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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every effort has been made by the authors 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, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.


We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to editorial@globepequot.com.


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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For Liliana, always. Thank you for choosing us to be your parents.


And for my Anna—for initially instilling my love of wilderness in Northern California, and for then giving me a lifetime of love for the alpine. —WMR
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INTRODUCTION

Only our family called it Beaver Rock, because of the way it looked from my Anna’s back deck. It was one of many sea stacks in Marin, and it was particularly noteworthy for us because it was the largest and the farthest from my mom’s mom’s house (we don’t say grandmother around these parts!).


Beaver Rock was a landmark for much of my early childhood, and I still remember the day when my parents told me that I was allowed to hike to it and climb it without supervision. I was several years short of getting a driver’s license, but that permission—and the freedom that came with it—is when I first fell in love with Northern California.


Fast-forward a few years and I never lost the craving for that freedom. Even with a driver’s license and, subsequently, a career with a paycheck, I wanted the feeling that’s only found in nature. It feels like a cliché to write it, and it probably sounds like a cliché to read it. But, in today’s state of perpetual connectivity, nature gifts us an opportunity for presence that is borderline impossible to replicate. Presence with yourself, presence with your family, presence with the living and breathing planet: Like many special experiences, words can only take you so close without being there yourself.


That’s why books like this matter. My first guidebook was also a Falcon publication. After a couple years, their yellow spines filled a row of my bookshelf. And then a second row. I used the books to find my first backcountry experience in the Sierra. The north side of Thousand Island became my favorite patch of dirt on the planet, and I returned there over and over throughout my formative years to figure out who I was and who I wanted to be. It’s the same reason our first multinight backpacking trip as a family was to the same destination. (Pro tip: Make sure you’re prepared to cart out 10 pounds of diapers, but it’s worth it.)


Personally, our family believes the value of guidebooks has grown exponentially in the digital age. The hikes you find in here aren’t affected by algorithms, social media popularity, or their ability to contribute to clicks. They’re a personal story about places we’ve found meaning, and we believe there are more than a few in here that aren’t easily found on the first page of an internet search. We also endeavored to group these into collections of hikes you could do on a family weekend. If you’re like us, there is significant effort in getting the family out the door for a hike … so if you’re going to drive a few hours, you might as well have a couple of options in the area! This strategy also left out certain regions from this guide, because there’s frankly too much of Northern California to put into a single book this size. So consider this a starter for inspiration. Then, do it the old-fashioned way and buy some local maps from a region you haven’t yet explored.


—Will Rochfort








HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


This guidebook is by no means a comprehensive resource, and it certainly cannot answer every single question you have about your planned hike. But then again, that is the beauty of hiking: the mystery you uncover around every bend in the trail.


We chose each trail for a specific reason. Perhaps a certain rock formation appealed to our daughter or maybe a glistening lake helped our family awake to a picture-perfect morning in the high alpine. Regardless, we know that all trails are different—and that all children handle them differently. For this reason, we have trails in this guide that run the full spectrum, ranging from beginner half-mile jaunts all the way up to 21-mile round-trip slogs that will challenge an experienced preteen. As parents to an avid hiker ourselves, we didn’t want to assume that your kiddos could only handle the easy stuff. So, we made sure to include some challenging adventures so that you and the kids can keep returning for more.


The guide is divided into three sections: Northern, Southern, and Advanced Hikes. The hikes in the Northern section are all in the top half of Northern California, while those in the Southern section are in the lower half. Advanced hikes are significantly more challenging and are meant for older children (preteens and beyond) with hiking experience.


We’ve also tried to group a few hikes within an area. We know that families often travel for hiking vacations, and it feels more efficient to have a few options within a given area so that you don’t drive 3 hours for a 20-minute hike.


Included with each route description are helpful pieces of information such as average hiking time, distance and elevation gain, trail surface, and potential child hazards. Driving directions are provided for the trailheads to each hike as well. Finally, a basic map is provided showing the trails and key points along the route. Each hiker is different and we understand that hiking times will vary widely from person to person, so we tried to estimate ballpark time frames as best as possible. Then again, your toddler may be faster than our own.



