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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—campgrounds open and close, grow and contract, regulations change, facilities come under new management, etc.


We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following e-mail address:


FalconGuides


Reader Response/Editorial Department


falconeditorial@rowman.com


Thanks for your input, and happy camping!
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Introduction

Welcome to California, the Golden State, the most populous state in the Union and the third largest in area. By far the richest state in terms of gross product, California is more appropriately compared to nations than to other states. In this context California is the sixth-largest “nation” in the world, its gross product exceeded only by those of the United States, the United Kingdom, Russia, Germany, France, and Japan.


Driving this economic dynamo is agriculture; California’s output far exceeds that of any other state. If the Midwest is the breadbasket of the United States, California is the nation’s fruit and vegetable basket, leading the nation in production of grapes, tomatoes, lettuce, and a host of other orchard and vegetable crops. And in manufacturing, mineral extraction, and fishing, California ranks among the top four states.


Geographically, the state resembles a giant water trough. The Coast Ranges to the west and the Sierra Nevada to the east line the Central Valley, the bottom of the trough, which runs north to south. Both the highest and the lowest points in the contiguous forty-eight states can be found in California, less than 100 miles apart: Mount Whitney soars to 14,497 feet, while Death Valley plunges 282 feet below sea level.


The climate of California is as diverse as its landscape. Frigid winter temperatures are common in the high reaches of the Sierra Nevada, while searing summer heat bakes the southeastern deserts. In the main, the state features dry summers and rainy winters, with regional variations. The coast from the Oregon border to just north of Los Angeles boasts cool summers and mild winters; south of Los Angeles, coastal residents enjoy some of the most pleasant year-round temperatures found anywhere. In the Central Valley a continental climate prevails, with hot summers and cool winters, and the mountainous regions are noted for short summers and cold winters.


The first sighting of California by Europeans was made in 1542 by the Spanish navigator Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo. But it was not until 1769 that Franciscan friar Junipero Serra established the first mission at San Diego. Additional missions and the opening of an overland supply route from Mexico spurred colonization from the south, and following Mexico’s independence from Spain in 1821, American settlers began to arrive. In 1846 a group of American settlers proclaimed the establishment of the California Republic, and in May of that year the United States declared war on Mexico. In the peace treaty drafted following the war, Mexico ceded California to the United States, and in 1850 California became the thirty-first state of the Union.


With its diverse landscape, its relatively mild climate, and its magnificent scenery, California is a paradise for outdoor enthusiasts and sportsmen. The state contains eight national parks, five national monuments, nearly 400 state and county parks, 20 million acres of national forests, and numerous other recreational lands under federal, state, and local jurisdiction. There are more than 1,500 public and private campgrounds, most of them accessible by car. Stretching from the northern mountains to the southern deserts, they range from primitive sites for tents or self-contained RVs to plush resorts with pools, spas, tennis courts, and even golf courses. What they have in common is their ability to provide a memorable outdoor experience.
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Lodgepole Campground is one of several in Sequoia National Park on the western slope of the Sierra Nevada.





Camping in Southern California

Southern California has a campground for everyone and every kind of outdoor activity. In addition to the hundreds of standard family campgrounds, there are campgrounds designed for hikers, equestrians, boaters, anglers, and even off-road-vehicle drivers. Dozens of group campgrounds are set aside for organizations or other private groups.


This book features descriptions of more than 400 campgrounds managed by public agencies in Southern California. Together, the following agencies administer more than 95 percent of all the campgrounds in the state.


The National Park Service manages campgrounds in Sequoia, Kings Canyon, Death Valley, Pinnacles, and Joshua Tree National Parks and Mojave National Preserve. Sunset: The Magazine of Western Living lists two campgrounds administered by NPS among its top one hundred campgrounds in the western United States: Wildrose in Death Valley and Hole-in-the-Wall in Mojave Preserve. Most NPS campgrounds are available only on a first-come, first-served basis, but a few accept reservations. These are noted in the campground descriptions. NPS campgrounds do not have hookups. A fee is charged at most, but some of the more remote sites with minimum facilities are free.


The Forest Service, a branch of the US Department of Agriculture, oversees by far the largest number of campgrounds of any organization in Southern California. These campgrounds can be found in all seven national forests: Los Padres, Angeles, San Bernardino, Cleveland, Inyo, Sierra, and Sequoia. Sunset magazine has listed one forest service campground, Kirk Creek, among the ten best campgrounds in the western United States; three—Burnt Rancheria, Quaking Aspen, and Lion—are listed in the top one hundred. Although most forest service campsites are available on a first-come, first-served basis, reservations are accepted at the more popular locations, some of which have hookups. Most charge a fee, and many of these are operated by concessionaires. At some undeveloped sites no fee is charged.


In the national forests it is not necessary to stay only at established campgrounds. It is permissible to camp anywhere unless regulations specifically prohibit it. It is best to check with the nearest forest service office or ranger station, where personnel can recommend the best areas for such open camping. A campfire permit is required outside developed campgrounds, even to cook with a camp stove or charcoal brazier. The permit is free at forest service facilities.


At four national forests (Los Padres, Angeles, San Bernardino, and Cleveland), an Adventure Pass, for which there is a fee, is now required for day use of the forest. Holders of America the Beautiful Senior Passes get a discount. These passes can be obtained in person or online at https://www.nps.gov/planyourvisit/passes.htm. The pass is not required for those driving through the forest, stopping at visitor centers, seeking information at ranger stations or other forest service offices, or parking at any location where a site-specific fee is already charged, such as a campground. This fee is likely to be extended to other national forests in the future.


