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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.


We would love to hear 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 author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


The Globe Pequot Press


Reader Response/Editorial Department


P.O. Box 480


Guilford, CT 06437




Or you may e-mail us at:


editorial@GlobePequot.com



Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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Introduction

Welcome home, mountain biking souls. The San Francisco Bay Area is where legends are born, the riding is year-round, the trails are impressive, and the access is easy. Let this guide take you away from the urban landscape to enjoy spectacular views, solitude, and some wild rides. Within minutes you will forget there are nearly seven million people living nearby. There is still wilderness out here where you can ride all day and barely see another person.


There are trails for every rider: from beginner to expert, quick fixes to epic rides, and rugged singletrack to smooth dirt roads. There are new trails and the old classics. You may know the trails in your backyard; you may have tested a few trails across the bay. Now ride them all—more than 700 miles. You will be a different person at the end of the journey.


With all the options and honorable mentions, this guide offers more than eighty of the best rides in the Bay Area. Still, there are more trails out there that don’t fit in a handy book. Some trails can’t handle much more traffic, and some are better left to the locals. Look around and you will find them. Contact the local bicycle trail council, join a bike club, connect with a group ride, and talk to the folks at the bike shops. They know where the remaining gems are.


Now a quick bit of business about bike odometers: Some people don’t like them. Why find out you have gone only 15 miles when it felt like 20 miles? However, mileage cues have their place in a guidebook. Some riders may find that these published distances don’t agree precisely with their readings. Sorry, but the book is correct—and that’s that. Do not get hung up about small differences. Readings will vary depending on the calibration of your odometer, the line you ride, whether you backtrack, or if you take any side trips. Use these mileage cues as guides. Armed with the maps, directions, and descriptions, you should stay on track.


Weather

Overall, the Bay Area enjoys a temperate marine climate of mild weather throughout the year. Average temperatures range from 50 to 70 degrees Fahrenheit. Sounds great, and it is. The qualifier here is variability, as in dramatic changes in temperature around the corner.


Offshore breezes along the coast and over the coastal mountains affect temperatures throughout the region. The darling Golden Gate acts as a wind funnel. From June to mid-August, morning and evening coastal fog rolls into the bay. Once it hits Berkeley and Oakland, it fans out over the inland waters and low-lying communities, corralled by the East Bay Hills. Meanwhile, summer temperatures can climb as you move inland to 90 degrees and rising.
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How many betties does it take to fix a chain? A little trailside repair takes place along the Coyote Ridge Trail on the Tennessee Valley–Green Gulch Loop ride.




Even without fog, these coastal breezes (aka winds) can create temperature differences of 25 degrees on a single ride. It may be warm and sunny at the trailhead, yet a fog bank may greet you over the next hill. Unexpected cloud cover can chill the unprepared rider to the bone. Just as likely, you may start your ride in the damp fog and watch it clear away to a warm day.


If you count ridable days, you’ll be pleased that the average rainfall in the Bay Area is only 20 inches and there is no snow to speak of. Actually, that’s wrong; if it snows, everyone talks about it and runs around in it. Typically, most rain falls from November to March, with January’s rainfall being the heaviest. Again, the weather varies dramatically. Annual rainfall can range from 49 inches at the base of Mount Tamalpais to 20 inches in nearby San Francisco or 15 inches in Palo Alto.


As a mountain biker, you will quickly learn the subtleties of the local microcli-mates. Knowing and planning for this will be your advantage. For local weather conditions and forecasts, check out www.sfgate.com/weather or www.wrh.noaa.gov/monterey.


Yes, the first challenge for Bay Area riders is what to wear. The key to comfortable riding is to dress in layers. Lightweight windbreakers, vests, and arm and leg warmers pack easily. Sometimes it is handy to have a change of dry clothing on long rides, especially when your clothes get soaked and you start to chill. You can handle cooler temperatures and wind with a dry layer next to your skin.


Flora and Fauna

The Bay Area offers classic California landscapes: Coarse chaparral and coastal scrub cover the bluffs overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Lush redwood forests thrive in the deep canyons along the coastal fog belt. Rolling grass-covered hillsides are studded with oak trees. Canyons are shaded in woodlands of oak, madrone, bay laurel, buck-eye, and Douglas fir. More chaparral, manzanita, and pine withstand the rugged peaks and craggy outcroppings along ridgetops. In spring and early summer, wild-flowers pop up throughout the region, with the grassy hillsides making a particularly brilliant show.


The diversity of the landscape brings a wealth of wildlife. You may catch glimpses of deer, fox, coyote, bobcat, rabbit, raccoon, squirrel, skunk, and wild turkey. During winter watch out for banana slugs and salamanders crossing the trails in the damp redwood forests. Along the ridges and opens hillsides, you’ll be accompanied by an array of raptors. You may also spot gray whales migrating along the coast.


Not all the flora and fauna are benign. Be aware of these trailside hazards:


Poison oak is pervasive on way too many trails in the region. For the sensitive it can lead to irritating rashes, blisters, and a general crawling-out-of-your-skin discomfort. It doesn’t affect everyone; but while it may not bother you today, you may become sensitized next time. Distinguishing features of poison oak are clusters of three leaves with gently lobed edges:“Leaves of three let it be.” In fall the bright red leaves are easy to spot. In spring the waxy green leaves are often camouflaged. In winter only a trained eye can identify the bare sticks. Preexposure products are available if you know you are heading for infested trails. The best defense is a careful eye, protective clothing, and a wide trail. Be careful how you handle any clothing that touches poison oak; you can still pick up the oil. If you are exposed, wash your skin as soon as possible. Over-the-counter Technu scrub can be effective.


Ticks have become an increasing concern now that Lyme disease has moved west. The Bay Area has more than its share of these nasty hitchhikers. Do some spot-checking while on the trail, and have a careful look-see when you finish your ride. If you get a bite, watch for a distinctive ring appearing around the site. It may appear within a day or up to a month, but not all Lyme disease sufferers exhibit a ring. Seriously, save the tick for lab testing if necessary.