TYPES OF TRIPS

There are two categories of hikes you will see in this book:


Out-and-back: This means you will hike to a specific destination and then turn around to retrace your steps back to the trailhead.


Loop: This type of hike begins and ends at the same location with minimal retracing of your steps. If you look at the corresponding map, you will see that your route follows a loop-shaped pattern. In at least one instance, you will see the term lollipop loop used to describe a trail. This means you will hike for a distance, then complete a loop before retracing your steps back to the trailhead.






DIFFICULTY RATINGS


It is hard to standardize ratings of trail difficulty since it is largely subjective and depends on the individual, their fitness levels, and the required number of snack breaks. That said, I tried to standardize each hike as best as I could to help prepare for your adventures. In doing so, I used three categorizations:


Easy trails are suitable for any hiker, including the shortest of legs. The distances are typically less than 3 miles and there is less than 500 feet of elevation gain. Navigation is almost nonexistent, and you will never have to go off-trail.


Moderate trails are suitable for any hiker who has some experience outdoors and on the trail. These trails are anywhere from 3 to 5 miles in length and will have 500 to 1,000 feet of elevation gain. For children, these hikes may require some maneuvering or assistance from adults.


Strenuous trails are difficult and challenging hikes, meant for older children, those with ample on-trail experience, or for small children being carried in kid carriers by adults. These hikes are longer than 5 miles and will cover more than 1,000 feet in elevation gain.





TRAIL USE

The trails in this book are suitable for two types of adventures: hiking and backpacking, with the majority falling in the former category. The only difference between the two is that backpackers spend the night on the trail while hikers usually opt to return home. Backpackers prefer longer routes to justify camping outside, whereas day hikers frequently opt for less distance. You will see both categories of families on these trails—because yes, kids can and do go backpacking!—so be sure to smile and wave, even if your child is experiencing a full-scale meltdown. After all, you are all out there enjoying Mother Nature … and parents just get it, so no need to feel ashamed.





PERMITS AND FEES

Various land-management agencies utilize permits and fee structures, so you will see this vary from trail to trail. These fees and policies frequently change depending on the political climate and/or trail usage, so it is best to do research before leaving home. Call ahead to the local ranger station to be sure you don’t show up to a trailhead empty-handed and permit-less when one is required.


And if you know permits are called for, yet you don’t have one? Be kind; do not bandit the trail. Sure, it is possible that you will not get caught, but permits are in place for a reason, and it is not because rangers enjoy policing our nation’s trails. Permits frequently regulate the quantity of visitors to help preserve our trails, so follow the rules. This makes the wilderness a safer place for everyone. One of our best purchases was the America the Beautiful annual pass, giving us included entrance to more than 2,000 federal recreation sites like national parks and national wildlife refuges, as well as covered day-use fees at Bureau of Land Management trails. The pass costs $80 per year, but it’s more than worth it if you hike more than a few times.









BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


WEATHER AND SEASONS

Weather is the great equalizer of hiking. It does not matter how fit you are or how much you enjoy the trail; poor weather can ruin a trip if you are unprepared. Plan ahead by doing your research from home. Watch the weather weeks in advance, and as your trip draws closer, pay special attention to the weather patterns on your specific hike. Rainy weather is not always a reason to call off a trip, but communicate with others in your group. You may feel comfortable hiking through rain for 3 days, but your partners may not. Additionally, consider your altitude and topographical location if you see nasty weather in the forecast. Rainstorms above treeline frequently bring lightning and thunder, both meteorological occurrences that can be deadly. Some hikes are prone to lightning strikes, so double-check the weekend forecast before hitting the dirt.


Trail seasonality is highly subjective. For example, Glacier Point Ski Hut is going to look much different than Fern Canyon when January rolls around. Typically, summer and fall are the best seasons for hiking in the West.


If you plan on hiking a high-altitude trail, keep the cooler temperatures in mind. Agnew Meadows could be 85 and sunny, but it could be sleeting at Thousand Island Lake. Additionally, snow lasts much longer as you climb higher in the mountains, so plan on encountering a few snowfields if you hike above treeline in early spring.


If you do opt to head to higher elevations with your child, be sure to check with your pediatrician in advance. Depending on the kiddo’s age and altitude experience, your doctor may have some specific suggestions for your family.