California state parks and recreation areas provide campgrounds in some of the most scenic and recreation-oriented areas in the state. Sunset magazine includes five of these campgrounds among the top one hundred in the West: Pfeiffer Big Sur, Montaña de Oro, Cuyamaca Ranchos, and Doheny and El Capitan State Beaches. Many state park campgrounds accept reservations, and during the summer months it is often impossible to stay at the more popular sites without one, especially on week ends and holidays. Many state park campgrounds offer hookups. Many of those that do not have hookups have flush toilets and hot showers. All state park campgrounds charge fees.


County campgrounds often offer the opportunity to stay at first-rate sites in scenic areas that are off the beaten path and sometimes overlooked by the traveling hordes of summer. For those who might be inclined to overlook county campgrounds, two of them, William Heise and Jalama Beach Parks, made Sunset’s list of the top one hundred in the West. About half of all county campgrounds accept reservations, and about half (not necessarily the same ones) have hookups. All except one (Palo Verde) charge a fee.


The Bureau of Land Management administers campgrounds in the eastern Sierra and the southeastern desert, including three within the Imperial Sand Dunes. BLM campgrounds do not accept reservations, and none have hookups. Fees are charged at about half the campgrounds; undeveloped campgrounds are usually free.


The agency has also established the California Long-Term Visitor Areas Program for the benefit of campers who wish to spend all or part of the winter season in the desert areas of California and Arizona. Participants can purchase a weekly or seasonal permit that entitles them to camp at any of eight campgrounds in California and two in Arizona and to move around freely among them for the duration of the permit. For information on fees for a seasonal permit, visit blm.gov/ca/st/en/fo/bishop/camping/ltva.html. America the Beautiful Senior Pass discounts do not apply. Permits may be obtained by contacting the Bureau of Land Management, Palm Springs Resource Area, 63-500 Garnet Ave., PO Box 2000, North Palm Springs, CA 92258; (760) 251-4800.


The US Army Corps of Engineers has constructed a series of dams throughout California, and many of the reservoirs created by these dams offer a full range of water sports. The corps has constructed campgrounds at most of them. Although none have hookups, they do offer most other amenities, including flush toilets and showers. Corps campgrounds do not accept reservations and are available on a first-come, first-served basis. Fees are charged at all locations.


Special districts and municipalities also manage campgrounds throughout the state. Special district facilities are similar to Corps of Engineer sites in that they are usually associated with water reclamation projects, such as lakes. Cities and townships also offer campgrounds, usually in connection with a nearby point of interest or within a park. Most have hookups and accept reservations, and all charge fees.





Travel Tips

Maps. Although it is possible to find many of the campgrounds listed in this book by using the maps and directions furnished with the entries, it is still a good idea to carry a California road map to get an idea of the big picture and to help locate nearby points of interest.


If you plan to camp in the national forests, the appropriate forest service map is an invaluable guide, particularly if you intend to hike or explore by car, horseback, or bicycle. Maps are available at forest service visitor centers and most ranger stations and can also be ordered by mail or obtained online for a small fee. There is a map for each of the seven national forests in Southern California—two for the Los Padres. A word of warning, though: campground information on forest service maps is not always up to date. This is particularly true in the case of fee status and the availability of water. Some district offices have published separate pamphlets that update campground information.


Pets. In almost all campgrounds where pets are permitted, they must be confined or leashed. In county, state, and national parks, pets are usually not permitted on hiking trails or on beaches. In national forests pets are prohibited on some trails. Many public campgrounds charge a small additional fee for pets.


Wheelchair access. Many public campgrounds provide wheelchair-accessible facilities, including restrooms; this is indicated in the campground quick-reference tables. Some feature wheelchair-accessible trails and nature loops. Because many public jurisdictions are making efforts to upgrade the accessibility of their existing facilities, prospective users should contact individual campgrounds for the latest information.


Fishing and hunting licenses. Licenses are required in California for both salt-and freshwater fishing. There are three types of licenses available: annual, ten-day, and one-day. Annual licenses are available at a reduced cost for people over 65 who live on reduced incomes or receive financial aid and to military veterans with a 70 percent or higher disability rating. Visit dfg.ca.gov/licensing for current fees and discounts.


To be eligible for a hunting license in California, an individual must take an approved hunter safety course, present a hunter safety certificate from another state or a Canadian province, or present a valid hunting license from another state or a province. Visit dfg.ca.gov/licensing for current fees and discounts.


Rules of the road. The speed limit on rural interstate highways is 65 mph unless otherwise posted. Elsewhere, speed limits are as posted. Right turns at red lights are permitted after stopping, unless posted otherwise. At least two people must occupy a vehicle in order to use carpool lanes. Seat belts must be worn by the driver and all passengers. Children up to 4 years of age or under forty pounds must be restrained in a child safety seat. Automobile liability insurance is mandatory.


Rules for RVs. Passengers are not permitted to ride in trailers, but they may ride in fifth-wheelers if there is a way to communicate with the driver. Trailer brakes and safety chains are required for trailers weighing more than 1,500 pounds; power-brake systems require breakaway switches. The maximum width for RVs driving on California roads is 102 inches, and the maximum length, including towed vehicles, is 65 feet. Propane cylinders must be turned off when a vehicle is in motion. RVs are required to carry a fire extinguisher.


