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Introduction


“People will hike four times as far as they normally would if there’s a waterfall at the end.” Years ago, a friend told me this to explain the number of hikers on a waterfall trail in the LA area.

Like climbing a peak, reaching a waterfall as a reward after a day of hiking provides motivation to keep moving. Be it waterfalls or mountains, when we set a goal in the outdoors, we take ourselves to natural places we otherwise wouldn’t visit, and to views and experiences we otherwise might not see. Consequently we learn (cliché as it is) that hiking is about the journey more than the destination.

Like chasing mountains, standing below a waterfall makes us aware of how small we are against the forces of nature. Standing above a waterfall, we have a metaphor for life’s unpredictability: Often water moves from a peaceful slow river to a sudden, dramatic drop, only to go back to a calm river again. Most waterfall hikes route us up rivers where we witness firsthand water’s destructive power and contemplate our powerlessness compared to the natural environment.

Over the course of writing this book, Southern California experienced a multi-year drought and its largest wildfire in state history, followed by landslides and debris flows that took out homes, lives, and trails. After a summer and fall of more wildfires, we experienced the longest government shutdown in US history, followed by monumental rain, flooding, and more landslides.

We Californians know natural forces are part of life here. But we also understand as the climate and weather patterns change, every beautiful waterfall we visit today may be diﬀerent (or washed away) next time we visit. The impermanence and seasonality is what makes each hike in the book precious.

In choosing which hikes to include in this age of social media, we were hyper-sensitive to the push-and-pull of public access versus the fragileness of this landscape. This book guides you to eighty-three waterfalls, from those named on maps and quite popular to those oﬀ-the-beaten path and graced by my own naming convention. Waterfalls are to be enjoyed by everyone—whether you’re looking for a wheelchair-friendly route or an oﬀ-trail backpacking trip. The type of people who read guidebooks tend to be the most responsible of trail users. We ask you lead by example and teach others to respect this land and support the protection and management of it for future generations.

Once you start chasing waterfalls, you’ll begin looking for them everywhere. When driving past dry gullies, you’ll wonder, “Will there be a waterfall here when the rain falls?” Every time we see the waterfall symbol on a map, we get giddy— especially if it’s unnamed.

May this book be but the beginning of a lifetime of curiosity for you.






How to Use This Guide


Distance



Mileages and elevation were recorded using GPS technology. They do not always correspond to mileages on maps and signs (diﬀerences are noted).

Elevation Gain



We include cumulative elevation gain and loss (when significantly diﬀerent) for a one-way hike. We believe when you travel along a mostly flat ridgetop, your legs feel every bump. Some trips are reverse hikes, meaning that, like the Grand Canyon, most of the elevation gain is on the return trip. In these cases, pace yourself and save energy for the climb out.

Beauty Rating



It’s hard for us to rate the beauty of a hike or waterfall. Every time we dreaded visiting a certain falls because we had read in another guidebook that it “wasn’t as scenic,” we found ourselves in awe of how magical it really was. For those with an open mind, any hike can be beautiful.

As any Southern California waterfall chaser knows, a falls’ beauty depends a lot on the season you’re there. But a hike can be beautiful not just for the flow and height of the waterfall at the end, but for the surrounding vegetation (e.g., trees and ferns), the grotto of rock surrounding it, and a reflective plunge pool.


Maidenhair ferns along the Maidenhair Fern falls hike.
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It seems unfair to judge nature—who has no control over how the elements may aﬀect her beauty—based on our human standards. But we realize we’re in the minority, so we have attempted to describe beauty relative to a waterfall’s relationship with humans:


	Graffiti and trash: This isn’t on nature—this is on humans. It’s unfair to judge nature’s beauty based on what humans have done to it. But graffiti can mar an otherwise inspiring sight.

	Access: Just because a falls is beautiful doesn’t mean the walk to get there is pleasant. Escondido Falls, for example, is one of the finest falls in the book, but private property restrictions require you to walk a mile on pavement to reach the trail-head. It’s well worth it—and the human mind has great capacity for forgetting the more unpleasant memories of a hike. This is another hike where human decisions on access and trail routing impact the overall beauty of the hike.



Difficulty Rating



When we first started chasing waterfalls, as a category we thought they were mostly easy hikes. But chasing waterfalls can be as hard as climbing mountains. They require research, dedication, discipline, and patience to reach your destination. But the skills for waterfalls can at times feel more intense—bushwhacking, scrambling, slippery rocks, steep loose terrain, and, of course, being cold and wet. While mountain trails can last years, trails following streams attract vegetation that can cause trails to become overgrown. Floods can wash out a trail. So for the falls described, you need to work as hard almost to get to a waterfall as to a mountain peak.

Almost all the hikes in the book are less than 10 miles round-trip. Difficulty ratings take into account distance and elevation gain and loss (after all, when you go down to a waterfall, you have to come back up). We also account for the roughness of the terrain, and note when oﬀ-trail navigation is required. None of the routes described in the book require rock climbing (Class 5) moves or canyoneering equipment, although there are fine waterfall trips in Southern California available to those with that skillset.

