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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—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


We welcome your comments 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 address:


FalconGuides


Reader Response/Editorial Department


246 Goose Lane


Guilford, CT 06437


Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction


Standing on a trail on the slopes of Mount Tam, I watched the fog do what it always does under a summer sun: burn back to sea. It floated like an old gray quilt on the Pacific, fraying on the edges as it slipped through wooded ridgelines, slowly revealing the arc of Stinson Beach far below.


On another trail, the shocking orange of a tiger lily flashed amid ferns next to a waterfall that ran even in a drought.


And on another, I stepped into the slot between two massive redwoods, steadied myself with a hand on each trunk, and looked up at the impossible straightness.


On other paths, I slipped my hands through blooming sage and lupine to scent myself with their perfume. I walked labyrinths. Made way for lizards. Straddled fault lines. Peered into mine shafts. Walked through hand-hewn tunnels. Waited for cattle to cross. Waited for newts to cross. Listened to eucalyptus creak and moan. Peered into a Fresnel lens. Pressed my palms against the mossy stonework of a dead author’s ruined home. Held my breath as a hawk with a king snake in its talons swooped low over the trail and then dropped the twisting serpent into thick brush, then tiptoed as I carried on, expecting the wounded reptile to slither out of the grass underfoot.


These are not traditionally historic things, but they are part of the history of any experienced hiker in the Bay Area. As for “real” history—well, that is as abundant along the region’s trails as oak trees and sword ferns. No point in lingering on the specifics here, as the stories of explorers, gold miners, ranchers, soldiers, padres, and empire builders are better told in the context of the treks described in this guidebook.


[image: Lupine and the long stretch of South Beach on Point Reyes]
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But as you climb these hills and delve into these valleys, consider the untold stories. Consider that San Francisco’s Mission Dolores was established in the same year that the United States declared its independence. Written history in the Bay Area goes back only that far. Behind, the region’s history is unwritten, the stories disappearing as the native storytellers have passed away, their thousand voices speaking in hundreds of languages lost.


The stories we create ourselves as we walk along the seashore, or among the redwoods, or down San Francisco’s busy Embarcadero, may fall away as well, unless we share them. That’s what this guide, hopefully, will do best: provide a deeper context for your personal tale of the trail.


Tips and Courtesy


Trails throughout the Bay Area have become more congested in recent years. To mediate some of the problems that come with crowds, please be courteous and thoughtful.




	To avoid traffic snarls and increase your odds of finding parking in designated lots, shoot for the proverbial “alpine start.” The earlier you get to the trailhead, the better chance you have of getting a good parking place and a reasonably uncrowded hike.


	If you must park outside designated lots, be sure to choose a space that’s safely off access roads and that doesn’t block access to driveways, fire hydrants, gates, and public walkways.


	If you are hiking in a group, please make way for hikers coming in the opposite direction. On a narrow trail that means hiking single file. This is about safety as well as courtesy: If the trail has a dropoff, forcing hikers walking the opposite direction to hug the edge can be dangerous.


	Use your earbuds if you choose to listen to music on the trail. No matter how fabulous your music selection, others shouldn’t be forced to listen.


	Put your cell phone on vibrate, and then tuck it deep into your pack so you aren’t tempted to use it. It’s nice to have a phone for an emergency, but using it on the trail, particularly on speaker, to discuss business or personal affairs can wait.





Hiking Essentials


While all of these excursions are day hikes and generally well traveled, no matter the length of your hike, you should be prepared.


For starters, every hiker should carry survival and first-aid materials, layers of clothing for all kinds of weather, a compass, and a good topographic map—and know how to use them.


The next best piece of safety advice is to hike with a partner or a party. If you choose to hike alone, tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return.


Before you set out on any hike, consider physical conditioning. Being fit makes wilderness travel more fun and much safer.


Here are a few more tips:




	Check the weather forecast. Be careful not to get caught at high altitude in a bad storm or along a stream in a flash flood. Watch cloud formations so you don’t get stranded on a ridgeline during a lightning storm. Avoid traveling during prolonged periods of cold weather.


