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I spent most of two seasons hiking trails in the Trinity Alps for this book. And while I kept seeing new sights, I also kept returning to familiar places I’d been visiting since childhood: lakes I had been to before I was old enough to carry a pack; the trail I hiked with my dad when I was 8; the hike I did the year I got my first real backpack; the campsite I slept at the first time I hiked in Trinity on my own, shortly after getting my driver’s license. During this period I tried to remember the first time I ever went hiking in the area. I couldn’t. As far back as I can remember, I’ve been hiking in the Trinity Alps. For that I am grateful to my parents, Bob and Elaine, for putting me on the right path when I was just learning to walk.


While hiking hundreds of miles of trails for this book, I discovered my childhood trips had barely scratched the surface of this vast wilderness. I got to rediscover the Trinity Alps all over again. Thanks to all the friends and strangers who made that possible. And thanks especially to my wife, Jen, who joined me even when there was no trail.


I still spend a couple of weeks a year in the Trinity Alps, and my own kids have hiked there while learning to walk and have backpacked to the lakes I enjoyed as a child. In the most important way—as a refuge of raw nature—Trinity hasn’t changed in the decades since I first started hiking there. But of course, nothing stays the same forever, so I was glad to check in with rangers and local hikers and revisit some trails myself while updating hike information for this third edition. And thanks, of course, to the folks at Falcon, without whom this project wouldn’t be possible.










INTRODUCTION

The hike to Horseshoe Lake is one of my favorite treks in the Trinity Alps Wilderness. The trail climbs gradually along Swift Creek, crossing numerous tributaries and passing through Mumford Meadow, an oasis of lush grass and wildflowers. The last mile ascends a steep, shadeless slope before arriving at the lake, where an inviting swim-and-picnic slab of granite awaits on the far side. I’ve been hiking to Horseshoe Lake—with family and friends, alone, and as a guide—for more than four decades.


For much of that time, Horseshoe Lake, like much of the Trinity Alps, remained largely unknown compared with California’s more popular wilderness areas. I admit there were times I thought of Horseshoe as “my” lake and was surprised if I saw anyone else there. Not that I mind sharing the trails. As a guidebook writer, longtime editor of Backpacker magazine, and former wilderness guide for teens, I’ve devoted my entire career to encouraging and helping others to spend more time outdoors. But we all have places that we come to feel a special bond with, and Horseshoe is one of mine.


So I was surprised the last time I went there and the trailhead parking lot was absolutely packed. This was just a couple years ago, and I recalled the old adage “Be careful what you wish for.” I was glad to see so many people had discovered this Trinity gem, but would the hike be overrun?


In a word, no. When we arrived at my favorite meadow-side campsite, there was no one around. At the lake the next day, we had that granite slab to ourselves. The Swift Creek Trail accesses a network of trails and lakes and river valleys, and what looked like a crowd at the trailhead had all but evaporated in the vast wilderness.


That’s not to say you won’t encounter other people. There’s no doubt more people are making it to the Trinity Alps now than when I wrote the first edition of this book more than twenty years ago, and some of the more popular destinations are suffering from overuse (I’ve indicated these hot spots throughout). But some things haven’t changed. The wilderness is still just a little bit farther from major population centers, the peaks just a little bit lower than the ones in the Sierra Nevada. Unlike in many of California’s more accessible and popular wilderness areas, you can still go backpacking anywhere in the Trinity Alps without reservations. And when you leave the trailhead, there’s plenty of room to spread out. Once you do, granite peaks, glacier-carved canyons, lush meadows, sparkling lakes and streams, and a chance for real wilderness solitude await.


Located in an isolated region at the southern end of the Klamath Mountains, along the headwaters of the Trinity and Salmon Rivers, the Trinity Alps Wilderness encompasses more than half a million acres—nearly 800 square miles—of rugged backcountry. The protected area constitutes one of the largest parcels of federally designated wilderness in California.


Elevations in the wilderness range from 2,000 to 9,000 feet. Within this zone you’ll find a diverse environment that includes a multitude of jagged peaks, deep forested canyons, and gentle river valleys. More than 600 miles of trails crisscross the wilderness, making it easy to reach the heart of the backcountry in just a day or two of hiking. There are also numerous drainages where no paths—and few humans—have yet to intrude. Whether you want an easy day hike or a challenging weeklong trek, you’ll find exactly what you’re looking for within the boundaries of the Trinity Alps.



WHAT TO EXPECT

Trails in the Trinity Alps are generally well maintained and easy to follow. Most trails are signed, but don’t expect to rely on signs alone—they disappear from time to time and may not be replaced for years. (The best resource for current conditions is the Weaver-ville Ranger Station. Call ahead as you may need to wait for a response: 530-623-2121.) Except for early-season stream crossings, there are few trail hazards to worry about in the Trinity Alps. Elevations are relatively low, so altitude sickness and summer snowstorms are not much of a concern.


With more than 600 miles of trails and upwards of one hundred lakes in the Trinity Alps, there’s more than enough room for a large number of hikers to explore the back-country and still enjoy the peace and solitude of the wilderness (however, some lakes are quite popular; see below). There’s no quota or reservation system for backcountry camping (permits are still required), and land managers have yet to impose restrictions on where you can camp (except for those implied by standard Zero Impact practices; see appendix B). The vast wilderness of canyons, forests, and basins can absorb a lot of people without feeling crowded. The biggest problem here is that trailheads for the most popular destinations, like Canyon Creek, fill up on summer weekends. Even then, if you find a place to park and are flexible about where you camp, you’ll find plenty of space to spread out.