Trail-routing and maintenance/quality: Trails aren’t part of nature. They are designed and constructed by humans. Humans make decisions about where trails go. For example, trails can be routed around private property, even if it is not the most scenic way to get to a waterfall (see Access above). Humans, usually at the US Forest Service, decide which trails are defined and marked and how well they will be defined and marked. In recent years, the Forest Service has been forced to spend much of their budget on fighting wildfires—a constant threat in California. New legislation passed in 2018 may change this, but we have yet to see whether this means more trail maintenance. Nonetheless, we note when a trail is overgrown and cross our fingers that it changes in the future.


Route Finding




The majority of the hikes in the book are well marked and maintained on clear trails. We note when this is not the case in the difficulty ratings and route description. Often, to access the base of a falls, a hiker must diverge from a well-marked trail via a rough use trail for usually no more than 0.5 mile. Some routes are on use trails or require bushwhacking or scrambling for longer distances, although we usually opted not to include these routes if on-trail options exist nearby. Always read the route description prior to starting a hike.

Best Seasons



With the exception of the hikes in the Sierra, most of the hikes in this book are best enjoyed between December and April, the best hiking months in Southern California. While waterfalls may run year-round, visiting in the summer can sometimes be unpleasant (or deadly) and in winter, hikes may be inaccessible or require specialized skillsets or gear to appreciate (or be deadly).

California is one of five ecological hot spots in the world with a Mediterranean climate making up less than 0.2 percent of the world’s landmass. Southern California has a distinct rainy winter season and summer where six months without rain is not uncommon. Choose your waterfalls by season—some are dry in summer or fall. But relish these falls—much like the plants along the hike—they change by season.

Permits and Passes



You are required to display an Adventure Pass at sixty-six “improved” recreation sites in Angeles National Forest and elsewhere in Cleveland National Forest, Los Padres National Forest, and San Bernardino National Forest. Recent federal court cases mandated fee sites to oﬀer a fee-free parking area within 0.5 mile of the fee-required trailhead.

Adventure Passes are $5 per day or $30 for an annual pass. They are available at small mountain town stores close to trailheads and ranger stations as well as outdoor gear stores like REI. You can also display the America the Beautiful Annual Inter-agency Pass ($80), which gets you into all the national parks for a year. If you have a fourth grader in your family, the Every Kid in a Park Pass is free to your family and works like the America the Beautiful Pass.

The hikes in national and state parks require entrance fees. National park fees are good for one week. State park entrance fees are good for one day, but are accepted across the entire park system (so you can hit up another state park the same day if you’d like; this is a useful tip for visiting the Big Sur region).

Permits are required for a handful of hikes in this book. Two dayhikes require permits: the fee permit for Cedar Creek Falls and the free permit for Middle Fork of Lytle Creek (because it enters the quota region of the Sheep Wilderness). All backpacking trips described in this book also require a permit.

Maps



We list USGS topo maps for most of the hikes, though prefer to reference the high-quality, hiker-specific maps designed by Tom Harrison (https://tomharrison maps.com) or Bryan Conant (https://bryanconant.com) when they are available for a region. Some local or California State Parks provide a free brochure map (also available as a pdf). While basic, these maps are easy-to-read and adequate for most of the hikes where applicable. USGS Topo maps can be purchased online or downloaded and printed for free from https://viewer.nationalmap.gov.

How the Hikes Were Chosen



Despite what naysayers from out-of-state may think, there are many falls in Southern California. We used the following criteria to choose which of the hundreds of falls to include in the book:


	beauty of the falls and the route to reach it;

	reliability of the flow (at least during winter and spring);

	the fun factor of the hike separate of the destination; and

	accessibility of the trailhead and the route to get to the falls (relative to other falls in the area).



The falls in this book include classic Southern California day hikes, roadside tourist destinations, and unnamed or harder-to-reach falls. Almost all the routes are 10 miles or less round-trip, with the exception of three that are described as backpacking trips.

We seek to share a diversity of hikes for folks of diﬀerent ability levels, skills, energy levels, and time commitments. Specifically, we note when hikes are wheel-chair friendly or appropriate for folks with limited mobility. We also note when hikes are well suited for kids or dogs, as well as when hikes require oﬀ-trail travel or scrambling. However, we chose not to include routes requiring any rock climbing moves (Class 5) or canyoneering equipment.

The majority of the hikes are within an easy 2-hour drive of Los Angeles, Orange County, Santa Barbara, or San Diego. We also include hikes in popular road trip destinations including Big Sur, the western Sierra national parks (Sequoia, Kings Canyon, and southern Yosemite), and Mammoth and the Eastern Sierra (an area that is an easy, albeit long, drive from the greater LA area).

Waterfalls abound on both the east and west sides of the Sierra. We mention the major must-see highlights. For those heading into the Sierra or farther north and to Yosemite Valley, those falls are expertly documented by Tracy Salcedo-Chourré in the companion to this guide, Hiking Waterfalls in Northern California, and Hiking Waterfalls Yosemite National Park by Suzanne Swedo. The exception is we include falls along the Sonora Pass corridor in the north, which are not included in Tracy’s guide and are surprisingly easy to access from Southern California.