Rattlesnakes are polite poisonous snakes and usually sound an alarm when you are in their space. They are not aggressive, but they do take a stand if startled. The best advice is to be on the alert for them. Chances are you will be a long way from help should you be bitten.


Mountain lions also call the hills and mountains of the Bay Area home. You will see warnings posted at many trailheads. Although sightings are rare, take the warnings seriously. Mountain lions do not take well to surprises. If you encounter one, do not turn your back and ride away from it. Make yourself big; don’t bend over or crouch down. Stare them down as you slowly back away. Rear your bike up as a shield if necessary. Act like a predator or risk becoming prey.


Wilderness Restrictions and Regulations

A slew of city, county, regional, state, and federal agencies manage the wilderness, greenbelts, and open trails of the Bay Area. Each agency is watching out for its respective interests, be it recreation, open space, watershed management, ecological protection, private property, or multipurpose uses. One ride may traverse land owned by several different entities. Each has its own regulations and enforcement personnel, with rules often posted at trailheads. Helmets are becoming a requirement in more and more areas, but you should always wear one anyway for safety’s sake. Some places are more bike-friendly than others are. It is encouraging to see an increased emphasis on the sharing of trails among mountain bikers, hikers, and equestrians. The Bay Area seems to be recovering from a dark period of antibiking sentiment. At the same time, more and more public land is becoming accessible through acquisitions from land trusts. New trails are opening to bicycles!


Mountain bikers are a closely watched group. So, my dear fat-tire enthusiasts, consider every person you meet as a potential lobbyist for or against mountain biking. Make sure your encounter will convince them that we belong on these trails.


Now go out and ride.


How to Use This Book

Each region begins with an introduction where you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. After this overview specific rides within that region are presented.


Each ride begins with a short summary that gives you a taste of the terrain and what surprises the route has to offer. Just below this you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the ride: where the trailhead is located, the nearest town, ride distance, approximate riding time, difficulty rating, best riding season, type of trail terrain, if dogs are permitted, what other trail users you may encounter, trail contacts (for updates on trail conditions), trail schedules, and any fees or permits required. (Fees and permit requirements can change. Check before you ride.) The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable directions from a nearby city or town right down to where you’ll want to park your car. The Ride is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s the author’s carefully researched impression of the trail. In Miles and Directions mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. The Ride Information section at the end of each ride contains more useful information, including local resources for learning more about the area, where to stay, where to eat, and what else to see while you’re riding in the area.


The Honorable Mentions section details additional rides that will inspire you to get out and explore. Short descriptions of each ride are included that cover the rides’ length, directions on how to get to the trailhead, and contact information. The Honorable Mention rides, designated by letters, are located after the numbered rides in each region.


How to Use These Maps

Elevation profile: This book uses elevation profiles to provide an idea of the length and elevation of hills you will encounter along each ride. In each of the profiles, the vertical axes of the graphs show the total distance climbed in feet. In contrast, the horizontal axes show the distance traveled in miles. It is important to understand that the vertical (feet) and horizontal (miles) scales can differ between rides. Read each profile carefully, making sure you read both the height and distance shown. This will help you interpret what you see in each profile. Some elevation profiles may show gradual hills to be steep and steep hills to be gradual. Elevation profiles are not provided for rides with little or no elevation gain.


Route map: This is your primary guide to each ride. It shows all the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, towns, 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.








Map Legend
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North Bay

The Golden Gate Bridge makes a fitting entryway to the North Bay. Heading north across the bridge, you arrive on the dramatic coastal cliffs of the Marin Headlands. Continuing north around the corner, you pass through a rainbow-painted tunnel above Sausalito. At the other end of the tunnel is the pot of gold. There stands Mount Tamalpais, with its deep-seeded roots in mountain biking history. If you look carefully, you will see up-and-coming legends alongside Hall of Famers cruising through the maze of mountain trails running between the San Francisco Bay and the Pacific Ocean.

For all that is said about the folks of Marin, they deserve credit for their tenacious passion for preserving the land. While a no-growth mind-set has driven up housing prices, it also has preserved miles of open space and trails. An array of local, state, and federal agencies managing parks, preserves, monuments, and seashores combines to define the Marinscape: the Marin Headlands, Point Reyes, Mount Tamalpais, China Camp, Angel Island, watershed lands, and county open-space preserves. The brilliant part is the interconnecting network of trails. The permutation of rides is limitless. You can ride all day over hills, along ridges, to the tops of mountains, and to the ocean. Dirt trails will take you from the Golden Gate Bridge to Point Reyes. Awesome.

This has not been accomplished without Herculean effort. Some of the resolve to preserve open space has failed to embrace mountain biking. Staunch stewardship has come back to bite mountain bikers in their chamois pads. With time we will hopefully arrive at a balance among all trail users. For our part mountain bikers need to follow the rules.

Aside from the amazing terrain, the North Bay is legendary for year-round riding. The ridability factor is big here. Coastal fog keeps it cool in summer, to say nothing of the shade of the redwood forests. Then there is the dirt. The North Bay has some of the best in the winter. Okay, some trails are off-limits, some are just no fun to ride, and you don’t want to trash the trails by riding right after a rain. But the soil drains. This is where the East Bay folks head in winter.

The North Bay is not all about Marin County; it extends to Sonoma, Napa, and Solano Counties, encircling the northern part of San Pablo and Suisun Bays. The rolling hills overlooking the wine country offer something that is hard to find in the bastion of Marin: miles of sweet singletrack. Those twisty, never-boring paths are waiting in Annadel State Park, Skyline Wilderness Park, Boggs Mountain Demonstration State Forest, and a city playground called Rockville. Go, while you still can.