WILDFIRES

In recent years, wildfires have become a very serious problem in Northern California, with last summer remembered as one of the worst. Most of this book was researched and photographed prior to the Dixie and Caldor fires that blew through areas of Lassen National Park and Lake Tahoe. As a result, we’ve been cautious to ensure that the hikes in this guide will be open and available to families for hiking adventures. However, we can’t predict Mother Nature (or restoration timelines), so we apologize if circumstances change between now and when you receive this book.





SAFETY, PREPARATION, AND GEAR

If there is only one piece of advice we can give you before your hike, it is this: Be Prepared! This has been the motto of every parent ever, and for good reason. If you plan accordingly and pack everything you need, there are very few instances where you will be caught in a bind … like that one time we forgot diapers.






THE TEN ESSENTIALS


First and foremost, always pack the Ten Essentials. The Ten Essentials were originally designed in the 1930s by The Mountaineers, a Seattle-based group of climbers and outdoor enthusiasts. In this original list, they included the ten items they felt any hiker would need to handle an emergency situation and safely spend a night or two outside. Since then, the original ten items have morphed into a systems-based list, but the ideology is the same. Theoretically, you will carry these systems with you on every hike, regardless of whether it is a multiday backpacking trip or a day-long hike. They are as follows:



	
Navigation (map and compass): Be sure to always bring a topographic map with you on any trip, as well as a compass. Pro tip: While it’s great to have these items in your backpack, it is even more important that you know how to use them! Store the map in a ziplocked bag or laminate it to ensure it doesn’t get wet or destroyed. With modern technology, many hikers opt to carry GPS devices or even apps on their phone. While these are helpful and can be very useful, technology never replaces the tried-and-true map and compass. Gadgets break or quit or lose battery charge, but a map and compass will always work.

	
Sun Protection (sunglasses and sunscreen): A sunburn can ruin any trip, so always take the necessary precautions. Wear a hat to protect your face as well as sunglasses to cover your eyes. Never forget sunscreen and lip balm with SPF, either.

	
Insulation (extra clothing): Be sure to always have an extra layer or two in case of emergency. Perhaps you take an accidental digger into a stream while hopping across some slippery rocks? Or maybe your daughter poops her pants three times in 1 mile? You’ll be psyched you brought extra clothing to keep everyone (and everything) in check.

	
Illumination (headlamp or flashlight): It’s rare for a hiker or backpacker to bring a flashlight, but headlamps can be very useful. It is always possible that you will conclude your hike in the dark. If this happens, a hands-free light will be absolutely critical. Also, cold weather can zap batteries, so make sure you bring an extra set with you on every trip.

	
First-Aid Supplies: Always, always bring medical supplies with you on every trip! And no, we’re not simply talking about a box of adhesive bandages. Injuries happen on the trail, and if your partner sprains her ankle while you are trekking 7 miles from the trailhead, you will be very thankful for the splint. Additionally, be sure to bring the supplies that specifically apply to your babe. If you are hiking with a kiddo in diapers, diaper cream is always a good idea since kid carriers combine with heat to create wicked diaper rash. And, don’t forget the wipes!

	
Fire (matches or lighter): Not only will some sort of flame be helpful when it comes time to cook dinner, but these tools are useful if you need to start an emergency fire. These days, most hikers opt for lighters over matches. Whichever you prefer, bring a backup in case your Plan A doesn’t work out. Additionally, consider bringing a fire starter with you on every trip. These can be made at home (dryer lint or cotton balls smeared with petroleum jelly are popular choices) and weigh next to nothing, so there is no reason not to carry a few.

	
Repair Kit and Tools: Your dog will pop your sleeping pad one time while winter camping and you will learn your lesson (could have happened to anyone …). Make sure you pack the basic repair tools on every trip so you can fix any gear emergencies that crop up.

	
Nutrition (extra food): Always pack extra food, regardless of how long you will be on the trail. If you are planning on a simple day hike, bring an extra day’s worth of calories. If you know you’ll be out there for a few nights, plan on more extra food. Regardless of what you choose, be sure the food keeps over time and doesn’t require cooking. After all, your emergency situation may mean a stove isn’t available either. And, don’t forget child-specific snacks, especially if your kid is not old enough to pack their own. Now that our daughter is 3, we like fruit snacks because they work really well as perfectly timed bribery to encourage forward progress on the trail.