Reservations. If you are traveling in summer, on holidays, or on weekends, it is a good idea to make reservations wherever it is possible to do so—especially for longer stays. Beach, national park, state park, and many other campgrounds fill quickly dur ing these periods, and campers who arrive late may find no vacancies.


Off-season travel. One of the best times to travel in Southern California is in the fall. After Labor Day, students and teachers go back to school and campgrounds are less crowded, as are beaches, hiking trails, and other points of interest. Travel is more enjoyable without the hassle of bucking large crowds on the road and at tourist attractions. A wonderful time to visit the desert is in the spring, when hundreds of thousands of wildflowers burst into bloom and the temperature is cooler than in the summer.


Avoiding the crowds. Unless you simply must have your TV or microwave, visit the more remote campgrounds, those without hookups and with a minimum of amenities. You will have more privacy, a better view of the scenery, more room between sites, and a better chance to see wildlife. This is particularly true for self-contained RVers, who do not need to rely on hookups.






How to Use This Guide


For the purposes of this book, I have defined Southern California as extending from the Mexican border in the south to the northern borders of Monterey, San Benito, Fresno, and Inyo Counties (see overview map). Although some maps divide this area into Central and Southern California, the number of campgrounds within this area does not justify the publication of two books. My apologies, therefore, to those living in cities such as Monterey and Fresno who may not consider themselves residents of Southern California.


For purposes of tourism and travel, the California Division of Tourism has divided the state into twelve tour regions. Of these, six fall completely within the borders of Southern California and two lie partially inside its boundary. This book groups campgrounds by these same tour regions, usually in the order of their location along or near major highways.


This book was written primarily for campers who want to drive to campgrounds in conventional two-wheel-drive vehicles. There are hundreds of additional back-country and trailside campgrounds that can be reached only by hiking and backpacking; many of the campgrounds described here serve as excellent base camps to reach them. For information about these more remote sites, consult offices and publications of the forest service, national and state parks, the Bureau of Land Management, and similar organizations.


For each of the eight tour regions described in Camping Southern California, the following information is provided.


Maps of the tour region. With the exception of Orange County, each of the eight tour regions covered in this book has been divided into smaller areas. Each regional map (excluding Orange County) indicates the boundaries of these areas. Each area map shows the location of the campgrounds located within it, with the number on the map corresponding to the number of the campground description within the text.


By using the map and the instructions in the “Finding the campground” sections, travelers should have no difficulty reaching most of the sites. Additional maps may be needed to find some of the more remote campgrounds.


Quick-reference tables. For quick reference, a table at the beginning of each section lists all the campgrounds in the area and highlights their most important attributes. Travelers looking for specific amenities, such as fishing access, can use these to narrow their selection of campgrounds.


Overview. Highlights and points of interest in the tour region are discussed briefly here. Overviews of smaller areas within the region are also included.


Campground descriptions. Each campground description is numbered to correspond with the campground’s location on the map. For each campground, the following information is provided.


Location. This is the name of a city or town near the campground, the distance in miles from that city to the campground, and the general direction of travel to reach it.


Sites. This section explains the number of campsites available and whether tents, RVs, or both are allowed. When possible, it also indicates whether hookups are available. An increasing number of public campgrounds are remodeling at least some of their sites to offer hookups. This is especially true of state and county parks.


Facilities. This section describes the facilities and amenities provided, including any recreational opportunities available at the campground.


Water. Some public campgrounds do not provide drinking water, and this fact is noted in the campground description. But a “no drinking water” notation does not necessarily mean there is no water at the site. Nonpotable water may be available at the campground or from a nearby stream or lake. In either case the water should be filtered, boiled, or otherwise treated before use.


Fee per night. This is given as a rating. If a campground charges different fees for different sites, the rating includes the highest fee:



$: Under $20

$$: $20 to $29

$$$: $30 to $39

$$$$: $40 or more

Adv Pass: Adventure Pass or Annual Interagency Pass required



Adventure Pass. Some Southern California National Forests require an Adventure Pass or an Annual Interagency Pass. For details, see https://www.fs.usda.gov/main/r5/passes-permits/recreation.

Fees are subject to change. Sites that accept reservations usually charge a reservation fee.

Pets. Some campgrounds charge a daily fee for pets, and this is indicated where applicable.

Discounts. Many public campgrounds offer discounts to senior citizens. The National Park Service, USDA Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, and US Army Corps of Engineers offer 50 percent discounts to campers holding America the Beautiful Senior Passes, and California state parks and recreation areas offer a discount to campers 62 years of age and older.

Reservations. Many public campgrounds accept reservations. For those that do, information about obtaining them is provided.

Agency. The agency or organization managing the campground is shown here, along with a phone contact. As indicated earlier, more than 95 percent of the public campgrounds in this book are controlled by one of the following entities: national, state, or county parks; the Forest Service; the Bureau of Land Management; the US Army Corps of Engineers; or various municipal and regional water authorities. See “Camping in Southern California” above for a description of these agencies and the campgrounds they manage.

Activities. Recreational activities that can take place at or from the campground are listed here. For example, swimming may be possible from the shore of a lakeside campground, hiking trails may begin at or within a reasonable walking distance of a campground, and boats may be launched from a campground boat launch.

Finding the campground. Here, detailed instructions are furnished for driving to the campground from the nearest city, town, or major highway. Although it is possible to find the campgrounds by using the directions in this section along with the corresponding map, the task will be made easier with the help of a good California road map.

About the campground. This is information that differentiates this particular campground from others or is of special interest. If the campground is located on the water (ocean, lake, river, or stream), that fact is noted.

