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  To the thousands of citizens of California and elsewhere, past and present, who laid the groundwork for protection of a large portion of the California desert; to those who helped secure passage of the California Desert Protection Act; and to the dedicated park rangers and naturalists charged with the stewardship of California’s irreplaceable desert wilderness.




  Introduction




  




  This edition of Best Easy Day Hikes Joshua Tree National Park is a shortened and updated version of the Joshua Tree National Park section of Hiking California’s Desert Parks. This compact guidebook features easily accessible hikes that appeal to the full spectrum of day-hiking visitors—from kids to their grandparents. These twenty hikes sample the best that Joshua Tree National Park has to offer for the casual hiker.




  Straddling the transition between the Sonoran (or Colorado) and Mojave Deserts and featuring unique and enchanting granite rock formations, Joshua Tree National Park is a refuge of wild open space close to Los Angeles and next door to the sprawling desert communities of Palm Springs, Joshua Tree, and Yucca Valley.




  Joshua Tree was upgraded from national monument to national park status by the 1994 California Desert Protection Act and was enlarged from 559,995 acres to 794,000 acres. The 1994 act also increased wilderness designation to 630,800 acres—70 percent of the park. Mountain ranges define the park’s boundaries and dominate its interior. The best-known geologic feature in Joshua Tree is its ethereal landscape of gargantuan monzogranite boulders, domes, and peaks, formed by more than 180 million years of uplifting and erosion.




  Hiking in the park quickly reveals contrasts between Sonoran and Mojave Desert vegetation. Below 3,000 feet, the Sonoran Desert encompasses Pinto Basin and other expanses in the southeast portion of the park. This desert is lower, drier, and hotter, supporting creosote bush, ocotillo, sagebrush, and cholla. The higher, moister Mojave Desert, in the northwestern half of the park, is the domain of Joshua tree forests. Forests of pinyon-juniper mixed with manzanita adorn mountain slopes, with smoke trees and mesquite in the washes. Joshua trees, namesake of the park, are shallow rooted and slow growing, taking hundreds of years to reach a mature height of 30 feet. Despite the name, they aren’t really trees, however. Joshua “trees” are actually members of the yucca family and lack tree rings.




  Five desert oases mark the rare occurrences of both water and concentrated wildlife. Most wildlife is nocturnal and usually invisible to the human eye. Coyotes are common but are only one of 350 vertebrate species that range the park, from ubiquitous mice and wood rats to a desert tortoise that is listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act. Twenty species of snakes and fourteen kinds of lizards slither and dart across the desert floor, primarily at night. Equally exciting is the array of birds at Joshua Tree, with more than 230 species on the checklist.




  Most of the hikes in Best Easy Day Hikes Joshua Tree National Park are short—less than 4 miles round-trip and with less than 800 feet of elevation change. More than half the hikes are ideal for families with small children. We have left it up to the parents to determine whether a hike is suitable for their offspring. Child ratings are highly subjective. Two of the hikes, Cap Rock and Keys View, are barrier-free and wheelchair accessible. All the trailheads are reachable by passenger car, and most have a paved road leading to them.




  To provide a geographic reference, hikes 1 through 4 are located on the northern edge of the park. They are accessible from the Twentynine Palms Highway (CA 62) in the towns of Yucca Valley, Joshua Tree, and Twentynine Palms. Hikes 5 through 15 are in the heart of the park, within the Mojave Desert ecosystem. The last five hikes are in the southeast region of the park, and thus are located in the Sonoran Desert. This region of the park is served by the Cottonwood Visitor Center, 8 miles north of I-10, on the southern side of the park.




  Note that there is a park entrance fee charged per vehicle, and it is valid for seven days. America the Beautiful, Senior, and Access passes are honored as well.




  Before your visit, it is strongly recommended that you contact the park at (760) 367-5500 for current information on fees, park regulations, weather, campgrounds, park resources, and trail conditions. You can also check the park’s website at nps.gov/jotr.




  Campgrounds




  




  There is a fee at each of the nine campgrounds in the park. To reserve a campsite in one of the more developed campgrounds (Black Rock, Cottonwood, Indian Cove, and Jumbo Rocks), book online at recreation.gov or call (877) 444-6777. The other campgrounds are first-come, first-served. Check the Joshua Tree National Park website (nps.gov/jotr) for the amenities at the various sites.




  Website




  




  The park’s official website is nps.gov/jotr. You can check the website for weekly ranger programs, including the guided walks that are offered primarily in the spring and fall. The walks are free and require no reservations, with the exception of the 0.5-mile Desert Queen Ranch Tour.




  Regulations Pertinent to Day Hiking




  




  Federal law protects all plants and wildlife in the park. No hunting or collecting of any kind is permitted. Gathering firewood or any vegetation is also forbidden in the park. Fires are allowed only in established fire rings within the campgrounds.




  Dogs and other pets must remain within 100 yards of roads and campgrounds and must be leashed at all times. Because they are not allowed on trails, they should be left at home.




  Respect private land inholdings by closing gates and staying off private land when posted.




  Before you begin hiking, be sure to stop at one of the visitor centers or a ranger station to get updated regulations. These rules are designed to protect your safety as well as the ecological integrity of Joshua Tree National Park.




  Play It Safe




  




  Wandering in the desert has a reputation of being a dangerous activity, thanks to both the Bible and Hollywood. Usually depicted as a wasteland, the desert evokes fear. With proper planning, however, desert hiking is not hazardous. In fact, it is fun, exciting, and quite safe.




  An enjoyable desert outing requires preparation. Begin with this book, along with the maps suggested in the hike descriptions, to equip yourself with adequate knowledge about your hiking area.




  Regardless of how short a hike may be, it is always wise to carry water. In the dry desert area, your body loses water insensibly, without sweating, and you can become dehydrated without realizing it. Dehydration, if not prevented, leads to heat exhaustion and eventually to sunstroke—a life-threatening emergency. So carrying water is not enough—take the time to stop and drink it. Frequent water breaks are mandatory. It is best to return from your hike with empty water bottles. Carry backup water in your vehicle so you’ll have some when you finish your hike. And to keep your electrolytes in balance, eat plenty of snacks such as nuts and fresh or dried fruit.
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