	
Hydration (extra water): Water is heavy (1 liter weighs roughly 2 pounds), but that doesn’t mean you should skimp. Always pack extra to account for emergencies, and be sure to bring some type of filter or purification system so you can clean more if needed (and available). If your child is too young to manage water bottles or bladders on his own, don’t forget a sippy cup.

	
Emergency Shelter: No one wants to sleep in a blizzard during an unplanned night out, but these things occasionally happen. And if it does, you want to ensure you are as safe and protected as possible. Bring an emergency shelter like a small bivy, tarp, or reflective blanket. Each option weighs only a few ounces but provides copious amounts of mental support.






BE BEAR SMART

Many of the hikes featured in this book run through bear country. After all, bears are everywhere! California does not have any grizzlies, so if you run into any bears they will be black bears. Regardless, it is a great idea to be prepared for the four-legged beast.





All About Black Bears

Black bears are the gentle giants of the bear world and can be found in all but ten of the lower forty-eight states. Here in California, they are especially predominant. While black bears may appear just as fierce and intimidating as a grizzly bear, it is better to think of them as playful cousins. They are much smaller than brown bears and are likely more concerned about finding your bag of food than finding you. Black bears are very smart and can climb trees, making them an annoying menace when it comes to food storage and caching. In fact, these bears are so intelligent that their problem-solving skills vetoed bear bags in favor of bear canisters in popular areas of California; they decoded the bear bag!





Food Storage in Bear Country

Keeping your food on lockdown is the best way to prevent bear interference with your trip. Many bear-heavy areas like Yosemite National Park require bear-resistant storage such as canisters or bear bags. If you opt for a bear bag, be sure you know and understand the guidelines for where to hang the bag and the appropriate distance from camp. Likewise, if you use a bear canister, be sure you know the guidelines for where to stash your canister overnight.


Moreover, always be cognizant of your camp kitchen while backpacking in bear country. Never, ever cook inside your tent as the wafting smell of food may linger on your equipment and invite an unwelcome guest inside during the night. Instead, keep your sleeping location, your camp kitchen, and your food storage location as three distinctly separate areas, creating a triangle of sorts. While this isn’t foolproof, it’s an effective method to spread out the smell of human food and minimize the likelihood of a bear entering camp while you are sleeping.


If you are day hiking, you still need to be aware of food storage. Believe it or not, bears have been known to gain access to locked vehicles while parked at trailheads, all because they smelled a candy bar in the backseat. If you are hiking in bear country, be sure to transfer any and all food from your car to the food-storage lockers included in the parking lot.





LEAVE NO TRACE

Leave No Trace is a set of outdoor ethics designed to promote conservation and preservation in the backcountry, as well as minimize the human impact on our green spaces. The bedrock of this sustainability program is a list of seven guiding principles:



	
Plan Ahead and Prepare: Proper planning for any trip ensures you will leave as minimal an impact as possible. Know and understand high-usage times and avoid them. Research area-specific details so that you can better avoid causing further harm. For example, vegetation in high alpine zones takes 50 to 100 years to recover, so understanding this ahead of time may help you be more cautious in your actions.

	
Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces: Good campsites are found, not made. Always try to pitch your tent on gravel, hard-packed dirt, rocks, or other sturdy surfaces as opposed to marsh or delicate grasses. Additionally, be sure to always camp at least 200 feet away from lakes and streams to minimize your influence on the aquatic plant life and wildlife.

	
Dispose of Waste Properly: Many people dislike speaking about bathroom behavior, but it’s easily one of the most-discussed topics in the outdoors. We are all human, which means we certainly need to poop while on the trail. If this happens, no big deal, but follow the LNT-designed guidelines: dig a cathole of at least 6 to 8 inches deep and 200 feet away from water. Then, bury your poop in the hole, ensuring you properly cover it afterwards. And as for trash and litter? Pack it in, pack it out. And yes, this goes for diapers and wipes too.