1 Tennessee Valley–Golden Gate Loop

Skip the parking lot overlooks; see the Golden Gate Bridge and feel the Pacific Coast from this vantage. Just north of San Francisco, this ride takes you on fire roads through the open grassland and chaparral-covered hills of the Marin Headlands. Savor the spectacular views. Bird-watchers will want to linger near Hawk Hill, Bird Island, and Rodeo Lagoon. History buffs will want to explore historical sights in Forts Baker, Barry, and Cronkhite. However, true mountain bikers will reride the sweet single-track at the end of this ride a couple of times.


	
Start: From the parking lot at the end of Tennessee Valley Road, Mill Valley.

	
Distance: 14-mile figure eight.

	
Approximate riding time: 1.5 hours.

	
Difficulty: Moderate; nontechnical ride with some steady climbing, suitable for hardy beginners.

	
Trail surface: 60 percent dirt fire road, 30 percent paved road, and 10 percent single-track.

	
Terrain: Smooth coastal hills, steep coastal cliffs.

	
Seasons: Good year-round. Exceptional in spring with all the wildflowers, not as nice when cold fog blocks the view.

	
Other trail users: Hikers, equestrians, and cars.

	
Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted.

	
Land status: Golden Gate National Recreation Area.

	
Nearest town: Mill Valley.

	
Fees and permits: No fees or permits required.

	
Schedule: Open year-round, 24 hours a day.

	
Maps: USGS maps: Point Bonita, CA; San Francisco North, CA.

	Marin County Bicycle Coalition, Marin Bicycle Map for Road, Mountain, and Transit Biking, available at most bike shops.

	
Trail contact: Marin Headlands Visitor Center, Fort Barry, Sausalito, CA 94965; (415) 331–1540; www.nps.gov/goga/mahe.



Finding the trailhead: Tennessee Valley Trailhead from Mill Valley: Exit U.S. Highway 101 onto California Highway 1 toward Stinson Beach/Mill Valley. Follow signs to Stinson Beach. About half a mile from the freeway, turn left onto Tennessee Valley Road. The road ends in less than 2 miles at the parking lot and trailhead. Although there are other places to access this route, there are restrooms, picnic tables, and a phone here.

Golden Gate Bridge Trailhead Option

From San Francisco: Head north across the Golden Gate Bridge on US 101. Take the Alexander Avenue exit. Turn left and go under the freeway, following signs to the Marin Headlands. Turn right onto Conzelman Road. The Headlands parking lot is immediately on the left. You can park here and ride up the steep narrow road. Alternatively, you can drive up and park at any of the turnouts near the convergence of McCullough Road and Coastal Trail. Trailhead GPS: N 37 50.013, W 122 29.389.


The Ride

The ride begins with a steady climb out of Tennessee Valley on Marincello Trail and a section of the Bay Area Ridge Trail. Great views of Richardson Bay open up on the left as you climb. Developers built portions of this road in the 1960s with hopes of leading over the hill to the proposed city of Marincello in Gerbode Valley. Think high-rise offices, hotels, and apartments. With a fierce battle, conservationists stopped development plans in the courts and further ensured that this area would remain open space forever. The land was initially preserved as part of The Nature Conservancy, which later led to the formation of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA).
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The Golden Gate Bridge welcomes you to San Francisco.



Past the first summit is a singletrack trail on the right to Hawk Camp, one of two hike- or bike-in campsites in the Headlands. Bikes are allowed on the trail to the camp. The long descent down Bobcat Trail makes up for the first climb and usually perks up fledgling bikers. Gerbode Valley, on the right, is the site of one of the former Portuguese dairies that covered the Headlands from the 1860s to 1960s. Eucalyptus, Monterey cypress, fruit trees, and roses remain today.

Near the bottom of Bobcat Trail, you cut across Bunker Road and climb up Coastal Trail. This brings you to narrow, paved Conzelman Road. On a clear day this is the picture-postcard view of the Golden Gate Bridge and San Francisco. Ride uphill to the lookout near Battery Construction No. 129. This road is very popular on weekends and holidays, so watch out for drivers who may be more intent on the view than on you. Along the way notice the dramatic swirls of sediment layers in the
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Tennessee Valley–Golden Gate Loop



right road cuts, evidence of an uplifted ocean floor. These ribbons of radiolarian chert are part of the Franciscan formation. Radiolarians are single-celled plankton whose skeletons accumulate on the ocean floor.


TIDBIT: The Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA) is one of the largest urban national parks in the world. Although not all the land is contiguous, the total park area is nearly 75,400 acres of land and water. That is nearly two and a half times the size of San Francisco. In addition to the Marin Headlands, other popular sites include Alcatraz Island, Fort Funston, Fort Mason, Muir Woods National Monument, Fort Point National Historic Site, and the Presidio of San Francisco.



Past the lookout, the road becomes one-way and makes a fast drop toward the Point Bonita Lighthouse. Never mind that this is not mountain biking, the view of the coast is worth it. You weave past more batteries, an eerie reminder of the Nike Missile days. Interpretive signs give explanations at each site. There are several scenic picnic areas and campgrounds along the way. The turnaround is at the overlook for Bird Island and Rodeo Beach. Depending on the season, you may find brown pelicans, cormorants, and gulls.

Heading back, ride up Rodeo Valley and past the Marin Headlands Visitor Center. Then jog around Rodeo Lagoon—another great bird-watching spot. The dirt trail picks up again past the lagoon for an easy ride up Rodeo Valley on the lower section of Miwok Trail. You can also take side trips down to the beach and visit the California Marine Mammal Center. This is a rescue, rehabilitation, and research center for sick and injured sea otters, seals, sea lions, dolphins, and whales. For the energetic there is a ride north on a spur of the Coastal Trail to the top of Hill 88.