That being said, you should avoid certain destinations or only visit them on weekends “out of season” or on weekdays in summer if solitude is what you’re after. Renowned lakes like Canyon Creek, Emerald, Sapphire, Caribou, and Grizzly host a constant stream of human traffic all summer long, while less-publicized places like Bullards Basin may go weeks without a single visitor. But even the most popular spots have their moments of solitude: I’ve been to each of the lakes mentioned above without seeing another soul—in October. For experienced backcountry travelers, there are myriad off-trail destina tions with guaranteed solitude. A small number of off-trail routes are included in this guidebook, but they constitute only the tip of the iceberg.


Backpackers far outnumber equestrians in the Trinity Alps, but each type of trail user is apt to encounter the other at some point. Consideration and good trail etiquette can go a long way toward helping everyone get along. Hikers should step off the trail and let horses or other pack animals (like llamas) have the right-of-way. It’s much easier for hikers to make the accommodation. Likewise, stock users should observe good Zero Impact principles. Everyone should keep in mind that the wilderness is public land—ours to share.





GETTING THERE

The Trinity Alps Wilderness is located in northwest California in a remote slice of back-country between Redding and Eureka. The wilderness is within the boundaries of the Shasta-Trinity, Klamath, and Six Rivers National Forests. The main access routes from points north and south are off I-5 and US 101. Depending on your destination, take either CA 299 or CA 3 to reach the wilderness area and trailhead access roads. Weaverville, on CA 299 about 46 miles west of Redding, is the largest town on the outskirts of the Trinity Alps. Other settlements on the fringes of the forest include Trinity Center, Coffee Creek, Callahan, Cecilville, Willow Creek, and Junction City. The closest commercial airport (with rental cars available) is in Redding. Most trailheads are accessed via unpaved forest service roads. All roads included in this guidebook are passable to passenger cars.





SEASONS

The best hiking season in the Trinity Alps is the middle of June through the end of October. Keep in mind that snowfall changes dramatically year to year, so the early-season hiking sometimes varies by as much as a month. Even when streams are high and lakes are frozen, however, there are often good alternative destinations in the lower elevations. Check with rangers for specific snowpack information if you plan a trip before late June.


Summer days tend to be warm and clear (80°F–95°F) and nights cool (25°F–45°F). Summer rain is rare and sporadic, arriving chiefly in the form of brief and intense thundershowers. In fall the weather is generally dry and cooler, with October nights getting downright chilly. Autumn is a great time to hike if you want to avoid crowds. Some of my favorite trips have been in late October, after most people have gone and before the first snowfall. And with climate change affecting weather patterns, it pays to check conditions into November (in 2019 I went backpacking to Foster Lake just before Thanksgiving). Fall is also hunting season, so check current dates if you prefer not to see hunters. The forest service locks gates across some access roads from approximately October 31 to May 15.


For most people winter means the wilderness is out of season. And with more than a dozen feet of snow in many years, the Trinity Alps is no exception. But for those with appropriate experience, the area offers excellent opportunities for winter recreation and mountaineering. Just remember that you are truly on your own.





WATER

Water is readily available in streams and lakes throughout the Trinity Alps Wilderness. Unless otherwise noted, you can expect to encounter water sources frequently as you hike through the region. All water, however, should be treated before drinking. Many devices are now available to backpackers for this purpose. Boiling, filtering, chemical purification tablets, ultraviolet light, and ozone are all adequate treatments for preventing giardiasis and other water-borne illnesses.





BUGS

In general, mosquitoes and other biting bugs are not a major nuisance in the Trinity Alps, which is not to say the wilderness is bug-free. Some of the lower-elevation lakes and meadows host swarms of mosquitoes in early summer. But mosquito swarms, like everything else in Trinity, tend toward the smaller end of the spectrum. If you’re used to Sierra-or Alaska-sized mosquito swarms, you may be pleasantly surprised by Trinity’s gentler, kinder version—though you should still throw some insect repellent into your pack.



Ticks may pose a threat if they carry Lyme disease, but they are extremely rare above the lower elevations (at least I have yet to encounter any). The best prevention is a daily body check and prompt removal of any ticks you find. (Ticks must be embedded more than 24 hours to transmit Lyme disease.) To remove ticks, using tweezers, grasp the tick’s head right next to your skin and pull gently until it releases. Tugging on the tick’s body will make it act like a syringe, injecting tainted blood into your system.





FISHING

Some hikers can’t tell a fly rod from a fly on the wall, while others spend every moment in the backcountry either fishing or thinking about fishing. If you’re one of the latter, you’ll find plenty to occupy your time in the Trinity Alps. Stocking programs have filled many backcountry lakes and streams with eastern brook, rainbow, and brown trout. Salmon and steelhead also persist in the Trinity River and some of its tributaries. A valid California fishing license is required for all angling in the Trinity Alps Wilderness. Because parts of the Trinity Alps watershed serve as spawning habitat for endangered salmon, it’s vital that you check current California Fish and Game regulations before casting a line.





