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I went to the woods because I wished to live
deliberately, to front only the essential facts
of life, and see if I could not learn what it had
to teach, and not, when I came to die,
discover that I had not lived.


—Henry David Thoreau
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Introduction



California is truly a land of contrasts. The highest and lowest places in the contiguous United States are within sight of each other. Mt. Whitney rises to 14,495 feet while 85 miles away is Death Valley, whose lowest point is 282 feet below sea level. Extreme temperatures of −45°F and +135°F have been recorded, as have extreme yearly rainfall accumulations of zero in the desert and 161 inches in a rain forest.


From north to south, and east to west, California abounds with ideal recreation areas: forests of giant trees; high, rugged mountains; alpine meadows and lakes; fertile valleys; inland deserts; and, sandy beaches of the south coast. What better way is there to really see and enjoy the California outdoors than by camping?


The purpose of this Camper’s Guide is to suggest places to go and provide directions to get there. You will discover information about the popular, well-known campgrounds as well as the lesser used camping areas. The public campgrounds presented in this guide are provided and operated by federal and state agencies. Outdoor enthusiasts will find recreational opportunities at these sites that are as varied as one’s imagination. You can swim, skin or scuba dive, sail, windsurf, water ski or jet ski, boat, canoe, raft, fish, picnic, backpack, bicycle, horseback ride, hike, walk along a nature trail, or kick up some dust with an all-terrain vehicle.


In season, you can also cross-country ski, downhill ski, snow shoe, or snowmobile. You can pursue your favorite hobby as a bird watcher, photographer, botanist, geologist, or naturalist. You may choose to rough it in the backcountry or at a primitive campsite, or enjoy all of the comforts of home in a motor home. You can spend a day, a weekend, or an entire vacation doing what you like best, no matter how active or inactive.


The number of public campgrounds in California’s state and federal parks, lakes, and forests is staggering. This Camper’s Guide and its counterpart, Camper’s Guide to Northern California, contain recreational areas with camping facilities that comprise nearly 120 state parks, covering more than 1 million acres of land; 4 state forests; 13 lakes administered by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers; 16 national parks covering more than 4.6 million acres of land; and 48 campgrounds on 13.8 million acres of Bureau of Land Management lands. There are also 19 national forests encompassing more than 20 million acres, with 4 million of these acres in 46 designated Wilderness Areas.


The state is approximately 800 miles long and 300+ miles wide at its widest point, with an 840-mile coastline. California has less than 300 miles of gently sloping, sandy beaches, with pleasantly warm water, but of these, only half is publicly owned. Approximately 42% of the shoreline is not open to the public.


To acquaint you with the general topography of California, let’s take a quick trip around the state (see map) to get an overall picture of the lay-of-the-land and what’s available for recreational pursuits. Starting at the Mexico border on the Pacific Ocean, more than 200 miles of sun-washed sandy beaches stretch north to beyond Santa Barbara. These are the famed beaches enjoyed by swimmers and surfers almost year-round.


The Coast Range parallels the shore from just north of the Los Angeles Basin to the Oregon border. These mountains rise abruptly from the sea or from a narrow coastal plain. For the most part, the north coast is a wild and rugged place where waves pound against the rocks, and groves of 300-foot-tall redwoods grow. East of the Coast Range is California’s rich Central Valley, nearly 500 miles long and averaging 40 miles wide. It is the largest agricultural region west of the Rockies, with some of the world’s most productive acreage. The Sacramento/Stockton area has a huge maze of inland waterways.


[image: image]


California’s Topography


In the north, the Coast Range merges with the Cascade Range. The Cascades rise to peaks and ridges 5,000 to 10,000 feet high. Massive and white, Mt. Shasta dominates the landscape, rising to a height of 14,161 feet. To the southeast, the Cascades merge with the Sierra Nevadas near Lake Almanor. The Sierra Nevada, the largest mountain mass in the United States, is more than 400 miles long. The range extends through Lake Tahoe, Yosemite, Kings Canyon, and Sequoia, then disappears into the Mojave Desert.


To the west of the Sierras, gently rolling foothills rise gradually from the Central Valley. The west slopes, cut by many rivers and streams, are generally moderate. The deep-blue waters of Lake Tahoe straddle the California-Nevada border. The east slope of the Sierras drops steeply into Owens Valley. The southeast quarter of California is a vast and fascinating area of three deserts—Mojave, Colorado, and Sonoran—extending to the Colorado River. Winter vacationers enjoy the warm winter days of the desert, which comes alive with a colorful spring wildflower bloom in February and March.