Trailheads



All the trails in the book are accessible via two-wheel-drive vehicles, though occasionally you’ll need to drive on dirt roads. Depending on the season, roads can be muddy, flooded, snowy, closed, blocked by landslide, or inaccessible. Since we learned the hard way, we advise that you check CALTRANS for paved road conditions at www.dot.ca.gov. Additionally, always call ahead or check the Forest Service’s website to make sure the last few miles of dirt access roads to your trailhead are open.

We have spent significant time researching and documenting mileage. However, we realize the way most folks get to trailheads is via the Google Maps smartphone app. For each hike, we oﬀer the correct Google Maps search term to get to the trailhead you need to start the hike. Often the app directs you to the hike itself via cross-country routes and is not helpful on wheels or foot. For more obscure unsigned trailheads, we include the numbers found on highway mileage marker signs along the road.

All the hikes in this book were visited by one of us, with the exception of those closed during the scouting time. In the case of the closed hikes, we chose to include them in the book because they have long been considered classic Southern California hikes and we would be remiss not to include them. They remain in this book because authorities say there are plans to reopen those trails by 2020, if not sooner.

How to Use the Maps



Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.

Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows the waterfalls, all the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.






Hiking Gear and Essentials


No matter how much gear you carry, the stuﬀ you carry in your head and your attitude are worth more. Check conditions before you go, be willing to postpone your trip, and have a backup hike in mind.

For more on hiking and backpacking gear and skills, see the Resources section.

Weather and conditions can change rapidly while chasing waterfalls. Bring the Ten Essentials and know how to use each of the items. In particular, Southern California hikers will want to bring plenty of water, sunscreen, sunglasses, and a brimmed hat.

Bring a paper map and compass and know how to use them for navigation. Follow along where you are on the map as you hike. It can be fun and also reduces the chances you’ll become lost.

You may consider bolstering (but not replacing) your navigation system with a GPS or phone app. We like the Gaia app. Don’t expect cell reception to be available on any of these hikes or even at the trailhead. Download maps and GPX tracks of your hike prior to leaving home.

Hiking with a partner or two may help in case of an emergency, and, more importantly, can make your hike more fun. Whether going solo or in a group, leave your hiking itinerary with a reliable person who is staying home before you head into the wilds. Check in with them when you’re back. Consider carrying a two-way satellite GPS messenger with an SOS button. Even if you have a GPS messenger, also carry backcountry essentials like an emergency blanket and whistle in case you become lost or otherwise can’t return to the trailhead.

Waterfall hikes are notorious for flash floods or high water levels. Check the weather forecast before leaving home. Check in with the applicable ranger district about water levels before you go. High-altitude hikes are liable to snowstorms. Watch cloud formations and be ready to come back another day if weather looks iﬀy.

Before leaving for your hike, find out current conditions and hazards of your route. Call the ranger district. Their job is to help you make safe decisions in the backcountry.






Risks and Dangers of Hiking Waterfalls


Hiking is generally a very safe hobby on the spectrum of outdoor activities. But learning about dangers and how to avoid them before you go can help you make smart, informed decisions when problems arise.

Slips and Falls



Waterfall hikes, perhaps because they attract a higher number of participants, seem to result in more injury than the typical hike. To reach the falls in this book, you often cross slippery rocks and uneven surfaces. You may find yourself on cliﬀs near gorges. These all put you at risk for twisted ankles, falls, injuries, and even death. It’s your responsibility to make safe decisions while visiting falls.

Cliﬀ diving from waterfalls or into plunge pools below waterfalls is a major cause of injuries and fatalities associated with waterfalls in Southern California. These kinds of casualties have been well documented in places like Hermit and Cedar Creek Falls. In addition, canyoneering or climbing in an attempt to get better views of waterfalls has resulted in numerous well-publicized casualties in places like Switzer and Eaton Falls. Alcohol and drugs may have been involved. More influential than those substances, however, is the appeal of a photo or video to post on social media; such atempts can result in injury or death. For your own safety, cliﬀ diving or scrambling oﬀ-route is not advised. Don’t put yourself or others in danger to get a cool video for social media.

As guidebook writers, we can’t alert you to all the dangers of a particular area and the dangers specific to your party and to the conditions when you’re visiting. Use your best judgment and assume responsibility for your own safety.

Stream Crossings



Most of the stream crossings described in this book can be achieved via rock-hops (dry crossings on stepping-stones or logs) for most of the hiking season. Occasionally, you may need to wade across a creek. Search for the widest part of a stream with shallow water and a slower current. We find we have better traction on crossings if we keep our hiking shoes on. However, this results in wet feet. If water looks deep or swift and you can’t find a log or rock crossing or safe wading point, turn around and choose to come back another day.

Wildlife



The trails and wildlands in Southern California are home to creatures that have been here far longer than humans. Respect them and give them space.

Do not feed any wild animal. The cute ones sometimes beg. Squirrels, chipmunks, and marmots in national parks are particularly bothersome. Human food is not healthy for them, or for bears or any other wildlife. Feeding wildlife also reduces their chances for survival when winter comes, as they become less skilled in foraging. Becoming accustomed to human food makes wildlife more likely to think it’s ok to take human food even when they aren’t being fed—like chewing open your backpack or breaking the window of your car (both of which have happened to me).

