIEL OWINGS MEMORIAL REDWOOD GROVE___________________________________





  SILVER PEAK WILDERNESS AREA




  




  

    Hiking distance: 0.4 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 30 minutes




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 200 feet




    Difficulty: very easy




    Exposure: shaded forest




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Villa Creek




    Los Padres National Forest Northern Section Trail Map


  




  




  Redwood Gulch is home to one of California’s southernmost groves of coastal redwoods. The gulch is a narrow, eroded gorge with chutes of cascading water, small waterfalls, and a myriad of tub-size pools surrounded by huge boulders. This short trail begins at the creek bottom amidst the lush streamside vegetation and climbs through the dank, damp, atmospheric terrain beneath a magnificent stand of imposing redwoods. The site was named for Nathaniel and Margaret Owings, early conservationists that worked to protect Big Sur’s coastline from development.




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 40.5 miles south on Highway 1 to the parking pullout on the east (inland) side of the road at the base of the horseshoe-shaped bend in the road.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 7 miles north to the trailhead on the right.




  The hike




  Walk up the wide path along the south side of the creek to the trail sign. Pass a rock fountain and descend to the streambed surrounded by towering redwoods. A short distance ahead is a waterfall that cascades over a jumble of large boulders. At the base of the falls, the water disappears underground. The stream returns above ground west of the highway near the ocean. Continue along the south edge of the waterfall, climbing over fallen redwoods and boulders. Follow the steep path through a wet, dense forest with huge redwoods, boulders, and an understory of ferns. Several side paths on the left lead down to pools and smaller waterfalls. At just under a quarter mile is an old rock fire pit on a small flat. This is a good turn-around area. The undeveloped path continues up canyon, but it is a steep scramble and requires careful footing, especially back down on the descent. ∎




  [image: 9. Redwood Gluch]




  
10. Soda Springs and Lower Buckeye Trails





  




  

    Hiking distance: 3 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 1.5 hours




    Configuration: out-and-back




    Elevation gain: 750 feet




    Difficulty: easy to moderate




    Exposure: mostly shaded hillside




    Dogs: allowed




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Burro Mountain




    Los Padres National Forest Northern Section Trail Map


  




  




  The Soda Springs Trail begins along Soda Springs Creek in the lush riparian vegetation of ferns, alders, and California bay laurel along the border of the Silver Peak Wilderness. The trail climbs the forested slope to an overlook with coastal views that extend south to the Point Piedras Blancas lighthouse and Point Buchon, beyond Morro Bay. The path descends to the Salmon Creek drainage, where there are magnificent views of Salmon Creek Falls (Hike 12).




  To the trailhead




  BIG SUR RANGER STATION. From the ranger station, located 27 miles south of Carmel, drive 42.2 miles south on Highway 1 to the paved parking pullout on the east (inland) side of the road by the signed Soda Springs trailhead.




  RAGGED POINT. Ragged Point is located 23 miles north of Cambria and 1.5 miles south of the Monterey County line. From Highway 1 at Ragged Point, drive 5.3 miles north to the trailhead on the right. It is located 1.6 miles after the signed Salmon Creek trailhead.




  The hike




  At the trailhead, a left fork drops down to Soda Springs Creek by a waterfall and pool in a rock gorge. The Soda Springs Trail stays to the right and heads up the hill, parallel to the creek, to an unsigned junction. Bear right, away from the creek, and steadily gain elevation. Thread your way through verdant undergrowth on the shaded forest path. Cross a seasonal stream by a huge boulder, reaching a posted junction with the Buckeye Trail at a coastal overlook. The left fork continues to Buckeye Camp (Hike 11).
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