	Keep your party together; move only as fast as your slowest companion.


	Before you leave for the trailhead, find out as much as you can about the route, especially the potential hazards.


	Don’t wait until you’re confused to look at your maps. Follow them as you go, maintaining a continual fix on your location.


	If you get lost, don’t panic. Sit down, relax, check your map, and get your bearings. Confidently plan your next move. If necessary, retrace your steps until you find familiar ground, even if you think that might lengthen your trip. If you calmly and rationally determine a plan of action, you’ll be fine.


	If you are genuinely lost, stay put.


	Your pack should contain backcountry essentials, including water, an emergency blanket, and an emergency whistle, which will help ensure your safety if you become lost or can’t make it back to the trailhead for another reason.


	Stay clear of all wild animals. Make sure you know how best to deal with encounters with a black bear, mountain lion, or other wild creature in the backcountry.





Play It Safe


Hiking is generally a safe endeavor, but common sense dictates that when venturing into the wild, travelers should take precautions. Education is the best protection, but a day pack loaded with everything you need to stay safe if you get held up, for whatever reason, on the trail is good insurance.


Carry a good first-aid kit that includes, at a minimum, aspirin or over-the-counter pain reliever, antibacterial ointment, antiseptic swabs, butterfly bandages, adhesive tape, adhesive strips, two triangular bandages, two inflatable splints, moleskin or Second Skin for blisters, 3-inch gauze, CPR shield, rubber gloves, a snakebite kit, a sewing needle and thread, and lightweight first-aid instructions.


Pack a survival kit that includes, at a minimum, compass and map (a GPS unit will do, but be sure to carry extra batteries), whistle, matches in a waterproof container, cigarette lighter, candle, signal mirror, flashlight, fire starter, aluminum foil, water purification tablets, space blanket, and flare. Do not use matches, lighters, fire starters, or flares when fire conditions are high.


[image: The “hanging tree” in Almaden Quicksilver County Park]


Critters


Hiker share most trails in Northern California with a variety of wild creatures, many of which go unseen and undetected. Some will come right up to you, including that adorable ground squirrel that wants to share your granola bar. Some will pester you, including horseflies, bees, and wasps. Some you may only catch fleeting glimpses of, such as mule deer and pileated woodpeckers. And some you may only encounter by way of what they leave behind: footprints and scat.


For the most part, animal encounters on the trail are benign. Abide by two basic rules for both your safety and that of the animals:




	Do not feed any wild animal, no matter how cute or how much it begs. Acclimating birds, chipmunks, deer, and larger mammals like bears is not only dangerous for humans but also reduces the animals’ ability to survive when the humans have gone home.


	Keep your distance. Approaching a wild creature not only increases the chance that you might get bitten (or worse), it also increases anxiety levels for the animals.





Mountain Lions


Mountain lion sightings are relatively rare, and attacks on humans are extremely rare, but it’s wise to educate yourself before heading into mountain lion habitat—which includes most of the territory covered in this guide.


To stay as safe as possible when hiking in mountain lion country, follow this advice:




	Travel with a friend or in a group, and stay together.


	Don’t let small children wander away by themselves.


	Avoid hiking at dawn and dusk, when mountain lions are most active.


	Respect any warning signs posted by agencies.


	Know how to behave if you encounter a mountain lion. If a mountain lion is more than 50 yards away and directs its attention to you, it may be only curious. Back away, keeping the animal in your peripheral vision. If the lion is crouched less than 50 yards away and staring at you, it may be assessing the chances of a successful attack. Slowly back away, but maintain eye contact. Do not run; running may stimulate a predatory response. Make noise, talking and yelling loudly and regularly. Raise your arms above your head and make steady waving motions, or raise your jacket or another object above your head to make yourself appear larger. Do not bend over, as this will make you appear smaller and more prey-like. If you are with small children, pick them up without bending over. If you are in a group, band together.


	If a mountain lion attacks, fight back. Try to remain standing. Do not feign death. Pick up a branch or rock; pull out a knife, pepper spray, or other deterrent device. Individuals have fended off mountain lions with rocks, tree limbs, and even cameras.