CATTLE

What’s a cow doing in my camp? The Wilderness Act of 1964 allows livestock grazing to continue in forest service wilderness areas where it existed prior to the designation. In the Trinity Alps that means you might run into cattle in some drainages between July and October. Fortunately (if you oppose cows in camp), grazing in the wilderness is now the exception rather than the rule. Most grazing permits have been phased out of a large portion of the Trinity Alps. If you want to avoid cows, stay away from the drainages on the north side of the Scott Mountains and a few areas north of Coffee Creek. Grazing is mentioned in hike descriptions where applicable.





WILDERNESS PERMITS

All overnight visitors to the Trinity Alps Wilderness must obtain wilderness permits before entering the backcountry. Permits are free and are available without reservation. Simply stop by one of the ranger stations or self-serve kiosks (see Appendix A: Contact Information) on the way to the trailhead and pick one up. (The Weaverville Ranger Station is the most convenient place to stop for most visitors; along CA 3 the Mule Creek and Coffee Creek fire stations have self-serve kiosks.) If you arrive at the Weaverville Ranger Station after hours, you can fill out a permit form at a self-registration box located outside. Free campfire/stove permits are also required (and available at the same locations as wilderness permits), and you should always check to see if any special fire hazards or restrictions are in effect. (See appendix A.)





EMERGENCY MEDICAL SERVICES

In case of emergency, 9-1-1 works in the Trinity Alps area. Cell phone coverage is sparse at best, so don’t plan on calling for help when in the backcountry. The nearest major hospitals are in Redding, and limited medical services are available in Weaverville.









USING THIS GUIDE

TYPE OF TRAIL

Suggested hikes have been split into the following categories:


Day hike: Best for a short excursion only due to lack of water or suitable camping sites.


Backpack: Best for backpacking with at least one night in the backcountry. Many of the overnight hikes can be done as day hikes if you have the time and stamina.


Loop: Starts and finishes at the same trailhead with no (or very little) retracing of your steps. Sometimes the definition of a “loop” includes creative shapes (like a figure eight or lollipop), and some loops require a short walk on a dirt road to get back to the trailhead.


Out-and-back: Traveling the same route coming and going.


Hike-in: Backcountry trails that are accessible only by foot. A few of these are included because they serve as useful connectors that can be used to create multiple routes.


RATINGS

Difficulty ratings are inherently flawed: What’s easy for you might be difficult for me and vice versa. Still, such ratings serve as a general guide and provide a useful approximation of a hike’s challenge. Remember that ratings are not the final word; the most important factor is to be honest about your own fitness level when planning your trip, and pay attention to details like mileage and elevation gain. In this guidebook, difficulty ratings consider both how long and strenuous a hike is. Here are general guidelines for ratings:


Easy: Suitable for any hiker—young or old. Expect no serious elevation gain, hazards, or navigation problems.


Moderate: Suitable for hikers who have at least some experience and average fitness level. Likely includes some elevation change and may have places where the trail is faint.


Strenuous: Suitable only for experienced hikers with above-average fitness level. Possible hazardous trail sections, navigation difficulties, and serious elevation change.


DISTANCE

Measuring trail distances is an inexact science at best. Most distances in this guidebook have been taken from map measurements and from in-the-field estimates. Most trail signs in the Trinity Alps do not include distances, and when they do you can bet they are just somebody else’s best guess. Keep in mind that distance is often less important than difficulty of terrain and grade. A steep 2-mile climb on rocky tread can take longer than a 4-mile stroll through a gentle river valley. When planning trips remember that most hikers average about 2 miles per hour over level terrain.




MAPS


The maps in this book serve as a general guide only. Don’t hit the trail without a detailed topographic map. There are a few choices when it comes to maps for the Trinity Alps. The USDA Forest Service Trinity Alps Wilderness map (2017; 1:63,360) is a comprehensive topographic map that covers the entire wilderness. It will serve most visitors who don’t plan on doing extensive off-trail hiking. For those who do—or for anyone who wants a scale with more detail—get the US Geological Survey (USGS) quads. The USDAFS map is available from the ranger stations listed in appendix A. USGS quads can often be obtained through your local sports store, or you can download or purchase them at usgs.gov. Digital maps are also available through a number of online sources and apps.


ELEVATION CHARTS

As in all mountain areas, hikes in Trinity generally start low and go high. Expect to climb 2,000 to 4,000 feet (some of the shorter routes are much less). But lakes are relatively low (below 7,500 feet), and the highest peak is 9,002 feet. That means elevation gains are on the moderate side, and altitude sickness is not an issue for most hikers.


BACKCOUNTRY REGULATIONS

The Trinity Alps Wilderness is a federally designated wilderness area. As such, it’s been given the highest level of protection public lands receive. The underlying principle behind all wilderness regulations was best summed up by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1903. He was talking about the Grand Canyon at the time, but he might as well have been talking about all wilderness areas. “Keep this great wonder of nature as it now is,” proclaimed Roosevelt. “Leave it as it is. You cannot improve on it; not a bit. The ages have been at work on it, and man can only mar it.”


The following backcountry regulations are intended to help Trinity Alps visitors leave well enough alone.



	Get a wilderness permit for all overnight use (see appendix A).

	Camp only in appropriate places.

	Stay on trails (where possible) and don’t create shortcuts.

	Dispose of human waste in a cat hole at least 200 feet from all water sources and campsites (pack out toilet paper). Dishwater and water used for bathing also should be disposed of well away from water sources.