Keep your distance from wildlife. This reduces chances you may be bitten or attacked. It also reduces anxiety levels of the animals.

Bears

You may see black bears while on Sierra Nevada hikes. They’re uncommon but also exist in the San Gabriel and San Bernardino Mountains, though you’re more likely to see scat than the actual animal. They can be encountered in almost all the regions described in this book, but are rare.

Always obey signs if areas have been closed due to bear activity.

Experts recommend keeping at least 300 feet from black bears.

If you do see a black bear, make noise and look big. Traveling with a group is helpful. Pick up children without bending over. Don’t run or turn your back. Slowly back away while speaking calmly. Never get between a mother and her cub.

If attacked, defend yourself and try to remain standing. Playing dead doesn’t work on black bears. Report the attack to officials, and do not disturb the site of the attack.

Always follow local regulations, notably for food storage. Never leave a backpack or anything containing food unattended, especially in the Sierra. Aside from reduction of habitat, food is the main reason bear-human conflict happens. Save a bear. Use bear-proof cans or boxes.

Mountain Lions

Sightings are rare and attacks even rarer. But mountain lions consider most of the places mentioned in this book to be their home, including the seemingly more urban areas like the Santa Monica Mountains. To stay safe:


	Travel with others and stay together as a group. Keep small children nearby.

	Mountain lions are most active during dusk and dawn. If you are worried about mountain lions, avoid hiking at those times.

	If you see a mountain lion more than 50 yards away, back away slowly, keeping the animal in your peripheral vision. Don’t bend over, but look for rocks or sticks to use as a weapon, or be prepared with hiking poles or bear spray. Keep young children close.

	Most of the time, lions are curious. Be prepared to abandon your hike and come back another day.

	If you see a mountain lion less than 50 yards away, slowly back away and maintain eye contact. Do not run or turn your back. Make continuous loud noises and try to look big by raising arms and/or a jacket above your head and making a steady waving motion. Pick up kids without bending over.

	
If attacked, fight back and try to remain standing. Playing dead doesn’t work on mountain lions. Use rocks, sticks, hiking poles, or bear spray.



Rattlesnakes

Much more common than bears and lions, rattlesnakes live in most of the ecosystems described in this book. Snakes usually don’t attack humans. We’re too big to be food. But we may be viewed as a predator. Perhaps it’s telling that the most common demographic for snakebites are young men 18 to 24—the demographic who are most likely to attempt picking up a snake. Leave snakes alone and chances are they won’t bother you.

Always watch where you sit, where you put your feet on the trail, and where you put your hands and feet when stepping over logs and rocks. Snakes sometimes attack if they are surprised.

If you see a snake, give it room. It’ll slither oﬀ or you can go around it.

Ticks

By far the most common dangerous animal on your hike, ticks can transmit Lyme and other diseases that can have permanent negative impacts on your health and life. While we associate Lyme disease and ticks with the East Coast, the disease has spread to California.

Waterfall season is tick season. Wear light-colored long pants and shirts. Treat hiking clothing fabric with Permethrin before you leave home. On the day of your hike, use tick repellent. When you get home, have a trusted friend or family member check your body for ticks. They like warm areas like the armpits and groin.

If you find a tick, remove it immediately, using tweezers to remove the entire body including the head. Save the tick and call your doctor to have it tested. Don’t wait for a bull’s-eye rash to appear. It may be too late by then, and the rash doesn’t appear in many cases of Lyme. Your doctor may prescribe a round of antibiotics. With tick bites, time is of the essence, so take care of tick-related issues as soon as you spot them.

Poison Oak



Waterfall hikers in particular are more likely to encounter poison oak than the traditional hiker. Poison oak loves water, shady canyons, and riparian woodlands—all ecosystems you are likely to visit on your hike. Avoid shiny leaves of three. In the autumn they can be colorful, and in winter they may drop their leaves completely (making identification much more difficult). Wear long pants and long-sleeved shirts. After your hike, use a soap like Technu and calamine lotion. Poison oak oils can spread and stay on your clothing, gear, and pets, so give them all a wash, too.

If you’ve got a poison oak rash, avoid scratching if you can. Bacteria under your nails can cause infection. There’s an easy and eﬀective topical steroid to help most poison oak rashes, but it requires a prescription from a doctor. Seek medical attention.
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The author next to metal bent by the force of flooded water and debris flow at San Ysidro Falls.



Poodle-dog Bush



Also known as Turricula, this native, fire-following plant has tiny hairs that can irritate skin enough to require hospitalization, as happened to a good friend of ours. Six feet tall with leaves looking like a poodle’s fur and a dank smell reminiscent of another plant recently legal in California, the purple-flowered poodle-dog is hard to miss.

Poodle-dog bush was common in the 2009 Station Fire burn area, but as other plants grow back, the noxious bush has become less common. Over-the-counter creams and antihistamines can make the rash worse. Avoid touching the plant, wear long sleeves and long pants, and seek medical attention if you notice symptoms.