	Teach others in your group how to behave in the event of a mountain lion encounter. Report encounters, including location, to park rangers, who may want to visit the site and, if appropriate, post education/warning signs.


	If physical injury occurs, leave the area. Do not disturb the site of an attack. Mountain lions that have attacked people must be killed, and an undisturbed site is critical for effectively locating the dangerous mountain lion.





Rattlesnakes


Much of the Bay Area, especially inland, is rattlesnake country. Sightings are relatively rare, and the snakes are an important component of the ecosystem. Rattlesnakes typically are not aggressive toward humans—we are simply too big to be prey. Most snakebites occur when hikers startle or attempt to handle a rattlesnake. To avoid a nasty encounter, watch where you put your hands and feet when you are stepping over logs or climbing on rocks. If you see rattler on or beside a trail, back away and let it move on.


Ticks


Ticks are most prevalent during California’s rainy season. Though not all species are carriers, some ticks can transmit Lyme disease if they latch onto a human. After traveling through brush, check your clothing for the arachnids. If one latches on, remove it carefully, making sure to get the mouthparts.You can have the creature tested to see if it might have transmitted the disease.


Weather


Weather in the Bay Area is typically mild year-round, but it is variable. On Mount Tamalpais, for example, hikers can start near the base in shorts-and-T-shirt weather and end up at the summit needing expedition-weight polar fleece to insulate against the fog-born wind and cold. Insulate yourself from the potential consequences of weather extremes by staying properly hydrated, carrying high-energy snacks, wearing a hat, applying sunscreen, and packing layers of clothing that you can add or shed depending on the conditions.


Hypothermia


Hypothermia is a condition in which the body’s internal temperature drops below normal. It is caused by exposure to cold; is aggravated by wetness, wind, and exhaustion; and can be life-threatening.


To defend against hypothermia, stay dry. If hiking in wet weather, wear rain clothes that cover the head, neck, body, and legs and provide good protection against wind-driven rain. Most hypothermia cases develop in air temperatures between 30 and 50°F, but hypothermia can develop in warmer temperatures.


If your party is exposed to wind, cold, and wet, watch yourself and others for uncontrollable fits of shivering; vague, slow, slurred speech; memory lapses; incoherence; fumbling hands; frequent stumbling or a lurching gait; drowsiness; exhaustion; and inability to get up after a rest. When a member of your party has hypothermia, he or she may deny any problem. Even mild symptoms demand the following treatment:




	Get the victim out of the wind and rain.


	Strip off all wet clothes and get the victim into warm clothes.


	If the victim is mildly impaired, provide warm drinks.


	Get off the trail and seek medical attention as quickly as possible.





Heat-Related Illnesses


Hikers can avoid heat-related illness by avoiding activity in the heat of the day and staying hydrated. Selecting clothing that breathes, allowing perspiration to evaporate and cool the skin, and wearing a lightweight, brimmed hat will help. Applying sunscreen to all exposed parts of the body is always a good idea.


Watch for warning signs of heat-related illness, both in yourself and members of your party. These include nausea and/or vomiting; headache, light-headedness, and/or fainting; weakness, fatigue, and/or a lack of coordination; loss of concentration; and flushed skin.


Symptoms of heat exhaustion include all of the above, coupled with low blood pressure, heavy sweating, and a rapid pulse. If you or a member of your party exhibits these symptoms, seek shade, lie down and elevate the feet and legs, apply wet cloth to the head and neck (and other parts of the body, if you can), and drink cool liquids.


Heatstroke is life-threatening. Hikers who lose consciousness, vomit, have red, hot skin (moist or dry), a weak pulse, and shallow breathing are in danger of convulsions, coma, and death. Cool the victim by any means possible, as quickly as possible, and call for emergency medical aid.


Hydration


Hydration is important for hikers regardless of weather conditions. Hydrate before, during, and after your hike. Hydration bladders carried in backpacks are fabulous on the trail, as there is no need to stop and fish a water bottle out of your pack.