	Use camp stoves rather than cooking fires whenever possible.

	Carry out all trash. If you can pack it in, you can pack it out.

	Limit group size to ten or fewer.

	Suspend food out of reach of bears.

	Do not feed or in any way disturb wildlife. Do not leave behind food scraps.

	Do not operate any motorized vehicle in the wilderness.

	Do not destroy, deface, disturb, or remove from its natural setting any plant, rock, animal, or archaeological resource.

	Please read “Zero Impact” (appendix B) for more details on minimizing impact.









NATURAL AND CULTURAL HISTORY

PEOPLE

This book is intended to support your exploration. Readers will come away with a deeper knowledge of the area, and the opportunity to connect more closely and experience more fully the wonders these lands offer. We respectfully acknowledge that this book covers the traditional land of Native peoples. The story of human settlement in the Trinity Alps is a familiar one in the West: Native Americans were displaced by miners, who gave way to loggers and ranchers, who in turn have been largely replaced by outdoor recreationists.


In this case it was the Wintu who were here first. The relatively small Native American tribe met a fate similar to many other California tribes: They were nearly wiped out by the influx of European settlers. Starting in the early 1800s, disease, violence, and loss of their native lands decimated the Wintu population. In the newcomers’ mad rush for gold and good land, the Wintu were never awarded a reservation. There’s little archaeological record of their presence in the wilderness. Arrowheads and other small items turn up now and then, small reminders that this remote slice of mountain country has a human history we can barely surmise. Be sure to leave what you find if you encounter any of these artifacts on your travels. Interested in learning more about the Wintu and their descendents? Visit the Wintu Cultural Resource Center and Museum in the town of Shasta Lake (https://wintutribe.org).


Recorded history in the Trinity Alps region began in the early 1830s, when explorers and fur trappers first made forays through the area. These early visitors followed Native American trails to the Trinity River valley and headwaters. Jedediah Smith passed through, as did Major Pierson Reading, who named the Trinity River because he assumed (wrongly) that the river ran all the way to Trinidad Bay on the Pacific coast. In fact, the Trinity River flows into the Klamath River.


The discovery of gold near Douglas City in 1848 put the Trinity River region on the map. Miners with gold in their eyes arrived in hordes. Weaverville was established in 1850, and four years later the boomtown boasted twenty-two stores, two banks, two drugstores, six hotels, four restaurants, six saloons, three bakeries, three blacksmith and carpenter shops, seven lawyers, and a population well over 1,000. Mining claims by the hundreds sprang up overnight in the rugged country, and soon a number of satellite towns appeared in the mountains: Places like Saloon City, Lake City, and Old Denny housed hundreds of miners deep in the wilderness. As you hike through the backcountry, don’t be surprised to come across a few nineteenth-century relics from the heyday of gold fever. Miners built cabins, roads, stamp mills, and flumes in what today appears to be the most remote of backcountry backwaters. A substantial Chinese population—some 2,000-strong—lived and worked in Weaverville during this era. The Joss House, a Taoist Temple built in Weaverville in 1874, has been preserved and today is a state historic park that is well worth a visit. It’s the oldest continuously used Chinese temple in California.


The tide of mining rose and fell over the next seventy-five years or so as first the placer mines played out and then the more efficient hydraulic and dredge mining had their turn. The many tailing piles scattered around the region indicate just how extensive these operations were. Falling gold prices and the high price of corporate mining made prospecting in the Trinity Alps unprofitable by the 1930s. In recent years, however, the high price of gold has lured a few treasure seekers back to the area. Miners have returned to the Trinity Alps, often with wetsuits and high-tech dredges, to gather gold the old-timers missed. Any claims being worked today predate the area’s wilderness designation; no new claims may be filed in the wilderness.


During the heyday of mining and settlement, the Trinity Alps region became the main thoroughfare between the Sacramento Valley and Oregon. The California–Oregon Stage Road, opened in 1860, closely followed the route of present-day CA 3, with numerous stops along the upper Trinity River and even a hotel up on Scott Mountain.


Industrial logging in the Trinity Alps region didn’t start until the late 1800s and the coming of the railroads. Though you’ll see evidence of clear-cuts surrounding the wilderness, the heart of the Alps escaped the ax and saw. As early as 1926, a portion of the Alps had been set aside for its outstanding scenic and recreation value (in 1932 the forest service officially designated the Salmon–Trinity Alps Primitive Area). Even where logging occurred within the modern-day wilderness, enough time has passed that most visitors will be hard-pressed to identify it. Logging still occurs on private and national forest land outside the wilderness boundary.


Recreation in the region started as early as the 1920s, when a local couple, the Webers, established the Trinity Alps Resort on Stuart Fork. Legend has it, this enterprising couple coined the term “Trinity Alps” after returning from a trip to Europe and the Austrian Alps. The Trinity Alps Resort, as well as other area lodges, is still in operation today. Lodges, horse packers, hiking guides, hunting and fishing guides, and rafting companies are now an important part of the local economy. Consult the Trinity County Chamber of Commerce for a list of local services (see appendix A).


GEOLOGY

The Trinity Alps Wilderness stands alone—an island of alpine splendor cut adrift from California’s better-known ranges. Geologically speaking, the Alps are distinct from most of their neighbors. The mountains are unrelated to both the nearby Coast Range and the volcanic Cascades, which include Mount Shasta and Lassen Peak to the north and east. In fact, the Trinity Alps form the southern end of the Klamath Mountains.