Your whirlwind mini-tour of the state is now complete. The only thing that remains is to plan your next camping trip and pack your gear. You will, no doubt, agree that it may take a lifetime to see all that California has to offer. What a challenge! Go for it!


Visitors from other states who drive to California should be aware that there are State Information Centers located on major highways entering the state. Not only do these centers provide a good rest stop but they also give up-to-date information, brochures, guides, and maps to visitors. The centers are located at US 199 and I-5 (near SR 96) at the Oregon border, and at 5 locations along the Nevada border. Listed from north to south, they are: I-80 near Truckee, I-15 near Halloran Springs, I-40 near Fenner, I-10 near Blythe, and I-8 near Felicity. Prior to a trip, you may want to contact the California Division of Tourism for information. The address for the Division of Tourism, as well as for all agencies that provide camping facilities in California, may be found on page 180.




State Facts


Capital: Sacramento


Nickname: Golden State


Area: 159,000 square miles; ranks 3rd


Population: 29 million + (ranks 1st)


State Bird: California valley quail


State Flower: Golden poppy


State Tree: California redwood


Highest Elevation: 14,495 feet above sea level at Mt. Whitney


Lowest Elevation: 282 feet below sea level in Death Valley





There are rules and regulations encountered at all public campgrounds, whether administered by a national, state, or county agency. Please keep in mind that policies, fees, regulations, and available facilities change from time to time. Campers must stay informed by requesting updated information from the parks they visit, by reading the material posted or distributed at the parks, and by reading newspaper articles reporting policy changes. And while we’re on the subject of staying informed, take time to get acquainted with the rest of the information in this introduction. You’ll find a variety of related topics. In other words, keep reading, don’t stop now!
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This viewing area along the road to the Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest reveals the topography of the eastern Sierra Nevada and adjacent mountains.



How to Use the Camper’s Guide



This Camper’s Guide divides Southern California into the three geographic regions shown in the illustration. (Its counterpart, Camper’s Guide to Northern California, does the same for the “top half’ of the state.) The parks, lakes, and forests within each region are arranged alphabetically and are cross-listed by name and city in the index. The first page of each region locates the park, lake, or forest on the map and gives the page number where you can find detailed information and maps. (Note: Yosemite National Park also appears in Camper’s Guide to Northern California because of its popularity and pivotal position on the somewhat arbitrary north-south dividing line.)


All information in this Camper’s Guide has been supplied by the respective operating agency, either through literature distributed by them, through verbal communication, or through secondary sources deemed reliable. The information presented is basic; it describes the location and outstanding features of the area, tells you how to get there, and lists the facilities and recreational activities available. Mailing addresses and telephone numbers are given in case you need additional information prior to your trip.


The maps showing the location of facilities within a park should be of considerable help. These maps are usually available to you at the park headquarters, but they can also aid you in planning a trip to an unfamiliar park. Most parks are easily found with the help of a good road map; however, in some instances, vicinity maps have been included. Signs along the way can also be relied upon after you reach the general vicinity of a park.
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Not only will this guide help you find places to camp, it will also reveal hiking trails that lead to beautiful waterfalls, like this one at Julia Pfeiffer Burns State park.
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Information on each national forest is arranged by ranger districts, because ranger districts within a national forest operate somewhat independently of the national forest as a whole, distribute their own materials, and in many ways have their own “personalities” because of terrain, recreational opportunities, etc. Visitors who wish to camp off-the-beaten-path should seriously consider purchasing the official national forest map, because even the best road map often does not show the many back roads in the forest.


Backcountry use is so popular in California, a section on “Backcountry Ethics” has been included on pages 16–17 as a guide to traveling and camping by the rules of “low impact.” Checklists to guide you in planning your camping trips are included on pages 18–19. Careful and adequate planning can mean the difference between an enjoyable trip and a miserable trip.


The facilities available at a campground often change, but a change in status usually means the addition of a service rather than a discontinuation. In other words, a camper often finds better and more facilities than those listed in the latest brochure.


May this Camper’s Guide serve you well in the years ahead, whether you are a beginner or a seasoned camper. Take time to camp, to become truly acquainted with nature . . . and with yourself and your family! Don’t put off until tomorrow what can be enjoyed today!