As far as quantity, there are no hard-and-fast rules. Drink as much as you can. Drink even when you are not thirsty. But at a minimum, plan on consuming 32 ounces of water for every two hours on the trail. That may mean carrying a filter or purification tablets so that you can refill water bottles or bladders from streams and lakes, even on day hikes (all backpackers should carry these).


Unless it’s an emergency, do not drink untreated or unfiltered water from any water source.


Leave No Trace


Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the backcountry. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless how small, along the trail or at a campsite. Pack everything out, including orange peels, flip tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Pick up any trash that others leave behind.


Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail. Don’t pick up “souvenirs,” such as rocks, antlers, or wildflowers. The next person wants to see them too, and collecting souvenirs violates park regulations.


Avoid making loud noises on the trail (unless you are in bear country) or in camp. Be courteous—remember, sound travels easily on the trail, especially across water.


Carry a lightweight trowel to bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep and at least 200 feet from any water source. Pack out used toilet paper in a ziplock bag.


Go without a campfire if you can’t find an established fire pit. Carry a stove for cooking and a flashlight, candle lantern, or headlamp for light. For emergencies, learn how to build a no-trace fire.


Camp in obviously used sites when they are available. Otherwise, camp and cook on durable surfaces such as bedrock, sand, gravel bars, or bare ground.


Leave no trace—and put your ear to the ground and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.


[image: The labyrinth on Lands End, pictured here in 2014, has been vandalized on occasion over the years, most recently in August 2015. Treat artifacts along the trail—recent and older—with respect so that the next hiker can enjoy them.]




How to Use This Guide


How the Hikes Were Chosen


All of the hikes in this guide are day hikes and do not exceed 10 miles in length.


The boundaries of the San Francisco Bay Area are not hard and fast, but these hikes lie within its generally recognized borders. While most lie within a hour’s drive of San Francisco (traffic permitting), there are a few worthy outliers.


All trailheads can be reached using passenger vehicles. Conditions on unpaved roads—there aren’t many in this guide—vary with season, use, weather, and maintenance schedules; contact the land manager for the most current road status.


[image: Tiger lilies pop against the ferns alongside a perennial waterfall on Mount Tamalpais.]


Mileages


Trails were hiked using modern GPS technology, but exact mileages may differ from what appears on park maps. Distances listed on trail signs don’t necessarily mesh with maps or GPS readings. I have recorded the mileages logged on my GPS unit for consistency’s sake. Discrepancies seldom exceeded 0.5 mile and shouldn’t affect a hiker’s ability to gauge the difficulty or duration of a given hike.


Difficulty Ratings


The hikes are rated easy, moderate, or strenuous. In assigning a label, I took into account elevation gains and losses, hiking surfaces, and distances. Generally speaking, easy hikes are short and relatively flat. Moderate hikes involve greater distances and (perhaps) greater elevation changes. Strenuous hikes include steep ascents, longdistance loops, and routes that include challenging trail surfaces.


Keep in mind that every trail is only as difficult as you make it. If you keep a pace within your level of fitness, drink plenty of water, and stock up on good, high-energy foods, you can make any trail easy.


Route Finding


Trails in this guide are primarily located on public land and are generally well marked and maintained. None of the routes cross private property.


I’ve included GPS coordinates for trailheads. However, GPS units are notorious for taking travelers the long way—or the wrong way—to a given trailhead. Follow the written directions in this guide or on park websites, using the GPS coordinates as backup.


Maps


The USGS topographic maps that pertain to each route are listed in hike descriptions. If a trail map is available from another source, either from the land management agency or online, I’ve listed that resource. In the case of California State Parks, search for the park name on the agency website to go to the park homepage. Click on Brochures, then on Park Brochure. A pdf of the printed brochure for each state park in this guide includes a basic, but adequate, map.




[image: Map Legend]




North Bay
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1 Stevenson Monument Trail




A short, shady study in switchbacks leads to a monument honoring writer Robert Louis Stevenson, who honeymooned on the lower slopes of Mount Saint Helena in 1880.