Some 2.5 million years ago, the region was much gentler in nature than today. But a general uplift caused valleys to deepen; granitic magmas welled up at various times and pushed through the overlying rock (made up of various metamorphic and sedimentary rocks) to create many of the area’s most spectacular peaks. The high iron content in some of the Alps’ igneous rocks accounts for the rust-colored appearance of peaks like Red Rock Mountain and Seven Up Peak (this area is sometimes called the Red Trinities, while the granite epicenter is the White Trinities, and the forested western region the Green Trinities).



Glaciers delivered the finishing touches on the awesome scenery. In four separate glaciation periods over the last 1.5 million years, deep ice accumulated in the high mountains and slowly slid down the valleys, carving and slicing the terrain into the spectacular landscape you see today. The glaciers left behind dramatic cirques with exquisite lakes and classic U-shaped valleys with polished sides and knife-edge ridges. Terminal moraines dammed low-lying valleys and created large lakes that eventually became the lush, sprawling meadows you see today. The most recent glaciers receded some 10,000 years ago. Grizzly Glacier, a remnant “glacieret” from this last mini–ice age, still persists on the high north-facing slopes of Thompson Peak, though it has shrunk to only about 4 acres and will likely disappear entirely in the next few decades.


PLANTS

The Trinity Alps are home to an incredible variety of trees, flowers, and shrubs. From giant ponderosa and sugar pines towering overhead to tiny and fleeting wildflowers like blue gentians, the plant communities in the Trinity Alps represent one of the most diverse ecosystems in the United States. What follows is a brief description of a few of the more common or noteworthy plants you can expect to see in the Trinity Alps.


The lower elevations (below 4,000 feet) are dominated by mixed forests of Douglas fir, ponderosa and digger pines, as well as a healthy smattering of oaks (several varieties), madrones, bigleaf maples, and dogwoods. Ferns, berries, alders, and poison oak thrive in streamside riparian zones at this level. (Poison oak is uncommon on most hikes described in this guidebook, but it is prevalent on trails in the western, or “Green,” Trinities.) Chaparral, consisting mostly of ceanothus and manzanita bushes, covers the dry, exposed hillsides at this elevation.


Between 4,000 and 6,000 feet, you find Trinity’s forest giants: Douglas fir, ponderosa and sugar pine, and incense cedar. Smaller conifers, including white fir, Jeffrey pine, lodgepole pine, and western white pine, also thrive at these elevations. The understory is dominated by azaleas (beautiful and fragrant in early summer), mountain ash, several kinds of berries, and manzanita. Scrub and black oak also appear on dry slopes. Lush mountain meadows of thick grasses and corn lilies and other wildflowers exist at this and higher elevations. You can even see a few aspen stands, rare in the Trinity Alps.


Above 5,000 feet red fir starts to replace white fir (though they often overlap) and western white and Jeffrey pines outnumber their larger cousins. Cottonwoods and mountain ash appear in a few scattered riparian environments at this elevation. Alders and willows grow shrub-like along the creeks and on the fringes of wet meadows. Sunny slopes at this elevation may be covered with manzanita, ceanothus, and other hardy shrubs. Do not take a shortcut across one of these slopes if you value your skin.


The subalpine environment above 6,500 feet is dominated by stunted versions of some of the lower-elevation trees, plus a number of new species like foxtail pine, mountain hemlock, and weeping spruce. Trees that grow along the rocky ridgelines and inhospitable granite cirques, chiefly between 6,500 and 7,500 feet, tend to be small, widely scattered, and often bent in gnarled shapes by the wind and poor soil.


Few trees grow between 8,000 and 9,000 feet, the only true alpine zone in the Trinity Alps. Near the highest peaks’ summits, where snow persists well into summer and there’s more rock than soil, there are only a few stubborn shrubs, lichens, and, for a brief but spectacular period in late summer, bright wildflowers.



The wildflowers of the Trinity Alps could occupy an entire book unto themselves. From late June through September, the Alps are awash in white, yellow, orange, purple, and red blossoms. Many flowers are specific to certain locations (forest fringes, meadows, rocky slopes, etc.) and seasons (early, middle, or late summer), so what you see depends largely on where and when you go. The most dependable flower-viewing time is typically mid-July to mid-August. Some of the more common species include leopard lilies, columbines, angelica, Indian paintbrush, lupines (both yellow and blue), sunflowers, penstemons, asters, and monkshood. One of the most interesting flowering plants in the Alps is the California pitcher plant (Darlingtonia californica). This rare insectivorous plant grows in wet meadows at mid-elevations and should be treated with utmost care (don’t pick them or trample their habitat).


WILDLIFE

Encountering animals in the wild is one of the most thrilling experiences in the outdoors. Unlike the animals in some of the more heavily visited wilderness areas in the West, the wildlife in the Trinity Alps is still mostly skittish of humans. Consider yourself lucky to see a black bear. The shy bruins, which can be any shade of brown or black or even cinnamon, are quite a sight when they lumber across a high meadow, trying to get out of view.


A more common sight is the Columbian black-tailed deer. These animals are sometimes hard to avoid; they wander into camps in search of handouts and sweaty clothes to chew (they crave the salts). A friend of mine once fell asleep wearing a sweat-soaked cap. She jumped awfully high when she awoke to find a deer nibbling her head.