Elevation. This is provided if it is a significant factor, such as high altitudes in mountainous areas and locations below sea level, such as Death Valley and the Salton Sea.

Stay limits. Most public campgrounds limit the number of days a camper may stay on-site.

Season. Many campgrounds are open year-round, while others are seasonal. The opening and closing dates of certain campgrounds are approximate, depending on snow and other weather conditions.

Closures. Some campgrounds may be closed temporarily because of wildfires, floods, and other events. It is a good idea to check with the managing agency before heading out. For sites that allow reservations, making an advance reservation is a good way to ensure that you’ll have a site.

Since the last edition of this book, a few campgrounds have been permanently closed or converted to day-use areas. Those campgrounds have been removed from the book.
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Central Coast

A dramatic seacoast that stretches 350 miles, 2 million acres of national forest, Spanish missions, first-rate wineries, rolling hills, bucolic valleys, and rugged mountains all characterize this marvelously diverse and magnificently scenic region, which Spanish explorer Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo called “the land of endless summers.” Even the names on the land conjure up enchanting images and whet the appetite for travel: Monterey, Pebble Beach, Cannery Row, Big Sur, Hearst Castle, Morro Bay, Solvang—and the list goes on.

Coastal mountain ranges, such as the Santa Lucia and Santa Ynez, help give the shoreline its rugged beauty, while coastal forests enhance its wild character. Inland ranges—the La Panza, San Rafael, and Sierra Madre—team up with the Los Padres National Forest to create a 220-mile-long wilderness recreation area reaching from Carmel Valley to the western edge of Los Angeles County. The foothills of these mountains host vineyards that produce excellent wines.

One of the outdoor jewels of this tour region is the Los Padres National Forest, which encompasses nearly 2 million acres of beautiful coastal mountains, seventy-five vehicle-accessible campgrounds, and more than 1,500 miles of trails for hiking, horseback riding, mountain biking, and off-highway driving.

Although the region’s climate is somewhat cooler than the “endless summer” described by Cabrillo, it is moderate year-round with little seasonal variation. Average winter temperatures range from 39°F to 64°F, spring 45°F to 66°F, summer 52°F to 71°F, and fall 47°F to 73°F. The percentage of sunny days reaches a high of 92 percent in summer, drops to 82 percent in the fall and 66 percent in winter, and rises to 74 percent in the spring. For touring and camping, the best weather occurs in the late summer and fall. Fog is common in the coastal areas from June to mid-August.

The Central Coast region is divided into four areas here: Monterey and San Benito Counties, San Luis Obispo County, Santa Barbara County, and Ventura County.







Monterey and San Benito Counties Area

Some of the most magnificent scenery in Southern California unfolds along the coastline of Monterey County. From Carmel south to Big Sur, Gorda, and beyond, the Pacific Coast Highway snakes its way from one postcard-worthy scene to another. Nearly 300 turnouts allow motorists to stop and enjoy the spectacular views. More vehicles drive this stretch of road annually than visit Yosemite, one of the most popular national parks. On the other hand, inland in San Benito County, the striking spires, crags, and trails of Pinnacles National Park are rarely crowded.

Monterey was California’s first capital, a distinction it held from 1770 until just after the gold rush in 1849. Its Old Town is well worth a walking tour. Also worth visiting are Fisherman’s Wharf and the world-class Monterey Bay Aquarium. On the other hand, Cannery Row and the 17-Mile Drive at Pebble Beach are both overrated tourist traps. Despite glowing travel literature, Cannery Row is just a collection of shops and booths trading on the name of the novel by John Steinbeck, and 17-Mile Drive, which leads you through an upscale golf community, is nothing more than an uninspiring drive for which a hefty fee is charged. Instead, take the 90-mile drive through Big Sur, which is infinitely more spectacular—and free.
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	Group Sites
	RV Sites
	Max. RV Length
	Hookups
	Toilets
	Showers
	Drinking Water
	Dump Station
	Pets
	Wheelchair
	Recreation
	Fee ($)
	Season
	Can Reserve





	1 Fremont Peak State Park

	 
	•
	25
	 
	P
	 
	•
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$$
	year-round
	•



	2 Hollister Hills SVRA

	 
	•
	26
	 
	F
	•
	 
	 
	•
	 
	0
	$
	year-round
	 



	3 Laguna Seca Rec Area

	 
	•
	 
	WE
	F
	•
	•
	•
	•
	•
	exploring
	$$$
	year-round
	•



	4 Bottcher’s Gap

	 
	•
	 
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$
	year-round
	 



	5 Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park

	 
	•
	32
	 
	F
	•
	•
	 
	•
	•
	HS
	$$$
	year-round
	•



	6 White Oaks

	 
	•
	20
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$$
	year-round
	•



	7 China Camp

	 
	•
	30
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$$
	year-round
	•



	8 Arroyo Seco

	•
	•
	30
	 
	V
	 
	•
	 
	•
	•
	HFS
	$$–$$$$
	year-round
	•



	9 Escondido

	 
	 
	 
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	HF
	$$
	Apr– Oct
	•



	10 Memorial Park

	 
	 