Miwok Trail takes you back to a junction with Bobcat Trail, completing one loop. The next mile is a steady grind to the summit. Try to enjoy the view of the valley as you climb. The reward is the best and last section of the ride. Old Springs Trail is a fun and wide singletrack back to the stables. Walk bikes through the stables and finish up at the parking lot.
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Throughout the ride keep your eyes up for hawks, eagles, falcons, and vultures. These hills are one of the best places in the country to watch raptors. The Golden Gate Raptor Observatory carefully studies their migration from atop Hawk Hill, above Conzelman Road.




Miles and Directions


	
0.0 START from the parking lot at the end of Tennessee Valley Road. Follow the sign to Miwok Trail North, although you actually face south toward Miwok Stables and Livery. At the gate on the left, take the wide dirt road—Marincello Trail. Trailhead GPS: N 37 51.38, W 122 32.09.

	
1.5 Stay left at the junction with Bobcat Trail.

	
1.8 Pass the trail to Hawk Camp on the right. There is no through access to Miwok Trail here.

	
2.2 Stay right on Bobcat Trail at the junction. A left turn would take you south on the Alta Trail—a hiking-only section of the Bay Area Ridge Trail.

	
2.3 Stay right at the Rodeo Valley Cutoff Trail on left—no bikes allowed.

	
4.2 Turn left onto Rodeo Valley Trail. The trail splits just before a NO BICYCLES sign. Turn right here onto the singletrack. When you get to the dirt parking lot, turn right. Shortcut: You can cut off the second loop by going straight for the short remainder (0.1 mile) of Bobcat Trail. Turn right up Miwok Trail, picking up directions at 11.4 miles.

	
4.7 Cross paved Bunker Road onto Coastal Trail. Stay on Coastal Trail all the way up the hill, ignoring any side trails on the left.

	
6.2 Turn right onto Conzelman Road and ride up the narrow paved road.

	
6.8 At first this appears to be the end of the road. However, continue on the paved road past Battery Construction No. 129 for a steep descent along the coast. As the road levels out, pass by Battery Rathbone-McIndoe.

	
8.7 Continue straight at stop sign toward Point Bonita. You will soon pass Battery Wallace.

	
9.0 Turn left at the YMCA Camp Bonita outdoor conference center. Pass Battery Mendell.

	
9.1 Pass the trailhead to Point Bonita Lighthouse—no bikes.

	
9.4 Reach the Bird Island overlook. Return down the paved road.

	
9.7 Go straight at YMCA Camp Bonita.

	
10.1 Continue straight at the junction; pass between buildings for the Headlands Center for the Arts.

	
10.5 Reach the Marin Headlands Visitor Center and restrooms. Continue straight on Field Road at the junction with Bodsworth Road.

	
10.6 Turn left at junction onto Bunker Road, following sign to Sausalito Beach. Cross the bridge over Rodeo Lagoon and ride onto the dirt parking area on the right. The trailhead for Miwok Trail is on the right here. Option: Stay left on Bunker Road to Rodeo Beach, passing the Marine Mammal Center on the right. Continue to the end of pavement and take Coastal Trail about 2 miles up to Hill 88, elevation 833 feet. Much of the trail is an overgrown blacktop road; sections have washed out (as in completely gone). Bits of singletrack take you around the sections of missing road. There is a steep hike-a-bike up one hundred steps. These are not steps you can ride down. At the top, if you can ignore the abandoned artillery platforms, there is a sweet 360-degree view of the Headlands. It is a fast descent back down Coastal Trail.

	
11.4 Veer left on Miwok Trail at the junction with Bobcat Trail. Up ahead, ignore Wolf Ridge Trail, where no bikes are allowed.

	
12.7 Turn left onto Old Springs for a wide singletrack ride to the finish.

	
14.0 Arrive back at the parking lot.






Ride Information


Local Information

Golden Gate National Recreational Area, Headquarters and General Information, Fort Mason, Building 201, San Francisco, CA 94123; (415) 561–4700; www.nps.gov/goga.

Live Weather Cam on the Golden Gate Bridge, www.kron4.com/Global/category.asp?C=21304.




Local Events and Attractions

Golden Gate National Recreational Area, Marin Headlands Visitor Center, Building 948, Fort Barry, Sausalito; (415) 331–1540; www.nps.gpv/goga.

Marin Mammal Center, Marin Headlands, 1065 Fort Cronkhite, Sausalito; (415) 289–7325; www.marinemammalcenter.org.

Headlands Center for the Arts, 944 Fort Barry, Sausalito; (415) 331–2787; www.headlands.org.

Golden Gate Raptor Observatory, Building 210, Fort Mason, San Francisco; (415) 331–0730; www.ggro.org.




Accommodations

The Golden Gate National Recreation Area operates four campgrounds in the Headlands: Hawk and Haypress Camps are hike- or bike-in only. Bicentennial and Kirby Cove Campgrounds are walk-in sites off Conzelman Road. Reservations are required. Call (800) 365–CAMP to make reservations for Kirby Cove. For the other three campgrounds, call the Marin Headlands Visitor Center at (415) 331–1540.

Marin Headlands Hostel, Building 942, Fort Barry, Sausalito; (415) 331–2777 or (800) 909–4776, ext. 168; www.headlandshostel.homestead.com.




Group Rides

Tam Valley Bike Club, Tamalpais Community Services District, 305 Bell Lane, Mill Valley, CA 94941; (415) 388–6393; www.tamvalleybikeclub.com. Group rides Sunday morning. Full-moon night rides in the Golden Gate National Recreational Area.




NIKE MISSILE SITES Riding the ridges of the Bay Area, you eventually come upon flat and tattered concrete pads. These pads, remnants of the cold war and the Nike Missile era, are positioned at some of the best views of the bay and coastline. During the 1950s the U.S. Army built twelve air defense sites throughout the Bay Area, armed with missiles named for the Greek winged goddess of victory. The first generation, Nike Ajax, contained conventional warheads and had a range of 25 miles. The Nike Hercules replaced these, with the capacity of delivering a nuclear device four times as powerful as the one used at Hiroshima and having a range of nearly 100 miles. No missile was ever deployed, and the program ended with the signing of the Strategic Arms Limitations Treaty (SALT I) in 1972. Today one site is maintained as a museum at Fort Barry in the Marin Headlands. It is open to the public on the first Sunday of every month. Call (415) 331–1540.