State Parks



Recreation! That’s what California’s State Park System means to millions of Californians and visitors. Some 265 state park units are located on over one million acres of land. Each park offers its own unique opportunities for fun and adventure, as illustrated by the range of titles—state park, historic park, recreation area, beach, wilderness, wayside campground, historical monument, and vehicular recreation area. Henceforth, they all will be referred to simply as “state parks.” This guide cites 64 parks in Southern California. The Camper’s Guide to Northern California cites 55.


There are several types of campsites found in California state parks:


Developed campsites—ordinarily have improved roads, restrooms with hot showers, piped drinking water, and campsites with a table, stove, or fire ring.


Primitive campsites—typically have chemical or pit toilets in an informal area containing tables and central water supply, or in a designated area without any facilities.


Trailer hookups—found at only a few parks. Of course, trailers, campers, and motor homes may also use developed or primitive campsites. Maximum lengths that can be accommodated must be considered by the park visitor.


Enroute campsites—day-use parking areas where self-contained trailers, campers, or motor homes can be parked for one-night stays; they cannot be reserved in advance and the campsites must be vacated by 9 a.m.


Environmental campsites—primitive sites that are isolated from each other and from the main campground; you must hike a short distance to reach them and sometimes carry in water and other supplies.


A variety of special park passes is available. They include an annual day-use pass, an annual boat pass, a Golden Bear pass for people 62 years of age or older with limited monthly incomes, a limited-use Golden Bear pass for anyone 62 years or older for use during off-peak-season (Labor Day to Memorial Day), a disabled veteran/prisoner of war pass, and a disabled discount pass. For detailed information on these passes, contact the California State Parks Store. See page 180, “Resources.”


Selected information on camping that is basic to state parks in general is cited here rather than repeated for each park:


[image: image]


Many of the state parks along the coast offer enroute campsites.


[image: image] Camping is allowed only in designated campsites.


[image: image] Family campsites will accommodate up to 8 persons and 2 licensed vehicles, including trailers.


[image: image] Campsites for groups are available at some 55 state parks. Over 40 of them can be reserved through the State Park Reservation System (see page 11). Some of them must be reserved directly with the park.


[image: image] Environmental campsites are available at many state parks. Maximum stay at any one campsite is 7 days and occupancy is limited to one family or 8 people. Pets are not allowed. Reservations are available for environmental campsites at several parks during peak season (April through October) through the State Park Reservation System.


[image: image] Other types of campsites available at some state parks include individual trail camps, group trail camps, individual horse campsites, group horse camps, boat-in camps, and hike and bike campsites.


[image: image] Wheel-chair accessible trails and facilities are available in many state parks, and more are being constructed each year. A number of parks have accessible campsites. Phone the park of your choice for specific local information about accessibility.


[image: image] Length of stay at each campground is limited, with the range usually from 7 to 30 consecutive days, depending on the season. In addition, there is a limit of 30 days in any calendar year in that unit for general occupancy by the same persons, equipment, or vehicles.


[image: image] Camping fees vary for each classification of campsites, i.e., developed, hookups, developed with coastal access, primitive, enroute, boat-in, and environmental.


[image: image] Persons 62 years of age or older, verified by identification, will be allowed a discount of $2 at all state park campgrounds; they also will be allowed a $1 discount at all state park units that charge for day use on a per-vehicle basis.


[image: image] During the peak season, reservations may be made at over two-thirds of the parks through the State Park Reservation System (see page 11). During “non-reservation” periods, campsites are on a first-come, first-served basis; a few campsites at each park remain on this basis even during the reservation period.


[image: image] Visitors should remember that often a campground that is filled during the summer (or winter for desert parks) will have plenty of room at other times of the year, and even the busiest parks sometimes have vacancies during the week, from Sunday through Thursday nights.


[image: image] Dogs are welcome in most state parks, although they must be kept on a leash no more than 6 feet long at all times. Dogs are permitted only in the campground and picnic areas; they are not allowed on trails or on most beaches. A fee is charged for each dog entering the park.


[image: image] Fires are permitted only in park stoves and fireplaces. Gas-type cooking stoves may be used unless the area is otherwise posted. Gathering firewood in the park is not permitted—even down wood. However, you may bring your own firewood or purchase it in the park.


[image: image] Flowers, rocks, plants, animals, artifacts, and other features of the parks’ natural and cultural history are protected by state law and may not be disturbed or collected. However, collection of driftwood and rockhounding is permitted at some beaches.


[image: image] Special trails for horseback riding and horse camps have been built in some parks. Fourteen parks, some with horse rental facilities, provide equestrian camping.