	 
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$$
	year-round
	•



	11 Limekiln State Park

	 
	•
	24
	 
	F
	•
	•
	•
	•
	•
	HSF
	$$$
	 
	•



	12 Kirk Creek

	 
	•
	 
	 
	F
	 
	•
	 
	•
	•
	HSF
	$$
	year-round
	•



	13 Nacimiento

	 
	•
	 
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	HF
	$$
	year-round
	•



	14 Ponderosa

	 
	•
	30
	 
	V
	 
	•
	 
	•
	 
	HF
	$$
	year-round
	•



	15 Plaskett Creek

	•
	•
	 
	 
	F
	 
	•
	 
	•
	•
	HF
	$$
	year-round
	•



	16 Pinnacles National Park

	•
	•
	 
	 
	F
	•
	•
	•
	•
	 
	H
	$$–$$$$
	year-round
	•



	17 San Lorenzo Rec Area

	 
	•
	 
	WES
	F
	•
	•
	•
	•
	•
	HSF
	$$$
	year-round
	•



	18 Lake San Antonio: North

	 
	•
	 
	WES
	F
	•
	•
	•
	•
	•
	HSFBL
	$$$
	year-round
	 



	19 Lake San Antonio: South

	 
	•
	 
	WES
	F
	•
	•
	•
	•
	•
	HSFBL
	$$$
	year-round
	 






Maximum Trailer/RV Length given in feet.

Hookups: W = Water E = Electric S = Sewer

Toilets: F = Flush V = Vault P = Pit C = Chemical

Recreation: H = Hiking S = Swimming F = Fishing B = Boating L = Boat Launch O = Off-highway Driving R = Horseback Riding

Fees: $ = Under $20 $$ = $20-$29 $$$ = $30-$39 $$$$ = $40 or more Adv Pass = Adventure Pass or Annual Interagency Pass required






1 Fremont Peak State Park


Location: 11 miles south of San Juan Bautista

Sites: 21 sites for tents, RVs up to 25 feet long, and trailers up to 25 feet long

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire rings, drinking water, pit toilets

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://reservecalifornia.com/

Agency: California Department of Parks and Recreation, (831) 623-4555, https://www.parks.ca.gov/

Activities: Hiking

Finding the campground: From San Juan Bautista, drive south on San Juan Canyon Road (CR 61) for 11 miles. The road ends at the campground.

About the campground: Situated at an elevation of 2,900 feet, the campground affords a sweeping view over Monterey Bay and the surrounding area. Hiking opportunities include a nature trail and a 0.6-mile trail to the summit of Fremont Peak (3,169 feet). An astronomical observatory on the mountain is open to the public from April to October on Saturday evenings occurring near a new moon. Stay limit seven days. Open all year.




2 Hollister Hills State Vehicle Recreation Area


Location: 8 miles south of Hollister

Sites: 120 sites for tents, RVs up to 26 feet long, and trailers up to 18 feet long

Facilities: Picnic tables, grills, flush toilets, showers, store, and snack bar. Water at the campground is not potable and should be boiled or treated before use.

Fee per night: $

Reservations: None

Agency: California Department of Parks and Recreation, (805) 488-1827, https://www.parks.ca.gov/

Activities: Off-highway driving

Finding the campground: From the town of Hollister, follow CA 25 to the southeast part of town. At Cienega Road turn right (south) and proceed 8 miles to the campground.

About the campground: Designed for off-highway vehicles, this 6,700-acre park ranges in elevation from 800 to 2,900 feet. It contains 80 miles of trails and six practice tracks for motorcycles and ATVs, as well as 40 miles of trails and an obstacle course for four-wheel-drive vehicles. The park also features hiking and nature trails. The campground is located in an area lightly wooded with sycamore, oak, and madrone trees. Stay limit thirty days. Open all year.





3 Laguna Seca Recreation Area


Location: 9 miles east of Monterey

Sites: 170 sites for tents and RVs, many with water and electrical hookups

Facilities: Picnic tables, barbecue grills, drinking water, flush toilets, showers, dump station, playground, ball field, horseshoe pits, store

Fee per night: $$$

Reservations: (888) 588-CAMP. Reservation fee

Agency: Monterey County Parks Department, (408) 758-3504, https://www.co.monterey.ca.us/government/departments-i-z/resource-management-agency-rma/parks

Activities: Exploring Monterey Bay area

Finding the campground: The campground lies about 9 miles east of Monterey and 8 miles west of Salinas on the north side of CA 68.

About the campground: The campground is situated in a stand of small oaks on a hillside above the Laguna Seca Raceway. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.




4 Bottcher’s Gap


This campground is currently closed. Contact the Monterey Ranger District for more information.

Location: 19 miles southeast of Carmel

Sites: 12 sites for tents and small RVs

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire rings, vault toilets. No drinking water.

Fee per night: $

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking

Finding the campground: From Carmel, drive south on CA 1 for about 10 miles. Turn left onto Palo Colorado Road and continue for 9 more miles. Palo Colorado Road becomes FR 18S05 before it reaches the campground.

About the campground: Situated in a mixed oak and madrone forest, the campground provides a fine view of the Ventana Double Cones and the Santa Lucia Mountains. A trail at the camp leads to a series of trails and hike-in campsites in the Ventana Wilderness. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.





5 Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park


Location: 26 miles south of Carmel

Sites: 218 sites for tents, RVs up to 32 feet long, and trailers up to 27 feet long

Facilities: Picnic tables, grills, drinking water, flush toilets, showers, store, restaurant, ball field, laundry, cabins

Fee per night: $$$

Reservations: http://www.reservecalifornia.com/. Onetime reservation fee

Agency: California Department of Parks and Recreation, (831) 667-1112, https://www.parks.ca.gov/

Activities: Hiking, swimming

Finding the campground: From Carmel, drive 26 miles south on CA 1.