2 Tennessee Valley–Green Gulch Loop

On a clear day this is a spectacularly scenic ride through the Marin Headlands. At the peak there is a 360-degree view of the Pacific Ocean, Mount Tamalpais, and San Francisco Bay that is hard to beat. At times the ride through the grass- and chaparral-covered hill is challenging. The climbs, rapid descents, hairpin turns, water bars, and steps break up the cadence of the fire road. Obstacles are relatively short and can always be walked.


	
Start: From the parking lot at the end of Tennessee Valley Road, Mill Valley.

	
Distance: 8.8-mile loop.

	
Approximate riding time: 1.5 to 2 hours.

	
Difficulty: Moderate; some strenuous climbing, intermediate technical skills required for the singletrack and descents.

	
Trail surface: 80 percent dirt fire road and 20 percent wide singletrack.

	
Terrain: Smooth and steep coastal hills.

	
Seasons: Best in spring, summer, and fall. Avoid Middle Green Gulch Trail in the wet season.

	
Other trail users: Hikers, equestrians, and joggers.

	
Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted.

	
Land status: Golden Gate National Recreation Area.

	
Nearest town: Mill Valley.

	
Fees and permits: No fees or permits required.

	
Schedule: Open year-round, 24 hours a day.

	
Maps: USGS map: Point Bonita, CA.

	Marin County Bicycle Coalition, Marin Bicycle Map for Road, Mountain, and Transit Biking, available at most bike shops.

	
Trail contact: Golden Gate National Recreation Area, Marin Headlands Visitor Center, Fort Barry, Sausalito, CA 94965; (415) 331–1540; www.nps.gpv/goga.



Finding the trailhead: From Mill Valley: Exit U.S. Highway 101 onto California Highway 1 toward Stinson Beach/Mill Valley. Follow signs to Stinson Beach. About half a mile from the freeway, turn left onto Tennessee Valley Road. The road ends in less than 2 miles at the parking lot and trailhead. There are restrooms, picnic tables, and a phone here.


The Ride

This is a classic ride through the Marin Headlands and one that offers less traffic than the Golden Gate Loop. Riders seeking a longer ride can combine the two loops.

Tennessee Valley is a popular starting point for all park users. But don’t freak—many of the cars in the parking lot are for hikers and joggers heading down to the beach at Tennessee Cove. With a large stable and arena near the parking lot, this is obviously a popular spot for equestrians. As you head up to the ridge, it becomes quieter.

The ride begins with an easy coast down the paved Tennessee Valley Trail before climbing up the Coastal Trail dirt road. As you climb, look back to see the marsh, pond, and trail leading to Tennessee Beach. The grass- and chaparral-covered hillside is brilliant with wildflowers in the spring. As you reach windswept Coyote Ridge, an ever more spectacular view unfolds of the rugged Pacific coastline and Muir Beach. On a clear day you may see the Farallon Islands, located 26 miles off the coast. Native Americans never set foot on those islands, calling them the Islands of the Dead. Take a moment and enjoy the view, because once you start the descent, your eyes will focus only on the deeply rutted trail ahead.
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Riding the edge of America.




TIDBIT: The S.S. Tennessee, a side-paddle steamer, went aground here in 1853, having missed the Golden Gate in the fog. Fortunately all 551 aboard survived. During certain times of year, the sand washes out to reveal parts of the ship’s engine on the left side of the beach.



At the bottom you can opt for a quick side trip to Muir Beach. Otherwise, ride up the Green Gulch Trail and quietly pass through the Green Gulch Farm Zen Center. The trail narrows for a singletrack climb back to Coyote Ridge. This is a pleasant trail; peacefulness seems to rise from the valley below. Try to hold on to that feeling through the switchbacks; water bars; and short, steep climbs. Bridge crossings here can be very slippery. Be careful not to slide off into the poison oak! Look back now and then to enjoy the coastal view. Most maps say no bike traffic down this trail (it’s okay to ride up), although there may not be a trail sign providing this warning. Do not ride the Green Gulch Trail during the wet season; it is too muddy. Riding under these conditions will ruin the trail.
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Tennessee Valley–Green Gulch Loop



Once back on the ridge fire road, there is more climbing to the highest point of the ride. Although the small peak is not on the fire road, take a short 30-foot detour up the rise for a full 360-degree view of Mount Tamalpais, the coast, San Francisco Bay, and the south tower of the Golden Gate Bridge. Nice—there are no abandoned Nike Missile sites on this loop. Return to the fire road for a quick drop to Miwok Trail, which weaves through a dense eucalyptus grove. As you may now perhaps appreciate, early dairy ranchers planted these nonnative trees as windscreens from the harsh coastal winds. The lower part of Miwok Trail is narrow, steep, and fun. Watch for ruts, water bars, and stairs at the switchbacks. The ride ends with a short jog back to the parking lot along Tennessee Valley Road.

While there are some steep climbs along this ride, they are manageable. Inexperienced riders may want to skip the drop down to Muir Beach; instead stay on Coyote Ridge Trail and be content to ride down Miwok Trail. This misses the more technical backside of the loop but still has some challenges of its own. This is also a good option in winter while the north-facing trails are taking forever to dry.




Miles and Directions


	
0.0 START from the parking lot at the end of Tennessee Valley Road. Head west through the gate on Tennessee Valley Trail. You will be heading down the main paved road toward the ocean. Trailhead GPS: N 37 51.38, W 122 32.09.