Stinging Nettles



Stinging nettles (Urtica dioica) have a hollow stinging hair called a trichome, which injects histamines into your body when you come into contact. Skin may feel inflamed, itchy, or irritated, usually lasting 15 minutes to 24 hours. They are perennial plants common in moist areas in the spring—precisely the time and location when most waterfalls hikers are about—but are dormant in winter. The plants grow 3 to 7 feet tall on a wiry main stem and have deeply serrated green leaves 1 to 6 inches long that are heart shaped on the base with distinctive bristly hairs. Wear long pants and long-sleeved shirts and avoid contact. If you do have contact, over-the-counter anti-itch drugs can help. If itching continues, seek medical attention.

Weather-Related Conditions



We can experience any kind of weather in Southern California. Check forecasts before you go and postpone trips if the weather or water levels look less than ideal. For more on clothing and layering for changing weather, see the Resources section of this book.

Our best advice is to take a wilderness first-aid course prior to seriously undertaking any hiking in Southern California. While medical dangers are highly unlikely, having the knowledge and habits to know what to do in case of an emergency puts you and those in your party at a clear advantage if something were to happen. Classes are available locally through the Red Cross, at REI stores, and through the Sierra Club Angeles chapter and its Wilderness Trail Course.

Heat-Related Illness



Heat-related illness is possibly the greatest danger of the hikes described in this book. Heat can claim lives and it has done so most commonly at Cedar Creek Falls, Three Sisters Falls, and Borrego Canyon Falls. Heatstroke has claimed the lives of countless dogs who have been unwillingly dragged on waterfall hikes by their owners.

Many hikes described in this book are exposed—with little or no shade for portions of the hike. If attempting the hike in any season, Southern California hikes can get hot enough to kill.

To avoid heat cramps, exhaustion, and stroke:


	Avoid hiking during the hottest parts of the year. Most of the falls in this book aside from those in the Sierra run best in winter and spring.

	Avoid hiking during the hottest parts of the day regardless of what season you hike.

	Stay hydrated and carry electrolytes and/or salty foods to help balance your water intake. You may want to bring frozen water bottles or top oﬀ your water with ice cubes. Do not drink alcoholic or caﬀeinated beverages, which can contribute to dehydration.

	Opt for loose-fitting clothing like sun shirts, which are designed to allow perspiration to evaporate to cool your skin. Light colors are best. Also wear a thick-brimmed hat and use sunscreen on any part of your body not covered by clothing.



Symptoms of heat exhaustion and heatstroke include nausea, vomiting, headache, light-headedness, fainting, weakness, fatigue, lack of coordination or concentration, and flushed skin. You should watch for sunburns, which can be a painful early symptom.

If you or anyone in your party is showing these symptoms, find shade (or make it with clothing and objects). Have them rest on their back with their legs elevated. Immerse victims in water, mist their skin, fan them oﬀ, and use cold or ice packs. Loosen their clothing.

If they’re conscious, have them drink cool non-alcoholic fluids. If you’re at a waterfall or a stream, have them get into the water (only if you are confident they can do so safely).

Call for emergency help by using a two-way transmitter, a cell phone to call 911 if you have reception, or send someone for help (be sure to also leave someone with the victim).

If after returning to the car the victim doesn’t feel better within an hour, call urgent or emergency care. An IV may be needed.

Pets and Heatstroke

Every year, rescuers retrieve the bodies of dogs from Southern California hiking trails. If you have to ask whether a trail is too hot for your dog, you should leave your best friend at home.

The ground temperature in Southern California frequently is 30°F warmer than the air temperature. It can burn canine feet. Dog owners should be able to read signs of heat illness on their dog and be willing to turn around if their dog isn’t up for a hike. Your dog will follow you to the ends of the earth. Don’t have its loyalty lead to its demise.

Signs your dog has had enough include staggering, collapsing, weakness, fatigue, unwillingness to walk, seizures, excessive rapid, loud panting, dark or bright red tongue, sticky or dry tongue and gums, and a rapid heartbeat.

Short-nosed breeds of dogs like pugs and bulldogs are most susceptible to heat, as are large, heavy-coated breeds. Think twice about bringing overweight dogs or those with heart or respiratory illness.

As with a human, if your dog shows symptoms of overheating, seek shade, get out of the heat, and pour cool but not ice water on your pet (ice water can constrict blood vessels, which slows the cooling process). Place cool wet clothing on your pet’s feet and around its head and neck.

If your dog shows symptoms, carry your animal back to the trailhead and immediately contact an emergency veterinarian.

Hypothermia



Hypothermia happens when your body’s internal temperature drops well below 95°F. It happens with exposure to cold, but is most common at 30 to 50 degrees (and can happen at much warmer temperatures, too). Getting wet and wearing wet clothing— which often happens on a waterfall hike—make hypothermia more likely. Wind, cold, rain, snow, and moist feet and clothing can all contribute to hypothermia.

The best bet against hypothermia is to stay dry. Check weather forecasts and creek and river levels before you go on your trip. Be willing to postpone your trip and go on a backup trail instead. Carry rain and wind gear and enough clothing layers to cover your head, torso, and legs.