About the campground: Right in the center of the magnificent scenery of the Big Sur area, this 821-acre park provides dramatic shoreline vistas and shaded trails through coastal redwood forests. Sunset magazine lists this as one of the one hundred best campgrounds in the western United States. The 1.8-mile Pfeiffer Falls/Valley View Loop leads to a redwood grove and a 60-foot waterfall. A sea-otter game refuge begins just south of the park, and the Los Padres National Forest offers miles of trails to the west and south. Stay limit seven days from June through September, fifteen days from October through May. Open all year.




6 White Oaks


Location: 30 miles southeast of Carmel

Sites: 7 sites for tents and recreational vehicles up to 20 feet long

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire grills, vault toilets. No drinking water.

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 385-5434, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking

Finding the campground: From CA 1 in Carmel, turn east onto Route G16 (Carmel Valley Road). Proceed about 22 miles, turn right onto Tassajara Road (Route 5007), and drive about 8 more miles. The road is not paved about 3 miles after leaving Carmel Valley Road and is not recommended for trailers or large RVs during periods of inclement weather.

About the campground: Elevation 4,200 feet. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.





7 China Camp


Location: 32 miles southeast of Carmel

Sites: 6 sites, 5 of which can be used by RVs up to 30 feet long

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire grills, vault toilets. No drinking water.

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking

Finding the campground: Drive 2.2 miles south of White Oaks Campground (see no. 6) on Tassajara Road.

About the campground: Elevation 4,300 feet. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.




8 Arroyo Seco


Location: 19 miles west of Greenfield

Sites: 50 sites for tents and RVs up to 30 feet long; 1 group site

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire rings, drinking water, vault toilets

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking, swimming, fishing

Finding the campground: From the town of Greenfield, turn west off US 101 onto Route G16 (Elm Avenue, which becomes Arroyo Seco Road). Continue for 19 miles, bearing left at the junction with Carmel Valley Road, staying on Arroyo Seco Road.

About the campground: The Arroyo Seco River runs through the campground, which is situated in a stand of oak trees. Canoeing and fishing can also be enjoyed at nearby Abbot Lakes. A hiking trail leads from the camp into the Ventana Wilderness. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.




9 Escondido


Location: 26 miles southwest of Greenfield

Sites: 9 tent sites

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire rings, vault toilets. No drinking water.

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking, fishing

Finding the campground: From Arroyo Seco Campground (see no. 8), continue south on Arroyo Seco Road for about 7 miles. The road is narrow and winding and is not recommended for trailers or large RVs. A better approach is to drive 2.5 miles north from Memorial Park Campground (see no. 10).

About the campground: Escondido sprawls across a grassy meadow and through a stand of oaks. Fishing is available in nearby Arroyo Seco River. The campground is the trailhead for the Lost Valley Trail into the Ventana Wilderness. Stay limit fourteen days. Open April through October.




10 Memorial Park


Location: 22 miles northwest of Jolon

Sites: 8 tent sites

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire rings, vault toilets. No drinking water.

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking

Finding the campground: From the town of Jolon, drive northwest on Mission Road for 6 miles through Fort Hunter Liggett. Turn left onto Del Venturi-Milpas Road and drive 16 miles.

About the campground: Memorial Park is the trailhead for the Arroyo Seco Trail. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.




11 Limekiln State Park


Location: 23 miles southeast of Big Sur

Sites: 31 sites for tents, RVs up to 24 feet long, and trailers up to 15 feet long

Facilities: Picnic tables, barbecue grills, drinking water, flush toilets, showers, dump station, grocery store

Fee per night: $$$

Reservations: https://www.reservecalifornia.com/. Onetime reservation fee

Agency: California Department of Parks and Recreation, (805) 434-1996, https://www.parks.ca.gov/

Activities: Hiking, swimming, fishing

Finding the campground: From the town of Lucia (about 21 miles southeast of Big Sur), drive 2 miles southeast on CA 1.

About the campground: Limekiln State Park contains a coastal redwood grove, a small sheltered beach, and a trail to a waterfall, as well as the historic limekilns for which the park is named. Stay limit seven days from June through September, fifteen days from October through May. Open all year.





12 Kirk Creek


Location: 25 miles southeast of Big Sur

Sites: 33 sites for tents and RVs

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire grills, drinking water, flush toilets

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking, swimming, fishing

Finding the campground: From the town of Lucia (about 21 miles southeast of Big Sur), drive southeast on CA 1 for 4 miles.

About the campground: On a bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean yet boasting easy beach access, Kirk Creek is listed by Sunset magazine as one of the ten best campgrounds in the West. The campground lies alongside Kirk Creek at a point just before the stream plunges into the sea. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.




13 Nacimiento


Location: 15 miles southeast of Lucia

Sites: 8 sites for tents and small RVs

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire rings, vault toilets. No drinking water.

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: None

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking, fishing

Finding the campground: Drive 4 miles southeast of Lucia on CA 1 to the Nacimiento-Fergusson Road (Route 4004), near Mill Creek Picnic Area. Turn east onto this road and go 11 miles to the campground. This is a steep, narrow, winding road, not suitable for trailers or large RVs. A better approach for such vehicles is to drive west from Jolon on Route 4004 through Fort Hunter Ligget. Even this route is narrow and winding and has limited visibility.

About the campground: Situated on the bank of the Nacimiento River, the campground affords fishing and hiking in the Ventana Wilderness. The entry road to the campground is difficult to negotiate and is not suitable for vehicles larger than pickup campers. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.