	
0.6 Continue straight where the road becomes dirt.

	
1.2 Turn right onto Coastal Trail and begin the climb to the ridge. Stay on Coastal Trail fire road past Pirates Cove hiking trail (formerly the hiking-only Coastal Trail). At the junction with Fox Trail, continue to the left, following signs to stay on Coastal Trail.

	
2.6 Turn left down Coastal Trail fire road toward Muir Beach. The trail is steep, rutted, and extremely muddy in winter. Shortcut: Turn right onto Coyote Ridge Trail and ride the ridge all the way to the highest point; continue ride as described below at Mile 6.7.

	
4.0 At the T junction turn right onto wide singletrack Middle Green Gulch Trail. Option: Turn left and take a quick side trip to Muir Beach. It is only about 300 yards away. Up ahead, the trail makes a 90-degree turn to the left and takes you to a back entrance of Green Gulch Farm Zen Center.

	
4.3 Pass through the gate into Green Gulch. Be sure to close it behind you. Quietly ride along a dirt road past the fields of the Zen Center.

	
4.6 Turn right at the bike trail sign to Middle Green Gulch Trail and Coyote Ridge. Ride along a row of cypress and pass through a gate exiting the Zen Center. Turn left onto the single-track leading through a thicket of anise, thistle, and chaparral. It is a steady climb back to the ridge.

	
6.4 Turn left onto Coyote Ridge Trail.

	
6.7 Arrive at the highest point of the ride. Take a quick left up to a rocky lookout with the last and perhaps best view on this ride. Drop back down and continue left down the other side (southern) of Coyote Ridge.
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7.0 Continue straight as the road becomes Miwok Trail. Be careful where the trail drops down through a thick eucalyptus grove. There can be loose gravel in summer and debris and mud in winter. Bear right to stay on the main fire road.

	
7.7 Continue right on Miwok Trail where the road splits. No bikes are allowed on the trail to the left. The fire road becomes a wide singletrack and gets technical. At the bottom, turn right and follow the trail back along the road.

	
8.8 Arrive back at the parking lot.




Easy Option

Take an easy 3.6-mile round-trip out-and-back on Tennessee Valley Trail. Start from the same west gate as above, but continue straight at Mile 1.2 all the way to the beach at Tennessee Cove. This can be a good family ride. There is one hill near the beach that appears bigger on the ride back. This climb may be more than some kids want to deal with. Not to worry; your kids will be learning one of the first tenets of mountain biking—it’s okay to walk.






Ride Information


Local Information

Golden Gate National Recreation Area: Headquarters and General Information, Fort Mason, Building 201, San Francisco, CA 94123; (415) 561–4700; www.nps.gov/goga.




Accommodations

The Golden Gate National Recreation Area operates four campgrounds in the Headlands. Haypress Camp is hike- or bike-in only off Tennessee Valley Road. For reservations call the Marin Headlands Visitor Center at (415) 331–1540.

Marin Headlands Hostel, Building 941, Fort Barry, Sausalito; (415) 331–2777 or (800) 909–4776, ext. 168; www.headlandshostel.homestead.com.

Green Gulch Farm Zen Center, 1601 Shoreline Highway, Sausalito; (415) 383–3134; www.sfzc.org.




Restaurants and Java Jolts

Dipsea Cafe, 200 Shoreline Highway, Mill Valley; (415) 381–0298.

Pelican Inn (includes an English pub); CA 1, Muir Beach; (415) 383–6000; www.pelicaninn.com.




Group Rides

Tam Valley Bike Club, Tamalpais Community Services District, 305 Bell Lane, Mill Valley, CA 94941; (415) 388–6393, ext. 19; www.tamvalleybikeclub.com. Group rides Sunday morning; full-moon night rides in the Golden Gate National Recreation Area.












3 Angel Island Double Loop

This is a great family ride with stunning views of San Francisco, Mount Tamalpais, and the Golden Gate Bridge. The Perimeter Road loop is paved, but the upper Fire Road is dirt and much less traveled. There are a few short climbs, but overall the grade is easy. The island is rich in history and landmarks. It is a perfect place for a picnic. Bring layers of clothing; temperatures can vary dramatically from one side of the island to another. If you’re unprepared, it can be miserable in the fog and wind. Bring a bike lock if you want to hike one of the trails to the peak.


	
Start: Ayala Cove on Angel Island, arriving by ferry or private boat.

	
Distance: 9.8-mile double loop.

	
Approximate riding time: 1 to 1.5 hours.

	
Difficulty: Easy; that does not mean flat; some hills require moderate effort, nontechnical.

	
Trail surface: 51 percent paved road, 42 percent dirt road, and 7 percent paved/dirt bike path.

	
Terrain: Hilly, grass- and forest-covered island.

	
Seasons: Good year-round, but can be bitterly cold in a windy summer fog.

	
Other trail users: Hikers, Park Service vehicles, and an occasional sight-seeing tram on the Perimeter Road.

	
Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted.

	
Land status: Angel Island State Park.

	
Nearest town: Tiburon.

	
Fees and permits: Contact ferry service for ticket fees. There is also a fee for taking bikes on the ferry. Unless you park outside Tiburon, be prepared to pay for parking.

	
Schedule: Open daily 8:00 A.M. to sunset. Ferry service to the island changes throughout the year. Contact the ferry companies for current schedules and fares. Be sure to allow enough time to catch the last ferry home.

	
Map: USGS map: San Francisco North, CA.

	
Trail contact: Angel Island Association, P.O. Box 866, Tiburon, CA 94920; (415) 435–3522; www.angelisland.org.



Finding the trailhead: From Mill Valley: From U.S. Highway 101 take the Tiburon Boulevard exit and drive east about 4 miles. Turn right onto Main Street and take the walkway on the left to the Angel Island Ferry dock at 21 Main Street. There is a parking lot down Main Street on the right, but it is very expensive for the day. The Tiburon Boulevard parking lot is cheaper; it is on the left just past Tiburon Town Hall as you come into town. Another option is the free parking lot at Blackie’s Pasture. This is on the right heading toward Tiburon, 1.5 miles from the highway. From here you can ride the paved bike path 2.5 miles into town and the ferry dock.