Other mammals in the region include mountain lions, coyotes, martens, weasels, bob-cats, foxes, porcupines, and ringtails. Consider yourself lucky indeed to spot one of these stealthy species. Chipmunks, mice, squirrels, skunks, jackrabbits, and raccoons are much more common, especially in the mid-elevation forests. Bats often can be seen at dusk, swooping low through the twilight as they feed on insects.


Cold-blooded members of the animal kingdom are also well represented in the Trinity Alps. Rattlesnakes, gopher snakes, rubber boas, garter snakes, and lizards (on some trails there seems to be a lizard on every rock) are the most common reptiles. Rattlesnakes tend to remain out of sight in the warm lower elevations and are easily avoided if you spot one; just give them a wide berth or time to get away. As for amphibians, you can find a variety of frogs, salamanders, and newts in the wet meadows, ponds, and lakes throughout the wilderness.


The most eye-catching birds in the Alps are raptors: Hawks, golden eagles, ospreys, and even bald eagles nest and hunt here. Of the ear-catching variety, you might hear the songs of robins, finches, warblers, bluebirds, and jays. Hummingbirds also show up for the summer wildflowers, and the echo of a woodpecker hard at work can often be heard reverberating through the forest. The number and variety of avian species are far too numerous to list here. Dedicated birders should consult a field guide before heading out.


A NOTE ON THE GREEN TRINITIES

The western half of the Trinity Alps Wilderness is often called the “Green Trinities” because it is lower in elevation and more densely forested than the granite heart of the eastern half of the wilderness. Or at least it was more densely forested. Wildfires in 2006, 2008, and 2020 charred large portions of this area (see Wildfires below). Like all healthy forests, this one will recover and be green again. Check with rangers on current conditions before you plan a trip here.


Because the Green Trinities lack the alpine lakes and glacier-gouged canyons found in the east, the trails here have retained one of the most important natural wonders in the backcountry: solitude. It wasn’t always that way. During the mid-and late 1800s, the New River drainage was a bustling center of mining activity. Today, 21 miles of the stream are included in the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System. Two hikes described in this book (New River Loop and East Fork New River Loop, Hikes 8 and 9) sample some of the scenery and history to be found in the Green Trinities.


In addition to those routes, there are miles of trails that form a maze of possible hikes in the Green Trinities. Extended hikes of a week or more could easily be made along the Salmon Summit, Green Mountain, or Virgin Creek Trails. Keep in mind, however, that trails and trail signs are sometimes not well maintained due to low use (or fire damage). And because of the low elevation (except for a few ridgeline trails, most paths are below 5,000 feet), there are three things you should be aware of: hot weather in summer, poison oak, and rattlesnakes. The first can be avoided by planning an early-or late-season trip; the second and third are best avoided by knowing what they look like and staying alert. (Note: The area has been and may continue to be a popular place to grow illegal marijuana crops. If you encounter signs of an illegal marijuana farm, leave the area immediately.) If you want to be alone and don’t mind forgoing the lakes and peaks of the Trinity Alps proper, get out a map and plan a trip here.


THE BIGFOOT TRAIL

It takes many years and much passion to create a new long trail. One such effort—the Bigfoot Trail—has emerged since this guide was first written, and it crosses the heart of the Trinity Alps. The 360-mile Bigfoot Trail starts near the Yolla Bolly–Middle Eel Wilderness and heads north, ending near Redwood National and State Parks near Crescent City. En route, it passes through six wilderness areas, one national park, one state park, and forests that harbor thirty-two species of conifers. In the Trinity Alps the Bigfoot Trail crosses the wilderness from Canyon Creek to Trail Creek, linking both popular destinations (Stuart Fork, Caribou Lake) and rarely traveled ones (Bear Creek, Packers Peak). Thru-hikers on the Bigfoot Trail are in for a treat. Check out www.bigfoottrail.org for more information.


WILDFIRES

In recent years, wildfire season in the West has gotten longer and more intense. The heart of the Trinity Alps—and thus most of the hikes in this guidebook—have been spared, but there have been a few close calls. In 2020, shortly before this edition was finished, two wildfires burned in Trinity. The Fox Fire burned just over 2,000 acres on the north side of Fox Creek Lake, and the Red Salmon Complex burned some 145,000 acres in the Shasta-Trinity, Klamath, and Six Rivers National Forests. The Red Salmon fire burned much of the Green Trinities, in the northwest corner of the wilderness. Keep in mind that hiking through wildfire-scarred terrain can have its own rewards, as you get to witness the rejuvenation at work, but if you want green trees and shade it’s best to avoid these areas. I have noted hikes where fire damage might be a concern, but there’s no doubt that new fires will occur. Contact the Weaverville Ranger Station (appendix A) for the latest information.





[image: Kalmia Lake is perched high above the Canyon Creek drainage.]
Kalmia Lake is perched high above the Canyon Creek drainage.