Start: Trailhead alongside CA 29


Distance: 1.4 miles out and back


Hiking time: About 1 hour


Difficulty: Moderate due to elevation gain


Trail surface: Dirt


Best season: Spring and fall


Other trail users: None (mountain bikers permitted on trail to summit of Mount Saint Helena)


Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted


Land status: Robert Louis Stevenson State Park


Fees and permits: None


Schedule: Sunrise to sunset daily


Trailhead amenities: Small picnic area


Maps: USGS Detert Reservoir; map in park brochure, available for a fee at Bothe–Napa Valley State Park or online at napavalleystateparks.org/robert-louis-stevenson-state-park


Special considerations: There have been auto break-ins at the trailhead parking area. Do not leave valuables in your vehicle. Mileage to the Stevenson Monument (one way) is listed as 1 mile on a trail sign and 0.8 mile on the trail map. The GPS mileage of 0.7 mile recorded on-site is used.


Trail contact: Bothe—Napa Valley State Park, 3801 St. Helena Hwy. North, Calistoga, CA 94515; (707) 942-4574; www.parks.ca.gov. Information is also available through the Napa Valley State Parks website at napavalleystateparks.org.


Finding the trailhead: From the junction of CA 29 and CA 128 at the stop sign in Calistoga, follow CA 29 north for about 8 miles to the trailhead at the summit. GPS: N38 39.143’ / W122 35.992’





The Hike


A small stone monument topped with an open book commemorates Robert Louis Stevenson’s visit to Mount Saint Helena. The weathered inscription on the open page, which can be difficult to break down in the filtered sunshine, reads:




“Doomed to know not winter only spring, a being trod the flowery April blithely for awhile.
Took his fill of music, joy of thought and seeing, came and stayed and went, nor ever ceased to smile.”





In the late nineteenth century, before he hit the big time, Stevenson brought his new bride, Fanny, to an abandoned mining cabin on the flanks of the mountain, which was sacred to the Native Americans who once lived in the valley and site of a short-lived silver-mining operation. Both the cabin and Stevenson are long gone, but his connection to the region remains. The author of such classics as Treasure Island, Kidnapped, and A Child’s Garden of Verses found inspiration on the massive peak at the head of the Napa Valley, and his sojourn in what was then wilderness became the inspiration for The Silverado Squatters.


The thick, tangled woodlands that garland the peak’s lower reaches still evoke wilderness, though proximity to the nearby highway and its attendant road noise—and the temptations found among the thicket of wineries on the Napa Valley floor—necessitate a greater leap of imagination for the modern hiker than Stevenson had to make.


The trail is straightforward, climbing an easy series of switchbacks through mixed evergreen forest to a madrone- and fir-shaded clearing at the monument. Damage wrought by careless hikers cutting the switchbacks is painfully obvious, with exposed red earth streaking the mountainside like tears down a dirty cheek. Road noise precludes a backcountry experience at the trail’s outset, but by the time you reach the clearing, it has been swallowed by distance and the wind in the trees. After you’ve tarried a while, return to the trailhead via the same route.




Bothe-Napa Valley State Park


Robert Louis Stevenson has the bigger name, and the trail to the monument is on the tallest peak in the region, but nearby Bothe–Napa Valley State Park offers excellent hiking and interesting historic sites to explore as well. The most popular walks include the Redwood Trail, following sequoia-shaded Ritchey Creek, and the Coyote Peak Trail, a stiff climb to an overlook offering filtered views of the Napa Valley floor and the steep slopes of the Mayacamas Mountains. The creek and peak can be linked via a strenuous but scenic 5-mile lollipop loop that also incorporates the South Fork and Spring Trails, a portion of which follows an old skid road.


Other sites worth exploring include the visitor center, which was once the home of the Tucker family; family members are interred in the nearby Pioneer Cemetery. The Native American Garden and the former Paradise Park swimming pool, open seasonally, are also part of the park. The mile-long History Trail links the historic sites in Bothe–Napa Valley with Bale Grist Mill State Historic Park. Iterations of the gristmill date back to the 1840s, pre-gold rush; today the mill and granary are open for tours and educational programs.