14 Ponderosa


Location: 17 miles southeast of Lucia

Sites: 23 sites for tents and RVs up to 30 feet long

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire grills, drinking water, vault toilets

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking, fishing

Finding the campground: Drive 2 miles east of Nacimiento Campground (see no. 13) on Route 4004. See also the warning about road conditions.

About the campground: Situated in a mixed oak and madrone forest, Ponderosa provides access to fishing in the Nacimiento River. Campsites are small and not suitable for large vehicles. A hiking trail leads south from the campground along Negro Fork. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year, but occasional closures of upper campsites preclude use by RVs at those times.




15 Plaskett Creek


Location: 9.5 miles southeast of Lucia

Sites: 42 sites for tents and RVs, plus 3 group sites

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire grills, drinking water, flush toilets

Fee per night: $$

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: Los Padres National Forest, Monterey Ranger District, (831) 242-0619, https://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf

Activities: Hiking, fishing

Finding the campground: From the town of Lucia, drive 9.5 miles southeast on CA 1.

About the campground: Plaskett Creek is on the east side of CA 1, with beach access across the highway at Sand Dollar, the largest public beach on the southern Big Sur coast. A trail descends a bluff to the beach. Swimming is dangerous due to rip tides and currents, but surf fishing and beachcombing are popular. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.




16 Pinnacles National Park


Location: 11 miles east of Soledad

Sites: 149 sites, including 99 tent, 26 RV, and 14 group sites

Facilities: Picnic tables, fire grills, drinking water, flush toilets, showers, dump station

Fee per night: $$ for tent sites, $$$ for RV sites, $$$$ for group sites

Reservations: https://www.recreation.gov/ or (877) 444-6777

Agency: National Park Service, (831) 389-4485, https://www.nps.gov/pinn/

Activities: Hiking

Finding the campground: From the junction of US 101 and CA 146 in Soledad, drive east on CA 146 for about 11 miles to the entry to the campground. The road is steep and narrow and is not suitable for large RVs or trailers.

About the campground: Pinnacles National Park is divided into east and west districts, with no road connecting the two. Spectacular trails weave through jagged rock spires and connect the two sections of the monument. The west district is the main section of the park, and the entrance and visitor center are located there, on CA 146. Pinnacles Campground, commercially operated, is located 0.5 mile from the park entrance. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year; from Presidents’ Day in February through Memorial Day in May, camping is only permitted Monday through Thursday.




17 San Lorenzo Recreation Area


Location: In King City

Sites: 10 sites for tents, 83 for RVs

Facilities: Picnic tables, barbecue grills, drinking water, flush toilets, showers, dump station, store, playground, horseshoe pits, softball field, and courts for volleyball and badminton

Fee per night: $$$

Reservations: (888) 588-CAMP. Onetime reservation fee

Agency: Monterey County Parks Department, (831) 755-4899, https://www.co.monterey.ca.us/government/departments-i-z/resource-management-agency-rma/parks

Activities: Hiking, swimming, fishing

Finding the campground: From US 101 at King City, take Broadway exit to campground entrance at 1160 Broadway.

About the campground: The campground is situated on the Salinas River by the Salinas Valley Agricultural and Rural Life Museum. Stay limit fourteen days, longer if space is available. Open all year.




18 Lake San Antonio: North Shore


Location: 34 miles northwest of Paso Robles

Sites: More than 250 open, grassy sites for tents and RVs, most with lake frontage. Some have full hookups; some have water and electrical hookups.

Facilities: Picnic tables, barbecue grills, drinking water, showers, flush toilets, dump stations, store, restaurant, boat launch and dock, fishing dock, playground, horseshoe pits, equestrian camp, and courts for volleyball and shuffleboard

Fee per night: $$$

Reservations: (888) 588-CAMP. Onetime reservation fee

Agency: Monterey County Parks Department, (805) 472-2311, https://www.co.monterey.ca.us/government/departments-i-z/resource-management-agency-rma/parks

Activities: Swimming, fishing, boating, waterskiing, sailboarding, hiking

Finding the campground: From Paso Robles, drive north on US 101 for 22 miles. Exit onto CR G18 (Jolon Road) and drive west 9 miles. Turn left onto New Pleyto Road and drive 2.5 miles.

About the campground: The unique thing about Lake San Antonio: North Shore is the large number of waterfront sites made possible by ten peninsula-like points of land reaching out into the lake. Campers may set up anywhere on these points, as close to the water as they like, and put boats directly into the lake next to their tents or RVs. A boat launch is available for large boats. Many of the hookup sites have striking views of the lake and surrounding mountains. Trophy-worthy bass can be caught here, as well as bluegill and catfish. The campground’s extensive facilities combined with the scenic, 16-mile-long lake make this an excellent vacation spot for water-sport enthusiasts. Stay limit fourteen days, negotiable if space is available. Open all year.




19 Lake San Antonio: South Shore


Location: 41 miles northwest of Paso Robles

Sites: 489 sites for tents and RVs, many with full or partial hookups. Sites are divided into 3 separate campgrounds (Harris Creek, Redondo Vista, and Lynch), all within a 1-mile radius.