The most frustrating thing about hypothermia is you can’t always trust the victims. They may deny they have an issue. Symptoms begin with fumbling—including difficulty with fine motor skills and numb extremities. This progresses to stumbles and mumbles: sluggish thinking and slower, less controlled walking. They may show violent uncontrollable shivering and slurred or difficult speaking. It can progress to a life-threatening situation where they cannot get up, stop shivering, become incoherent, and then become drowsy.

If you or a hiking partner notice these symptoms, stop, get out of the wind and rain, strip oﬀ wet clothing, and change to warm, dry clothing. Provide warm drinks. If victims are able to get oﬀ the trail to safety, move them and seek immediate medical attention. If not, use an emergency transmitter or send someone for help (but also leave someone with the victim).

(De-)Hydration



Hydrate before, after, and during your hike. We always take drinks in the car and guzzle at the trailhead before the hike and then as a reward when we get back to the car.

While hiking, a rule of thumb is to carry 1 liter of water for every hour you plan to be hiking. You may bring more or less depending on heat, conditions, and the distance and elevation gain of a hike. For example, rangers checking your permit for Cedar Creek Falls require you to carry a minimum of 1 gallon of water and will send you home if you can’t prove you have enough.

For most of the hikes in this book, we carried 2 liters of water minimum plus a water filter to get water along the way. For hiking in Southern California, we highly recommend a hydration bladder with a hose. With water bottles, hikers notoriously never stop enough to drink water. We’ve seen dehydrated hikers return to the trail-head with almost full water bottles. A hose and bladder system makes it much easier to continuously sip, treating the hose like an IV constantly hydrating your body at a rate at which it can process water. The body can usually only process 1 liter of water per hour before wanting to pee it out. In our experience, the body prefers to get water slowly via a tube rather than guzzling in one go at a once-every-2-hour snack break. If you use a bladder system, check for leaks before you go and always carry a backup water bottle. While the bladders tend to be sturdy, spiky Southern California vegetation is unforgiving.






How to Be a Good Hiker


Guidebook writer Casey Schreiner includes this idea in his LA-specific book, and we can’t think of a better way to describe the motivation for learning hiker etiquette. Guidebook readers tend to be more responsible and nature-loving than most. For this reason, we know you’ll take time to learn about the Leave No Trace outdoor philosophy and inform others in your party (or those you meet along your hike) about LNT. Lead by example and instruct children and friends you introduce to hiking about the “rules” of our hobby.


[image: This is what happens when hikers do not respect Leave No Trace Principles. Leave waterfall hikes better than you found them. Bonita Falls.]
This is what happens when hikers do not respect Leave No Trace Principles. Leave waterfall hikes better than you found them. Bonita Falls.



Southern California is particularly susceptible to human impact on the land, perhaps because of its high population with proximity to nature. A waterfall hike to



[image: Never get too close to the lip or base of a waterfall. This warning sign at Rainbow Falls tells of hikers who have fallen.]
Never get too close to the lip or base of a waterfall. This warning sign at Rainbow Falls tells of hikers who have fallen.



Bonita, Hermit, or Aztec Falls is all you need to learn about how humans can impact nature. No matter what hike you’re on, we encourage you to bring a trash bag and volunteer with organizations that do graffiti and trash clean-up.

Any trash you create on your hike—including banana or orange peels, apple cores, or avocado pits—needs to come back to the trailhead with you. Many trailheads have trash cans. These items aren’t natural and can’t biodegrade quickly in our dry climate. This goes for beer cans and cigarette butts, too. Wildlife dig up and eat and choke on food scraps while becoming more dependent on human handouts. Glass bottles break and can make hiking in certain areas dangerous. Trash is unsightly and gross.

Do a favor for the next hiker. If you had the energy to bring an item in on your hike, you have the energy to bring it back to the car, too. This goes for camp chairs, coolers, and any other item you bring to enhance your hiking, swimming, and waterfall enjoying experience. While it may seem like other hikers could benefit from the camp chair you left behind, it often washes downriver and becomes degraded in the sun, ultimately becoming garbage no one wants to use.

Stay on the trail as much as possible. When a trail has switchbacks, avoid cutting them. It leads to erosion, damages vegetation, and is an absolute pain for volunteers to rebuild.

Respect private property. Close gates when you find them across the trail. This helps keep livestock in certain areas and away from eating plants they aren’t supposed to.

Don’t use speakers to listen to music while hiking or hanging out by swimming holes. Many people hike to get peace and quiet. Loud sounds make wildlife anxious. If you must listen to music, please use headphones.

Most trailheads have privies. If you use the toilet in the outdoors, carry a trowel. Bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep. Pack out used toilet paper in a plastic bag. Carry out dog waste as well.

While it may seem like you’re helping other hikers by spray-painting trail markers or building rock piles (called rock cairns or “ducks”), it takes away from the wild feel of natural areas. Certain hikes in this book are well marked with official signs specifically for folks who prefer a hike with good signage. Other hikes purposely have not been marked to cultivate a wild feel. If you choose to hike the latter, please respect the intention of land managers who deliberately chose not to sign the hike. Adding a rock sign or spray paint to a trail is like going to someone else’s house and rearranging their furniture. They likely had a reason for why they chose to decorate the way they did. If land managers want to sign an area, they’ll let local volunteers know and we encourage you to help.