The park is located just west of CA 29, about 4 miles south of Calistoga and 3 miles north of St. Helena (GPS: N38 33.117’/W122 31.135’). For more information, contact the park at (707) 942-4575 or visit napavalleystateparks.org. The park brochure is available at www.parks.ca.gov/pages/477/files/Bothe-NapaValleySP_Web2014.pdf.





[image: An open book marks the spot where Robert Lewis Stevenson honeymooned on Mount Saint Helena.]


Miles and Directions


0.0 Start from the parking lot. Climb a short flight of stairs, cross the picnic area, and mount a second flight of stairs past a trail sign.


0.7 End the switchbacking climb at the Stevenson Monument. Rest and relax, then retrace your steps.


1.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.


Options: From the monument, the Stevenson Memorial Trail leads to the fire road that climbs to summit of Mount Saint Helena. The views from the top, especially on a clear day, are sublime. The 10-mile round-trip to the summit mostly follows a dirt fire road and is easy to follow, but is steep and long. Hikers strong of leg and lung, and with plenty of time, will enjoy the trek.


[image: Stevenson Monument Trail (Robert Louis Stevenson State Park)]


[image: An overlook about a half-mile above the Stevenson Memorial offers views down into the Napa Valley.]


If you are looking for a medium-difficulty option, ascend out of the Stevenson Monument hollow to the main fire road and climb 0.25 mile to a sweeping curve that offers a breathtaking view down the length of the Napa Valley. Views from here stretch south to Mount Diablo when the weather is clear. The trip out and back to the overlook totals 2.4 miles.


► It may not be obvious to casual visitors to California’s Wine Country, but a rivalry exists between the neighboring Sonoma and Napa Valleys. The two valleys produce some of the world’s most sought-after vintages, and each valley strives to produce the most award-winners. But when it comes to which valley produced the first recognized vintages, Sonoma takes the nod. Historian Arthur Dawson notes that William McPherson Hill produced the first Zinfandel in the mid-1800s from his Glen Ellen vineyard.







2 Wolf House, Beauty Ranch, and the Old Orchard




The village of Glen Ellen resonates with the legacy of writer Jack London. It’s not just about his stories, however, as this long tour of his Beauty Ranch demonstrates.





Start: Signed trailhead below House with Happy Walls


Distance: 7.6 miles including three loops and a pair of out-and-back sections


Hiking time: About 4 hours


Difficulty: Strenuous due to distance and several significant climbs and descents


Trail surface: Pavement, dirt ranch road, dirt trail


Best season: Year-round


Other trail users: Mountain bikers and equestrians on ranch roads


Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs allowed in historic areas of park, including on trail to Wolf House. Dogs not permitted on backcountry trails or in historic structures.


Land status: Jack London State Historic Park


Fees and permits: Park entrance fee; additional fee to tour cottage


Schedule: Park open daily 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.; museum open daily 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.; cottage open daily noon to 4 p.m.; all facilities closed Christmas Day


Trailhead amenities: Restrooms, trash cans, water, picnic tables, information signboard with a park trail map


Maps: USGS Glen Ellen; maps posted at trailhead kiosks; maps and brochures available at House of Happy Walls and online at www.parks.ca.gov


Trail contact: Jack London State Historic Park, 2400 London Ranch Rd., Glen Ellen, CA 95442; (707) 938-5216; www.parks.ca.gov. Jack London Park Partners/Valley of the Moon Natural History Association have overseen operation of the park since 2012; www.jacklondonpark.com/index.html.


Finding the trailhead: From the stoplight at Arnold Drive and Sonoma Highway (CA 12), signed for Glen Ellen, take Arnold Drive west for 1 mile to its intersection with London Ranch Road (on the far side of the bridge). Turn right (west) onto London Ranch Road and go about 1.5 miles to its end at the entrance kiosk. The trailhead is in the lower parking lot to the left. GPS: N38 21.389’ / W122 32.520’





The Hike


Jack London has been dead for a century, but in Glen Ellen, his spirit thrives. His name is everywhere: You can get a drink and a great burger at the London Lodge; London Ranch Road connects his property with “downtown”; you can drink wine distilled from grapes grown in the London vineyards; and, of course, you can spend a day exploring Jack London State Historic Park.