Ferry Service from Tiburon: Angel Island Ferry, 21 Main Street, Tiburon; (415) 435–2131; www.angelislandferry.com.

Ferry Service from San Francisco Fisherman’s Wharf and the Oakland/Alameda Ferry Terminal: Blue and Gold Fleet, Pier 41 Marine Terminal, San Francisco; (415) 773–1188; www.blueandgoldfleet.com.


The Ride

Angel Island is a 740-acre jewel with a rich and varied history. For thousands of years it was a hunting and fishing site for the Coast Miwok Indians. In 1775 Spanish explorer Juan Manuel de Ayala anchored in what is now Ayala Cove. Here he prepared the first charts of San Francisco Bay. Ayala named the island “Isla de los Angeles,” Island of the Angels. In the early 1800s Russians used the island for sea otter hunting expeditions. By 1859, after a dispute over a Mexican land grant, the U.S. government declared ownership. The island has since served as a military installation during the Civil War, Spanish-American War, and World War I, as well as a quarantine station. From 1910 to 1940 it served as a U.S. Immigration Station processing immigrants, the majority of whom were Asian. The entire island became a state park in 1963, after the hard-won efforts of conservationist Caroline Livermore. That is the nutshell history.
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Ayala Cove on Angel Island—another lap before the next ferry?



The ride begins at the main ferry terminal in Ayala Cove. At the dock there is a good display map for bike routes. This map reappears at several places along the Perimeter Road. There are also restrooms, a gift shop, a cafe, and seasonal bike rentals. The ride quickly leaves the cove, passes the visitor center, and heads up a dirt bike path to the paved Perimeter Road—the first and outer loop. The road winds around the island through woodlands of eucalyptus, bay, and madrone. There are several side trips off the Perimeter Road to explore historical buildings and beaches. The route is well marked with plenty of signs explaining points of interest. Watch out for hikers, service vehicles, and the occasional tram.

Going clockwise, the first views are of Tiburon and the Richmond–San Rafael Bridge. At the North Garrison walk your bike down and see the Immigration Station. There are bike racks if you would rather leave your bike. The upper fire road loop begins shortly beyond this point and quickly becomes gravel. After a steady climb the road levels off and becomes dirt near a reservoir. As you pass through pine and manzanita woodlands, watch for deer, which at times have overpopulated the island. There are several intersecting hiking trails to the top of Mount Livermore (781 feet). None of the trails to the summit allows bikes, so lock your bike and enjoy the short but steep hike.

On the southern end of the fire road loop, the woodlands give way to grassy hillsides and panoramic views of San Francisco Bay. As the trail wraps around the island and heads north again, you pass the East Bay camping area. These sites have more protection from the wind than the other two camping areas on the island. You will soon complete the fire road loop and head back down to the Perimeter Road.

Continuing clockwise around the island, the road passes through Fort McDowell (East Garrison) and the crumbling old hospital built in 1911. Fort McDowell processed and discharged soldiers during World Wars I and II.A side road takes you down through the fort and to Quarry Point. Just beyond Fort McDowell, the road climbs steadily. Near the top of the climb is a Nike Missile site and premier view of San Francisco, Alcatraz Island, and, a little farther, the Golden Gate Bridge. In summer you can watch the fog roll in through the Gate and over the Marin Headlands.

The last chance for a side trip is Camp Reynolds (West Garrison). Originally built as an Army camp for the Civil War, this is the oldest military site on the island and location of an annual mock battle. The ride finishes up with a nice descent to the beginning of the Perimeter Loop. If you have time before the next ferry, stop at the visitor center and watch the twenty-minute video on the island’s history.




Miles and Directions


	
0.0 START at the ferry dock in Ayala Cove on Angel Island. Ride along the main road, passing to the left of the historical visitor center and museum. Follow the BIKE ROUTE signs to the dirt bike path on the left, which switchbacks up to the paved Perimeter Road. Trailhead GPS: N 037 52.218, W 122 27 213 (at the dock on island).

	
0.5 Turn left onto the Perimeter Road. Option: You can go either way, but by going left you end the ride with great vistas of San Francisco and the Golden Gate Bridge and a nice spot for lunch or a snack.

	
1.7 Turn right onto the fire road to the upper loop. Ride between the buildings and service area. The road becomes broken pavement and gravel. Stay to the left, ignoring a steep road on the right after 200 yards.

	
2.0 Turn right at the fork. This is where you will complete the upper loop. The surface changes from gravel to dirt. Ride to the right past the water supply reservoir, then veer to the left following BIKE ROUTE signs. The road narrows a bit and winds around to the southern end of the island.
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Angel Island Double Loop




	
4.8 Stay to the left to continue the fire road loop. Bailout: Turn right for a shortcut down to the Perimeter Road (less than 0.1 mile). A posted map will help you get your bearings. Going right (clockwise) on the Perimeter Road cuts the ride in half and omits a steep grade.

	
5.3 This completes the upper loop. Turn right, following the sign to the Immigration Station.

	
5.6 Arrive back to the Perimeter Road and turn right. Ride past Fort McDowell (East Garrison) and the old hospital on the right.

	
6.0 Stay to the right on Perimeter Road and continue straight past the employee residence, ignoring the service road to the right.

	
6.2 On the left there are some steps leading down to Quarry Beach. Past these, the road begins to climb. Ignore the private road on the left to the Coast Guard Station. The road becomes gravel (this may become paved one day) until the crest of the hill. Side trip: Quarry Beach is a pleasant sandy spot for picnics and sunbathing in warm weather. There are no lifeguards, and swimming can be hazardous. The water quality is poor and the currents very strong.
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6.9 Turn left, staying on the Perimeter Road. You may recognize the road straight ahead that goes to the upper fire road.