[image: image] Hiking trails have been developed in most state parks; many of these trails allow mountain bikes. However, the use of mountain bikes is restricted on some trails because of conflicts with hikers, horseback riders, and potentially hazardous trails.


[image: image] For the off-highway-vehicle (OHV) enthusiast, there are 5 state vehicular recreation areas with primitive dirt roads within their boundaries. A comprehensive and beneficial brochure entitled “Guide to Off-Highway Vehicle Areas of California” is available. See page 180, “Resources,” for ordering information.


[image: image] A valid fishing license is required to fish in state park units.


[image: image] Hunting or the possession of loaded firearms is prohibited in all but a few recreation areas; these allow hunting of certain species of game in some areas of the park during specified hunting seasons.


[image: image] A folder entitled “Guide to California State Parks” is available for $2 from individual parks or from the Sacramento office. See page 180, “Resources,” for ordering information.


[image: image]


There are six state parks along the coast of San Luis Obispo County that provide campgrounds; this dramatic plug dome volcanic outcropping is between Morro Bay State Park and Morro Strand State Beach.



State Forests



There are four state forests in California that permit camping; total acreage is around 67,000 acres. Foresters are involved in a very active program of timber harvest, enhancement of wildlife habitat, and protection of the watershed, along with consideration given to public recreation. Recreational activities available on state forest land include fishing and hunting in season in accordance with state laws and regulations, hiking, horseback riding, picnicking, and camping.


Facilities tend to be rustic; many campgrounds have pit toilets or no toilets, spring or creek water or no water. Although camping is free for the rustic facilities, a “campfire and special use permit” is usually required. These are obtainable from the individual forest headquarters. The camping season is normally May/June into November.



National Parks



There are 20 “parks” in California on 4.6 million acres managed by the National Park Service. These “parks” include monuments, seashores, recreation areas, and historic sites. Sixteen of them provide camping facilities: 1 seashore, 4 recreation areas, 5 monuments, and 6 parks. The word “park” is henceforth used as a general term to refer to all of the national areas.


Information on camping that is basic to national parks in general is cited here rather than repeated for each park.


[image: image]


[image: image] All parks have a visitor/information center containing interpretive displays, and sometimes, museums pertaining to that park. Most sell literature with in-depth explanations of history, geology, flora, and fauna. Often an introductory film or slide show is offered.


[image: image] The visitor/information center should always be your first stop; brochures, maps, and a schedule of activities are readily available. Many of the larger parks publish a newspaper outlining activities and other pertinent information about the park’s services, features, and history.


[image: image] Both entrance fees and recreation use fees are authorized at many parks. Campsite users are charged recreation use fees at all campgrounds that have certain minimum facilities and services. See page 12 for “Federal Recreation Passport Program.”


[image: image] Fees for concession-operated facilities are charged by the concessionaires and are not federal recreation use fees.


[image: image] Most individual campsites are available on a first-come, first-served basis and cannot be reserved. However, reservations are available through DESTINET at four of the national parks: Furnace Creek Campground in Death Valley (Oct.–April); Indian Cove and Black Rock (year-round) in Joshua Tree; Lodgepole (third week in May through mid-Oct.) in Sequoia; and 8 campgrounds in Yosemite. Campsites in Yosemite’s Lower Pines Campground are reservable year-round. Reservation dates for other campgrounds in Yosemite, although seasonal, are different for each campground. See “Reservation System” on page 11.


[image: image] The length of stay in most parks is 14 days; during the peak season at some parks, it may be 7 days; during the off-season it may be 30 days; at walk-in campsites it ranges from 1 to 3 days.


[image: image] Areas classified as developed campgrounds have well-defined roads, parking spaces, and campsites. Drinking water, sanitary facilities, and refuse cans are provided. A typical campsite in a campground would include a parking space, fireplace, table and bench combination, and tent/trailer space.


[image: image] Self-contained recreation vehicles’—those requiring no utility connections—can be accommodated at most campgrounds, but size restrictions are imposed at some campgrounds.


[image: image] A sanitary sewage dump station is provided in some parks for disposal of liquid wastes from recreation vehicle holding tanks. A fee is sometimes charged.


[image: image] In a walk-in campground or a walk-in section of a campground, the parking space is provided but is not an integral part of each campsite.


[image: image] Parks often restrict use of group campgrounds—those designed for large camping parties—to certain kinds of groups, such as educational or youth groups. Fees for group campsites often vary according to the size of the group, but most have a minimum charge. Minimum and maximum group size restrictions may apply. Reservations are usually required for use of group campgrounds.
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