Go to www.lnt.org and read up on how to be the best hiker you can be.
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Angeles National Forest

Waterfalls abound in proximity to people here in Angeles National Forest. Established in 1892, the national forest is among the oldest in the country. At almost 700,000 acres—346,000 of which are in the San Gabriel Mountains National Monument—it encompasses the San Gabriel and Santa Clarita Mountains and Antelope Valley. With more than 3.5 million visitors per year, this forest has five federally protected wildernesses. It covers mountains from 1,200 feet to more than 10,000 feet in elevation.

The land managed within Angeles National Forest is the ancestral home of five native nations: Gabrieleno/Tongva, Chumash, Fernandeno/Tataviam, Kitanemuk and Serrano. They established the first trail system through these mountains as trade routes with other tribes across the range. Thousands of people walked these trails annually. You can learn more from a Native American ranger or guest host at the nearby Haramokngna American Indian Cultural Center on Red Box Saddle (Highway 2). When the Spanish arrived, Native populations were decimated after being forced into the mission system and exposed to disease. In the late 1800s the mountains became home to prospectors and the lower frontcountry went to rancheros. During the “Great Hiking Era” (1895–1938), canyons in Angeles National Forest became home to mountain trail resorts, many of which were/are near waterfalls.

The San Andreas fault runs to the north with the San Gabriel and Sierra Madre faults to the south and Soledad fault to the west. Much of California is composed of exotic rock (terranes) and the Southern California batholith, igneous rock crystalized 100 million years ago beneath tropical volcanic rock. Streams cut out deep Vs in canyons. The US Forest Service protects these water sources today for use by the cities below (and manages them to prevent flooding). Between the faults and erosion from the water, the mountains of Angeles National Forest are geologically mixed. You may find limestone, schist, quartz, or granite in creek beds on your way to waterfalls.

The San Gabriels are part of the Transverse Ranges that run east–west instead of north–south like most mountain ranges in the state. The higher altitudes are found inland with the front-range canyons in the south being home to most of the waterfalls in this book.

Honorable Mention: For those further interested in falls in the area, the Royal Gorge, Allison Gulch, and Devils Canyon waterfalls are well worth the trip for those willing to hike more than 10 miles and who have the skills, experience, and patience to travel extended mileage oﬀ-trail. In rainy years, Rubio and Bailey Canyon may hold water, but they’re rather unreliable compared to other frontcountry falls close by. This book is but an introduction to the most accessible of the numerous falls here. Canyoneers and those willing to travel even farther oﬀ the beaten path have found amazing things in these mountains. Grab a topo map and explore.

You are required to display an Adventure Pass on your dashboard at most Angeles National Forest trailheads described in this book. See How to Use This Guide for more about this fee.








1 San Antonio Falls

This paved, family-friendly, dog-friendly hike leads to a three-tiered 100-plus-foot falls that usually runs year-round.

Height: 75–80 feet over at least 3 tiers

Beauty rating: ★★★★★

Distance: 1.2 miles out and back

Elevation gain: 275 feet

Difficulty: Easy, paved, and dog-friendly; option to scramble at end

Best season: Winter, spring, fall, summer

County: Los Angeles

Trailhead amenities: About 75 parking spots, dog-friendly, open to hikers, horses, and mountain bikers

Land status: Angeles National Forest/San Gabriel Mountains National Monument

Maps: Tom Harrison Mt. Baldy and Cucamonga Wilderness; USGS Mt. San Antonio

Trail contact: Mount Baldy Visitor Center, Mount Baldy Road, Mount Baldy 91759; (909) 982-2829; www.fs.usda.gov/main/angeles/home

Fees and permits: Display Adventure Pass

Finding the trailhead: Google Maps: Manker Flats Trailhead. From I-210 East in Claremont, take the Baseline Avenue exit. Turn left, heading north, then turn right on Padua Avenue. After 1.8 miles turn right on Mount Baldy Road, heading up the mountain through two tunnels and through Mount Baldy Village over the next 11 miles. Continue 0.3 mile past the Manker Flats Campground. Parking is at a dirt lot near the gated trailhead road or along the road. If you find yourself at ski lift parking at the end of the road, you’ve gone too far.

GPS: N34 15.561' / W117 37.516'




The Hike

This family-friendly, paved path is the beginning of one of the most popular climbs up Mount San Antonio, aka Mount Baldy. The tallest mountain in Los Angeles County (but depending on how you count, #22 or #24 by height in Southern California), this 10,064-foot peak is one of the most climbed in the Southland. Its south-facing eponymous bald top, visible throughout the county and beyond, is distinctive looking when covered in snow.


San Antonio Creek (home to this falls) was named by padres of the Mission San Gabriel in 1794 after the miracle-working Franciscan friar Saint Anthony of Padua, Italy. The peak was then named in 1884 after the creek. It’s one of three “saint-named” mountains in the Southland (the others being San Jacinto and San Gorgonio). Prospectors in the 1870s renamed it “Old Baldy.”