TRAIL FINDER

BEST LAKES


	1 Grizzly Lake

	2 Papoose Lake

	4 Canyon Creek Lakes

	11 Stuart Fork (Emerald and Sapphire Lakes)
 
	14 Smith and Morris Lakes

	19 Lake Anna

	27 Foster Lake

	34 Caribou Lakes



BEST HIKES FOR WILDFLOWERS


	1 North Fork Trinity River to Grizzly Lake
 
	17 Long Canyon

	19 Lake Anna Loop

	20 Swift Creek

	21 Bear Basin–Granite Lake Loop

	30 Union Creek

	47 Pacific Crest Trail



BEST HIKES FOR VIEWS


	16 Granite Peak Trail

	21 Bear Basin–Granite Lake Loop

	27 Foster Lake Loop

	33 Tri-Forest Peak–Deer Creek Loop

	34 Caribou Lakes

	38 Billys Peak Lookout

	40 Bear Lakes

	44 East Boulder and Upper Boulder Lakes
 
	47 Pacific Crest Trail



BEST HIKES FOR SOLITUDE


	2 Rattlesnake Creek to Papoose Lake
 
	15 Stoney Ridge Trail

	23 Poison Canyon

	30 Union Creek

	31 Bullards Basin–Sunrise Creek Loop
 
	32 Ward Lake Loop


	
33 Tri-Forest Peak–Deer Creek Loop
 
	36 South Fork Coffee Creek Loop
 
	51 Twin Lakes and Fish Lake



BEST HIKES FOR ALPINE SCENERY


	1 Grizzly Lake

	4 Canyon Creek Lakes

	11 Stuart Fork

	14 Smith and Morris Lakes
 
	34 Caribou Lakes

	47 Pacific Crest Trail



BEST HIKES FOR SWIMMING


	11 Stuart Fork

	18 Four Lakes Loop

	19 Lake Anna Loop

	34 Caribou Lakes

	50 Trail Gulch–Long Gulch Loop



BEST HIKES FOR A LONG DAY HIKE


	4 Canyon Creek Lakes

	17 Long Canyon

	21 Bear Basin–Granite Lake Loop
 
	40 Bear Lakes



BEST HIKES FOR LITTLE KIDS


	24 Eleanor and Shimmy Lakes
 
	25 Boulder Lakes

	35 Adams Lake

	49 Hidden Lake

	41 Tangle Blue Lake



BEST HIKES FOR SUNSETS


	15 Stoney Ridge Trail (Echo Lake)
 
	18 Four Lakes Loop

	27 Foster Lake Loop



BEST HIKES FOR A GOOD BASE CAMP


	4 Canyon Creek Lakes

	11 Stuart Fork

	20 Swift Creek

	30 Union Creek

	33 Tri-Forest Peak–Deer Creek Loop









LAKE FINDER TABLE




	HIKE
	LAKE
	ELEVATION
	ACRES
	DEPTH
	WHY GO





	35
	Adams
	6,300'
	1.00
	16'
	Good for small children; nice day hike if you’re short on time.



	13
	Alpine
	6,150'
	14.00
	26'
	Pretty detour off busy Stuart Fork; good off-trail exploring.



	19
	Anna
	7,550'
	4.00
	56'
	Great swimming in unique red-rock setting; good wildflowers on the hike in.



	40
	Big Bear
	5,800'
	28.00
	73'
	Beautiful views from classic granite cirque; visit two companion lakes.



	15,19
	Billy-Be-Damned
	7,400'
	0.75
	9'
	Good solitude on a rocky terrace high above Bowerman Meadow.



	5
	Boulder Creek
	5,750'
	5.00
	17'
	Camp on granite slabs with great view of Sawtooth Mountain.



	25
	Boulder (Big)
	6,100'
	8.00
	27'
	Good base camp or day hike for families and novice hikers.



	25
	Boulder (Little)
	6,350'
	4.50
	19'
	Easy hike to a pretty lake with good swimming.



	44
	Boulder (East)
	6,700'
	32.00
	60'
	Unique setting in an open, grassy basin overlooking Scott Valley.



	45
	Boulder (Middle)
	6,500'
	6.50
	12'
	Good base camp for hikers on the Pacific Crest Trail.



	45
	Boulder (West)
	7,000'
	7.00
	29'
	Excellent solitude near Scott Mountain crest.



	4
	Canyon Creek (Upper)
	5,690'
	25.00
	86'
	Spectacular granite setting with great views; several waterfalls on hike in.



	34
	Caribou
	6,850'
	72.00
	72'
	Jaw-dropping scenery with excellent swimming and camping.



	27, 28
	Conway
	6,850'
	1.00
	3'
	Good solitude at lily pad-fringed pond off the beaten track.



	17, 18
	Deer
	7,150'
	4.50
	19'
	Make snow cones in summer at this north-facing basin.



	18
	Diamond
	7,250'
	2.50
	13'
	Great wildflowers and beautiful sunsets at this little gem.



	6
	East Fork
	5,900'
	2.00
	11'
	Isolated lake in a rugged basin; good chance for solitude.



	7
	East Weaver
	6,350'
	1.00
	12'
	Good for families with small children; good day hike destination.



	15
	Echo
	7,250'
	2.50
	17'
	Good chance for solitude and incredible sunsets.



	24
	Eleanor
	4,950'
	3.00
	10'
	Great for anglers who don’t want to waste any time hiking.



	
11
	Emerald
	5,500'
	21.00
	68'
	A premier lake in the Trinity Alps; interesting mining relics.



	51
	Fish
	6,000'
	3.00
	10'
	More of a pond than a lake, but it makes a nice day hike.



	5
	Forbidden
	6,250'
	1.50
	18'
	Rugged cirque off the beaten track. Worth it just to say you’ve been to Forbidden Lake.



	27
	Foster
	7,250'
	5.50
	20'
	Plenty of exploring in the area; one of the best sunset seats in the Trinity Alps.



	26
	Found
	6,600'
	2.50
	9'
	Rugged, isolated setting just stone’s throw from busy Big Boulder Lake.



	46
	Fox Creek
	6,600'
	9.50
	38'
	Pleasant camping near the Scott Mountain crest.



	21
	Granite
	6,000'
	18.00
	64'
	Beautiful granite cirque that’s relatively easy to get to; it’s popular.



	1,52
	Grizzly
	7,100'
	42.00
	173'
	Tucked between the Trinity Alps highest peak and biggest waterfall. Worth every step.