This tour of historical sites encompasses the ruins of the Wolf House, London’s dream home; the remnants of his barn, winery, and Pig Palace; and the overgrown lake where Jack and his guests cooled off on hot summer afternoons. It also wanders back into the Old Orchard, which lies on land annexed to the park from the adjacent Sonoma Developmental Center, focus of one of London’s lesser-known stories, “Told in the Drooling Ward.” You can begin or end your hike with a tour of the House of Happy Walls, where London’s beloved widow, Charmian, lived after her husband’s passing.


[image: Jack London’s Wolf House was destroyed by fire before the author could take up residence. He died not long after it burned.]


London’s ranch is set between the foot of Sonoma Mountain and quaint Glen Ellen, a little village with more than its share of fine restaurants and family wineries. London established the ranch at the turn of the twentieth century, building first a cottage that he shared with Charmian and then the stone-walled mansion that would succumb to fire before he could occupy it. Following London’s death from kidney disease on November 22, 1916, Charmian, with the help of ranch superintendent Eliza Shepard and her family, continued to run the ranch, transforming it into a dude ranch. The family turned the House of Happy Walls, along with the 39-acre core of the Beauty Ranch, over to the state of California in 1960. The park’s acreage has since grown, most recently with the annexation of the Old Orchard above the Sonoma Developmental Center.


► Sonoma Mountain is central to the Coast Miwok creation story.


The hike begins on the paved trail that leads from the parking lot to the House of Happy Walls, which houses the museum. From the museum, drop down a short trail to meet the paved roadway that leads to London’s gravesite and the Wolf House. The gravesite is located in an oak-shaded glen: The author and his wife’s cremains are interred under a moss-covered rock behind a picket fence. In a separate plot, the two children of homesteaders who came before him, David and Lillie Greenlaw, rest in peace.


Back on the trail to the Wolf House, a short hitch over a meadowy knoll drops into the redwood grove surrounding the ruins of the four-story architectural wonder. A trail circling the reinforced stone walls features information signboards that include architectural plans, and a viewing platform offers a second-story view down the length of the empty reflecting pool. Though built of materials meant to withstand both earthquake and fire, the house burned before the Londons could take up residence, and London died with it unfinished.


► The Glen Ellen Historical Society got its start fighting to preserve the Civil War-era cannon that sits next to Jack London Lodge, which was slated for sale to a gun collector back East.


The second leg of the hike leads through historic ranch buildings, an operating vineyard, and up to London Lake. The route climbs through a eucalyptusshaded picnic ground, then down past stone barns, the winery ruins, a cactus garden, and the London cottage, which is open for tours. Circle the vineyard to reach the footpath to the Pig Palace. Follow the ranch road/trail to the junction on the west side of the vineyard and climb to London Lake, corralled by a century-old half-moon dam. The lake has, over the years, filled with silt; there are plans to rehabilitate the site. In the meantime, it’s a pleasing place for a picnic and supports a population of songbirds and ducks.


From the dam, continue up the Mountain Trail to the junction with the Upper Fallen Bridge Trail. The Upper Fallen Bridge Trail leads through the Woodcutters Meadow to the north fork of Asbury Creek; the path then descends steeply alongside the year-round stream. Redwood groves cluster around the watercourse, shading the route as it drops toward the Old Orchard.


A series of linked trails (the Apple Tree, the Apricot Tree, the Plum Tree, and the Pear Tree) lead in a mile-long loop around the orchard, which was once part of the Sonoma Developmental Center. The orchard is overgrown but the trees still bear fruit, and those closest to the trail can be harvested if hikers can beat the wildlife to the bounty. Views open across the orchard to the Mayacamas ridgeline on the east side of the Sonoma Valley.


The developed area at the southeast end of the trail loop is Camp Via, a Boy Scout camp. A brief section of the route follows the camp road; on the east side, before the pavement drops down into the developmental center proper, the Old Orchard loop breaks left, through a gate, and back into the overgrown trees. This route heads directly back through the orchard to the Fallen Bridge trails, but you can follow a short signed spur off the Plum Tree Trail that leads down to an ancient redwood known locally as the “grandmother tree.”