	
Minimize Campfire Impacts: As synonymous as fires have become with camping, they are rarely a good idea since they cause lasting impacts to the environment and especially damage vegetation that takes years to recover. If you are camping in a dispersed area with a designated fire ring, keep it small and use only small sticks that can be snapped by hand. Be sure the fire is out completely before leaving it unattended.

	
Leave What You Find: Remember in kindergarten when we all learned to look but not touch? That same principle applies to the wilderness. If you happen upon ancient artifacts or historic structures, check ’em out, but let them be without altering or taking them. Likewise, don’t create new structures, build trenches, or otherwise change the experience. Think about what the area looked like when you arrived, and then aim to leave it the same or better for the next person. This can be tricky when hiking with younger children who want to touch everything, but try your best to ensure your kiddo doesn’t do any permanent damage.

	
Respect Wildlife: In recent years, the United States has seen an increase of human involvement with wildlife. Just because the mountain goats or deer come up to your campsite does not mean they are domestic; they are still wild animals. Never feed, follow, or approach these animals, and certainly try not to get too close. This is for both your safety and the animals’ welfare.

	
Be Considerate of Other Visitors: We all hit the trail to gain a wilderness experience full of beauty and solitude. To that end, try your best to preserve that same experience for others. Don’t blast your music while hiking or yell and shout late at night while camping close to others. Basically, mind your manners so everyone can equally enjoy their time outside.



Additionally, the 21st century has brought about a wave of new Leave No Trace discussions about the impact of social media. Thanks to the power of platforms like Instagram and Facebook, millions of users are geotagging specific locations while showcasing stunning scenery. In turn, hundreds and thousands of new visitors are heading to that specific location to see the real-life version of what they enjoyed in the photo. As a result, heavily photographed locations are becoming overrun and abused.


Leave No Trace recently released a brief list of suggested social media guidelines for the digital era. They included the following tips:



	
Tag Thoughtfully: Avoid geotagging specific locations and instead, tag the general area like “Rocky Mountain National Park.” While this still encourages others to go outside, it protects the same locations from overuse.

	
Be Mindful of What Your Images Portray: So frequently, popular social media influencers showcase photos of picturesque scenes with a colorful tent pitched below a towering peak. But, there is one problem: That tent is pitched smack next to a body of water, and the account just subconsciously shared that with thousands of followers. Be aware of the images you share on your social media account to encourage your followers to conserve the wilderness just as you do.

	
Give Back to Places You Love: Get involved with volunteer projects to help give back to your favorite trails. These trails won’t maintain themselves!

	
Encourage and Inspire Leave No Trace in Your Social Media Posts: Regardless of whether you have one hundred followers or 100,000, encourage them to take care of green spaces too.







HIKING TIPS AND SUGGESTIONS


There are two ways to look at this. First, we could go off the rails and detail all of the necessary gear and equipment that will make your adventure more comfortable and easier. We could talk about backpacks and hiking shoes, tents and sleeping bags. Or, we could remind you of the old adage: Hike your own hike. But what does that really mean?


We believe hiking newcomers frequently get caught up in all of the details and fancy-sounding words. If you walk into any outdoor goods store, you will be bombarded with words like denier and ultralight and shank and outsole. The stress is compounded if you’re hoping to outfit your child—your most precious—as well. We don’t want you to feel overwhelmed. Rather, we want you and your family to enjoy the fresh air and mental clarity that come from time well spent outdoors.


The spirit of this book lies within the variety of hikes features. Some of them are hard-core, meant for advanced hikers and older children, while others are mellow and brief, designed for first-time families with small children. Neither is right or wrong, and you have to decide which trail works best for you and your family. If you want to challenge yourself and your kids are ready for it, check out the hikes detailed in the Advanced Hikes section. There is no shortage of burning lungs and heavy backpacks on those trails. Or, if you are just beginning and/or want an easy day filled with encouragement, take a look at trails like the Subway Cave Lava Tube or Bodie Ghost Town Hike.


So again, we say: Hike your own hike and do whatever is best for your family on that particular day. That is up to you to decide.