	49
	Hidden
	6,700'
	3.00
	15'
	Great destination for a short day hike or family with small children.



	20
	Horseshoe
	6,850'
	6.00
	22'
	Swimming and rock scrambling at the head of Swift Creek.



	4
	Kalmia
	7,500'
	1.00
	13'
	Small lake with a big view. Difficult to reach.



	4
	L or "El"
	6,350'
	2.00
	29'
	Good chance for solitude above perpetually crowded Canyon Creek Lakes.



	22
	Landers
	7,100'
	6.00
	17'
	Unique setting with good swimming and peak-bagging potential.



	23
	Lilypad
	6,300'
	2.00
	8'
	Excellent solitude at this shallow lake; good base camp.



	27,28
	Lion
	7,000'
	3.00
	37'
	A lot of people see this lake but few hike down to it; rugged setting enclosed by cliffs.



	42
	Log
	6,100'
	4.6
	18'
	Private little lake reached by a short, off-trail hike.



	50
	Long Gulch
	6,450'
	14.00
	21'
	Makes a nice stop on a loop that crosses crest of the Salmon Mountains.



	18
	Luella
	6,950'
	2.50
	13'
	Beautiful little lake of cold, clear water perched above Deer Creek.



	44
	Marshy (Big)
	6,400'
	5.50
	15'
	Good place to find solitude a short way from Pacific Crest Trail.



	46
	Mavis
	6,700'
	3.50
	16'
	A pretty place to base camp on north side of the Scott Mountains.



	39
	McDonald
	6,100'
	4.00
	15'
	Good option for exploring while at Stoddard Lake.



	43
	Mill Creek
	6,600'
	3.00
	16'
	A short hike to a small lake with a good chance for solitude.



	11
	Mirror
	6,600'
	14.00
	25'
	Spectacular setting in the granite heart of the Trinity Alps. Tough hike.



	
14
	Morris
	7,350'
	3.50
	31'
	Idyllic lake tucked just below the summit of Sawtooth Mountain. Challenging hike.



	2
	Papoose
	6,600'
	28.00
	70'
	Great swimming and rock scrambling at granite-enclosed lake.



	7
	Rush Creek (Upper)
	6,950'
	2.00
	44'
	Tough hike to a sheer-walled basin; guaranteed cold water in August.



	20
	Salmon
	7,150'
	1.50
	13'
	Good chance for solitude; great view of Caribou Mountain.



	11
	Sapphire
	6,100'
	43.00
	200'
	Classic alpine setting in heart of Trinity Alps. Great swimming.



	46
	Section Line
	7,100'
	2.50
	10'-15'
	Scenic off-trail exploring on north side of the Scott Mountains.



	24
	Shimmy
	6,400'
	1.50
	10'
	Easy day hike with views of Trinity Lake.



	14
	Smith
	6,950'
	24.00
	167'
	Spectacular alpine setting near summit of Sawtooth Mountain. Rough off-trail hike.



	34
	Snowslide
	6,700'
	10.00
	42'
	Pretty lake in the popular Caribou Basin.



	48
	South Fork (Upper)
	6,720'
	6.40
	34'
	Larger of two companion lakes perched on Scott Mountain crest.



	39
	Stoddard
	5,900'
	25.00
	84'
	Big, forest-fringed lake popular with equestrians and large groups.



	29
	Sugar Pine
	6,600'
	9.00
	43'
	Isolated lake in a beautiful setting high above Coffee Creek.



	18
	Summit
	7,350'
	13.00
	34'
	Stunning blue water; highest lake accessible by trail.



	41
	Tangle Blue
	5,800'
	12.00
	17'
	Easy hike to a pleasant lake; good for families with small children.



	26
	Tapie
	6,500'
	1.75
	15'
	Nice place to explore while in the Boulder Lakes basin.



	45
	Telephone
	6,900'
	3.50
	30'
	Scenic stopover on loop across the Scott Mountain crest.



	50
	Trail Gulch
	6,400'
	10.00
	17'
	Makes a nice stop on a loop that crosses crest of the Salmon Mountains.



	30
	Union
	6,050'
	3.50
	14'
	Good for equestrians; makes a nice early-season hike.



	46
	Virginia
	6,900'
	3.00
	16'
	Scenic off-trail exploring on north side of the Scott Mountains.



	20, 32
	Ward
	7,100'
	5.50
	23'
	Secluded lake at head of Swift Creek; good sunrises nearby.



	43
	Washbasin
	7,000'
	11.00
	85'
	Short hike with good chance of solitude in a pretty, rocky basin.
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