Complete the orchard loop back at the junction with the Fallen Bridge trails. Cross the lower bridge to follow the New Fallen Bridge Trail, which curls alongside Asbury Creek and then up a secondary drainage as it heads back toward the Beauty Ranch. The New Fallen Bridge Trail ends on the Quarry Trail, a lovely path through redwoods with great views opening across the valley onto the Mayacamas Mountains. The Quarry Trail ends just above the dam on the Mountain Trail.


Back at London Lake, walk through the picnic sites to pick up the hikers-only Lake Trail at the north end of overgrown reservoir. The singletrack path descends through redwood groves to its junction with the main trail adjacent to the vineyard. From here, retrace your steps to the trailhead.


Miles and Directions


0.0 Start by following the paved path for about 400 feet to the House of Happy Walls and the signed trail to the Wolf House. Drop down the singletrack Wolf House Trail.


0.4 Meet the paved Wolf House Service Road at a bench and water fountain. Go left (east).


0.5 At the signed trail Y, go left on the singletrack path to Jack London’s gravesite.


0.6 Arrive at the gravesite. Retrace your steps to the service road, and go left toward the Wolf House.


0.8 Arrive at the Wolf House. Circle the ruins, then retrace your steps to the junction with the trail to the House of Happy Walls.


1.2 At the Happy Walls trail junction, continue straight on the service road.


1.5 Arrive at the gated end of the service road. Cross the parking lot, then London Ranch Road, and climb through the upper parking lot to the trailhead for the signed Lake Trail.


1.6 Follow the gravel Lake Trail through the ranch, passing the barns, winery, cottage, silos, and Pig Palace. The road follows the fenced boundary of the vineyard.


2.2 At the junction with the hikers-only Lake Trail, stay straight on the service road. The Lake Trail is part of the return route.


2.5 Reach London Lake. Continue on the broad gravel track, tracing the dam, now on the Mountain Trail. At the far end of the dam, stay right on the broad Mountain Trail, passing signed junctions with the Vineyard Trail and the Quarry Trail, both on the left. The Quarry Trail is part of the return route.


2.7 Cross a seep and pass the junction with the Upper Lake Trail, staying left around the switchback on the Mountain Trail.


2.9 Break into the meadow at Mays Crossing, with a bench facing south. Pass the junction with the Old Fallen Bridge Trail on the left, staying right on the broad Mountain Trail.


3.1 At the junction, go left onto the Upper Fallen Bridge Trail to Asbury Creek.


3.4 Cross a bridge in a stately redwood grove.


3.7 Reach a second bridge as the steepness of the Asbury Creek drainage mellows. A left turn, across the bridge, leads to the junction with the New Fallen Bridge Trail. To reach the Old Orchard, stay right, follow the sign indicating “Sonoma Developmental Center Trails.” Stay right at the next junction as well.


3.8 At the junction with the Apple Tree Trail in the orchard, go right, circling the orchard counterclockwise.


4.1 At the junction of the Apple Tree, Apricot Tree, and Orchard Trails, stay right on the Apricot Tree Trail.


4.4 At the junction with the dirt road signed for Camp Via, stay right on the Apricot Tree Trail. After about 400 yards, pass the junction with the Coon Trap Trail, staying on the Apricot Tree Trail toward Camp Via.


4.5 Drop to the paved road at Camp Via. Follow the road around the buildings.


4.6 Take the Plum Tree Trail, a dirt road that breaks left from the pavement and passes a gate. A trail map is posted on a signboard at the junction. At the trail fork about 200 feet beyond, stay left onto the Orchard Trail, which bends into the Camp Via Trail and cuts through the orchard. Option: Stay right, on the unsigned Plum Tree Trail. After about 0.2 mile, go right onto the trail to the ancient redwood. Drop about 0.1 mile to view the stunning tree, then return as you came, picking up the Plum Tree Trail and heading right onto the Pear Tree Trail to complete the orchard loop. Hiking out and back to the ancient redwood will add about 0.4 mile round-trip.
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