PHOTOGRAPHY TIPS AND SUGGESTIONS

It does not matter whether you cart an elaborate camera with multiple lenses or a basic smartphone; you will certainly want to snap more than a few photos while on your hike. In doing so, you will accomplish the first requirement of great photography: getting out there. But once there, how can you ensure that you will shoot the best possible photos? Here are a few tips from Will Rochfort, coauthor of this book, experienced photographer, and the talent behind all the images found in this guide.



	
Always have your camera accessible. If it is a hassle to find it inside your backpack, you are less likely to take the time to shoot photos. Instead, find a system that works for you. If using a smartphone, store it in your pants pocket or in the waist belt pocket on your backpack. If you are using a larger camera, come up with a carrying method. For smaller point-and-shoots, a small camera case looped through the sternum strap on your backpack works very well. For larger DSLR cameras, a front-carry pack provides the same accessibility while acting as a counterbalance to your backpack.

	
Focus on the light. Dramatic subjects can look boring in flat light while mediocre subjects can appear downright dazzling with a beautiful evening glow. Focus your photography on the best capture of the light. Often this means shooting in the early morning or evening; often, the least flattering light is the overhead sunshine of midday.

	
Carry a tripod. Yes, this is extra weight, but your photos will thank you! It doesn’t need to be fancy; a light, compact tripod will work. Find an option that you are willing to carry since stabilizing your camera may be crucial to many of your desired photos.

	
Don’t forget the extras. If you shoot with a DSLR, remember to pack all of the extra equipment like memory cards, batteries, a cloth to clean your lenses, polarizers, and a charger if needed. There is nothing worse than setting up a shot of a stunning backcountry sunset only to realize that your “dead battery” light is flashing.

	
Pixels are cheap. It is a digital era, which means we don’t pay to develop every single photo anymore. Snap as many photos as you want; you can sort through and delete the unwanted captures once you return home.

	
Always grab the memory photos. As a photographer, it is easy to get caught up in the “perfect” photos: a glorious sunrise, an action hiking shot, or a quick glimpse of an elk as she wanders through the wildflowers. But don’t forget to take those often-cheesy photos with your group smiling at camp or posing by the trailhead sign. They won’t feel as glamorous as your other photos, but these are the ones that help preserve your cherished memories. In our family, these classic standing-by-the-sign photos are the absolutely best to look at over time.
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	County/Forest Road
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	Local Road
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	Unpaved Road
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	Small River/Creek
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	Intermittent Stream
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	State Park/Forest
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	Picnic Area
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	Ranger Station
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1 BIG TREES LOOP

Most visitors arrive at the Big Trees Day Use Area with the goal of spotting the Giant Tree, a massive redwood that was once considered the largest coastal redwood in the world. Bigger trees have since been discovered, but the Giant Tree is still worthy of a visit. Of course, that’s not all you’ll see on this hike since the mellow loop also takes you near the Big Tree, along with dozens of other magnificent leviathans.


Start: Big Tree Area trailhead

Distance: 0.7-mile loop

Hiking time: 30 minutes to 1 hour

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation gain: 10 feet

Trail surface: Dirt

Hours open: 24 hours

Best season: Any season

Water: At Albee Creek Campground

Toilets: At Albee Creek Campground

Nursing benches: Picnic tables at trailhead

Stroller-friendly: No

Potential child hazards: None

Other trail users: None

Dogs: Not allowed

Land status: California Department of Parks and Recreation

Nearest town: Redcrest

Fees and permits: Day-use fee

Maps: Humboldt Redwoods State Park brochure

Trail contact: Humboldt Redwoods State Park, 17119 Avenue of the Giants, Weott, CA 95571; (707) 946-2263; www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=425

Gear suggestions: Sturdy shoes




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_040.jpg] From Redding, take I-5 south for approximately 16 miles and take exit 662 for Bowman Road. Travel for 14 miles and then turn right onto CA 36 west and go 118 miles. Turn left to merge onto US 101 south and go 21.5 miles, and then take exit 663 and merge onto Bull Creek Flats Road. After a half-mile, the road turns into Lower Bull Creek Flats Road. Then again after a mile, it turns into Mattole Road. Parking is found at the Big Trees Day Use Area on the left side (south side) of the road. GPS: N40 21.71’ / W123 59.52’
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