Facilities: Picnic tables, barbecue grills, drinking water, showers, flush toilets, dump station, store, restaurant, boat launch and dock, playground, volleyball court, horseshoe pits, visitor information center

Fee per night: $$$

Reservations: (888) 588-CAMP. Onetime reservation fee

Agency: Monterey County Parks Department, (805) 472-2311, https://www.co.monterey.ca.us/government/departments-i-z/resource-management-agency-rma/parks

Activities: Swimming, fishing, boating, waterskiing, sailboarding, hiking

Finding the campground: From Paso Robles, drive north on US 101 for 22 miles. Exit onto CR G18 (Jolon Road) and turn left almost immediately onto CR G19 (Nacimiento Lake Drive). Drive 9 miles and turn right onto CR G14. Drive 7 miles, turn right onto San Antonio Road, and drive about 3 miles farther.

About the campground: Although none of the three campgrounds at South Shore are directly on the water, some campsites are within 100 feet of the shoreline. More than a dozen wineries are located within a 10-mile radius of Paso Robles, less than 20 miles from the campground. Most offer tours, sales, and wine tasting. Stay limit fourteen days. Open all year.










San Luis Obispo County Area

An entirely different coastline greets the traveler who leaves the rugged Big Sur landscape and enters San Luis Obispo County, but it is no less beautiful. High, precipitous cliffs give way to rolling green hills, and the beaches become more accessible. The area is more densely settled and towns are larger, but there is still ample space to enjoy the surf and the hills beyond the beaches.

High above San Simeon, overlooking CA 1 and the Pacific Ocean, stands the opulent mansion built by newspaper baron William Randolph Hearst. Now a state historical monument, the buildings and grounds attract more than a million visitors a year, who come to admire the art, architecture, and gardens of Hearst Castle. Farther south along the coast, famed Morro Rock looms over the picturesque town of Morro Bay. From Pismo Beach, Nipomo Dunes Preserve stretches south more than 20 miles, well into Santa Barbara County. It is the largest expanse of coastal dunes remaining in the state.

Inland, the mountains of the Los Padres National Forest and the alkaline flats of the Carrizo Plain offer a stark contrast in landscape. Missions such as San Miguel and San Luis Obispo are reminders of the area’s Spanish heritage. A dozen of the more than thirty wineries located in San Luis Obispo County lie within a 12-mile radius of the town of Paso Robles. Many offer picnic sites, wine tasting, and retail sales.
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	Group Sites
	RV Sites
	Max. RV Length
	Hookups
	Toilets
	Showers
	Drinking Water
	Dump Station
	Pets
	Wheelchair
	Recreation
	Fee ($)
	Season
	Can Reserve






	20 San Simeon Creek

	 
	•
	35
	 
	F
	•
	•
	•
	•
	•
	HF
	$$$
	year-round
	•



	21 Washburn

	 
	•
	31
	 
	C
	 
	•
	 
	•
	•
	HF
	$$
	year-round
	•



	22 Morro Strand State Beach

	 
	•
	24
	 
	F
	•
	•
	 
	•
	•
	SF
	$$$
	year-round
	•



	23 Morro Bay State Park

	 
	•
	35
	WE
	F
	•
	•
	•
	•
	•
	HSFB
	$$$$
	year-round
	•



	24 Cerro Alto

	 
	•
	30
	 
	V
	 
	•
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$
	year-round
	•



	25 El Chorro Regional Park

	 
	•
	 
	WES
	F
	•
	•
	 
	•
	•
	H
	$$$
	year-round
	•



	26 Montaña de Oro State Park

	 
	•
	27
	 
	P
	 
	•
	 
	•
	 
	HFR
	$$
	year-round
	•



	27 Navajo Flat

	 
	 
	 
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	HO
	$$
	year-round
	•



	28 Friis

	 
	•
	21
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	HO
	None
	year-round
	•



	29 La Panza

	 
	•
	 
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	O
	$$
	year-round
	•



	30 American Canyon

	 
	•
	30
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$ Adv Pass
	deer season only
	 



	31 Hi Mountain

	 
	•
	16
	 
	V
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$ Adv Pass
	year-round
	 



	32 Buck Spring

	 
	•
	 
	 
	P
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	H
	$ Adv Pass
	year-round
	 



	33 Baja

	 
	•
	 
	 
	P
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	HO
	None
	year-round
	 



	34 Santa Margarita Lake

	•
	•
	30
	 
	V
	•
	•
	 
	•
	 
	HSFB
	$$
	year-round
	•



	35 North Beach

	 
	•
	31
	 
	F
	 
	•
	•
	•
	•
	HFS
	$$$$
	year-round
	•



	36 Oceano

	 
	•
	 
	WE
	F
	•
	•
	 
	•
	•
	HFS
	$$$$
	year-round
	•



	37 Oceano Dunes SVRA

	 
	•
	 
	 
	C
	 
	 
	 
	•
	•
	HSFO
	$
	year-round
	•



	38 Oceano Memorial County Park

	 
	•
	 
	WES
	F
	•
	•
	 
	•
	•
	FB
	$$$
	year-round
	 



	39 Lopez Lake Rec Area

	 
	•
	 
	WES
	F
	•
	•
	 
	•
	•
	HSFBL
	$$$
	year-round
	•



	40 Carrizo Plain/Soda Lake

	 
	•
	 
	 
	C
	 
	 
	 
	•
	 
	 
	None
	year-round
	 






Maximum Trailer/RV Length given in feet.

Hookups: W = Water E = Electric S = Sewer

Toilets: F = Flush V = Vault P = Pit C = Chemical

Recreation: H = Hiking S = Swimming F = Fishing B = Boating L = Boat Launch O = Off-highway Driving R = Horseback Riding

Fees: $ = Under $20 $$ = $20–$29 $$$ = $30–$39 $$$$ = $40 or more Adv Pass = Adventure Pass or Annual Interagency Pass required
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