[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]




[image: From the overviewpoint, you can see multiple tiers of the tall San Antonio Falls. After a storm or in a big snowmelt, a waterwheel forms at the bottom.]
From the overviewpoint, you can see multiple tiers of the tall San Antonio Falls. After a storm or in a big snowmelt, a waterwheel forms at the bottom.



From the Manker Flats parking area, take the gated, paved fire road past the outhouse, info signs, and uphill. To your left are private cabins, so don’t accidentally end up in someone’s driveway. Climb through Jeﬀrey and Ponderosa pine forest.

At a hairpin turn where the road turns right, you’ll reach a stone wall reinforcement, which is the Falls overlook. From here, you can see all three tiers of the falls. San Antonio Creek flows below. The creek is fed by springs near Baldy Bowl, including the one near the ski hut. In winter and early spring, a snowbank may hold out across the ravine (though you can see it, you usually won’t have to walk on snow). There is a path that scrambles down 0.1 mile to the base, but the Forest Service warns the loose rock and rough trail above the ravine can “cause tragedy.” Certainly, scram bling on the rock or dirt cliﬀs along the side of the falls has led to injuries.

I’ve visited the falls a couple dozen times over as many years and it seems to at least trickle year-round, though winter and spring are the best time for viewing. After a good snowmelt the bottom tier can form a waterwheel—where the sheer force of the flow throws water upward after it hits a rock or pothole (if you think that’s neat, see Waterwheel Falls).




Miles and Directions


	
0.0 Start at the trailhead by the privy and the gate.

	
0.6 Viewing point for base of falls. (Option: Continue 0.1 mile to base of falls.) Return the way you came.

	
1.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.










2 Soldier Creek Falls (Lewis Falls)

This shaded, dog-friendly hike leads to a three-tiered 30- to 50-foot falls that usually runs year-round and is free of crowds.

Height: 30–50 feet over at least 3 tiers

Beauty rating: ★★★★★

Distance: 1 mile out and back

Elevation gain: 425 feet

Difficulty: Easy to moderate (due to last 0.1 mile of scrambling)

Best season: Spring, fall, summer, winter

County: Los Angeles

Trailhead amenities: About 4 parking spots, dog-friendly

Land status: Angeles National Forest/San Gabriel Mountains National Monument

Maps: Tom Harrison Angeles High Country; USGS Crystal Lake

Trail contact: Angeles National Forest/San Gabriel Mountains National Monument, San Gabriel River Ranger District; 110 N. Wabash Ave., Glendora 91741; (626) 335-1251; www.fs.usda.gov/main/angeles/home

Fees and permits: None

Finding the trailhead: Google Maps: Falling Springs, CA (Lewis Falls will get you close, but doesn’t show parking; it’s the hairpin to the southwest of the falls). From I-210 in Azusa, take exit 40 (Azusa Avenue/CA 39). Continue for 20.3 miles as it turns into Crystal Lake Road. Pass the turnoff to East Fork Road and continue north toward Coldbrook Campground. Set your odometer. In 2 miles look for mining equipment on a dirt pullout on the left side of the road. Continue climbing for 0.3 mile to a hairpin turn left as you enter the trees on both sides of the road. This is where Soldier Creek goes under CA 39. There’s unmarked trailhead parking along the right side of the road right before mile marker 34.83.

GPS: N34 18.046' / W117 50.175'




The Hike

The Crystal Lake Recreation Area is one of the most accessible ways for Southlanders to experience the high central San Gabriel Mountains. This hike takes you through the shaded, former mountain resort community of Falling Springs (aka La Cienega). There are privately leased cabins and the remains of others along this hike. The area near the Crystal Springs Recreation Area and road burned in the 2002 Curve Fire and was closed until 2011. Now reopened, you can drive to 6,000 feet and experience clean air, pine and cedar forests, and this fine waterfall.

The most difficult part of this hike is finding the right trailhead. From the pull-out, take the good trail up the right (east) side of Soldier Creek. It joins another creek to become the North Fork of the San Gabriel River downhill near Cold-brook Campground, which you passed on the drive up. Soldier Creek Falls is sometimes called “Lewis Falls” after the former Mount Baldy district ranger Anselmo Lewis, who once patrolled here.



[image: The author at Lewis Falls on an autumn-like December day.]
The author at Lewis Falls on an autumn-like December day.
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As you climb, you’ll pass several cabins, now foundations after the Curve Fire. You may find swarms of ladybugs in the late autumn. While this area had broken glass and graffiti in the past, most of it has been cleaned up and it’s relatively pristine.

A tributary joins from the hillside on the right 0.3 mile in. The trail may get muddy and flooded here, but keep heading north high on the right bank. You may notice several cascades in the creek below among giant boulders.

When you get to a large cabin foundation, the trail appears to end at a wooden fence “overlook” on the bank high above the water. Follow the fenceline to a rough path leading steeply down to Soldier Creek. In low water, cross the creek and follow a path on the left (west) side of the creek to the end of the canyon 0.1 mile later. In higher water, parts may be underwater and require wading. Whichever way you take upstream, expect to get wet, scramble on rocks, and bushwhack through branches. (During high water you may want to turn around and come back another day.) At the end of the canyon, you’ll find solitude and peace at this 50-foot falls.
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