	
7.3 Stay left on Perimeter Road, ignoring Battery Drew. There are several benches and tables along this stretch for a picnic with a view. Side trip: At Mile 8.1 turn left down to Perles Beach. The water here is very rough and the beach exposed to the wind and weather. However, the view is spectacular.

	
8.2 The Perimeter Road continues to the right at the fork to Camp Reynolds (West Garrison). This can be a side trip down to explore the military camp from the Civil War and World War II. There are restrooms up ahead.

	
9.2 This completes the Perimeter Loop. Take the path on the left back to Ayala Cove.

	
9.8 Arrive back at the ferry dock.






Ride Information


Local Information

Angel Island Association, P.O. Box 866, Tiburon, CA 94920; (415) 435–3522; www.angelisland.org.




Local Events and Attractions

Annual events on the island include a mock artillery battle, a jazz and dinner concert, and a Victorian House Tour. Check the Web site for schedule of events; for the daily weather cam from Ayala Cove, click on AngelCam.




Accommodations

Angel Island State Park; camping reservations (800) 444–7275; www.reserveamerica.com. Tip: If you can score reservations for July 4 and the sky is clear, this is a great viewpoint for fireworks.




Restaurants and Java Jolts

Paradise Hamburgers & Ice Cream, 1694 Tiburon Boulevard, Tiburon; (415) 435–8823.

Sam’s Anchor Cafe, 27 Main Street, Tiburon; (415) 435–4527; www.samscafe.com.

Sweden House Bakery & Cafe, 35 Main Street, Tiburon; (415) 435–9767.




Local Bike Rentals

Angel Island Company, Ayala Cove; open during peak seasons; (415) 897–0715; www.angelisland.com.












4 Old Railroad Grade to East Peak Loop

This is the most popular route from the base of Mount Tamalpais (more commonly called Mount Tam) to the top at East Peak. Once an old railroad line, the grade is gradual and the trail a wide dirt road. There are many ways to modify this ride to make it longer, shorter, or more technical. Sweeping views of the East Bay, San Francisco, the Marin Headlands, and the Pacific Ocean follow you to the top. Want to ride a mountain? Ride this one.


	
Start: At the beginning of Old Railroad Grade fire road on West Blithedale Avenue, Mill Valley.

	
Distance: 12-mile loop.

	
Approximate riding time: 2 to 2.5 hours

	
Difficulty: Moderate to difficult; nontechnical ride up the mountain, somewhat strenuous if you are not used to a long ride. Eldridge Grade and Blithedale Ridge have some technical downhill, rocky and extremely steep in sections. A moderate option is an out-and-back to the top.

	
Trail surface: Wide dirt road.

	
Terrain: A mountain; steady climb from the redwood-forested base at 200 feet to the chaparral- and manzanita-covered lookout at 2,340 feet, with oak and madrone woodlands in between.

	
Seasons: Year-round.

	
Other trail users: Hikers, joggers, an occasional equestrian, and MMWD patrol and maintenance vehicles.

	
Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted.

	
Land status: Marin County Open Space District, Marin Municipal Water District, and Mount Tamalpais State Park.

	
Nearest town: Mill Valley.

	
Fees and permits: No fees or permits required.

	
Schedule: Open daily 7:00 A.M. to sunset; may close during extreme fire-hazard conditions.

	
Maps: USGS map: San Rafael, CA.

	Marin County Bicycle Coalition, Marin Bicycle Map for Road, Mountain, and Transit Biking, available at most bike shops.

	
Trail contacts: Marin County Open Space District, 3501 Civic Center Drive, Room 415, San Rafael, CA 94903; (415) 499–6387; www.marinopenspace.org.

	Marin Municipal Water District, 220 Nellen Avenue, Corte Madera, CA 94925; Sky Oaks Ranger Station, off Bolinas Road at entrance to Lagunitas/Bon Tempe Lake; (415) 945–1195; www.marinwater.org.

	Mount Tamalpais State Park, 801 Panoramic Highway, Mill Valley, CA 94941; (415) 388–2070; www.parks.ca.gov.



Finding the trailhead: From Mill Valley: Take the East Blithedale exit off U.S. Highway 101 and head west nearly 2 miles to Mill Valley. Go straight at the stop sign at junction with Throck-morton Avenue. The road narrows and becomes West Blithedale Avenue. After driving 1.1 miles park along the road. Old Railroad Grade starts at the gate on the right where the road crosses the stream. If parking is not available, turn around at the gate; park back at Blithedale Park or in downtown Mill Valley and ride to the trailhead. There are no restrooms or water.
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Heads-up for the view as you wind down Mount Tamalpais.




The Ride

The Miwok Indians named Mount Tamalpais: tam´-mal (bay country) and pi´-is (mountain). From 1896 to 1930 San Franciscans took the ferry from Market Street to Sausalito and caught the connecting narrow-gauge train to Mill Valley. From there they took the Mount Tamalpais Scenic Railway train to the top of the mountain. With 281 curves this was known as the Crookedest Railroad in the World. The rails have long gone, but the route remains as Old Railroad Grade.

The ride up Railroad Grade is for just about anyone; stamina will determine how far a rider goes. The grade is gradual, never exceeding 7 percent. The ride begins in the cool redwood forests of Mill Valley. As you climb, there is a transition to oak, bay, and madrone (with their distinctive red bark) woodlands. The redwoods reappear in the ravines. Although the creeks are dry in the summer and fall, there are cascading waterfalls in the wet seasons. (Do not drink the water.) After a couple of miles, thick chaparral, manzanita, lupine, and toyon begin to open up the view for the remaining ride to the top.
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Old Railroad Grade to East Peak Loop



About three-quarters of the way to the summit is the historic West Point Inn. This makes a nice stop along the way to snack and savor the panoramic view of the Pacific Ocean and San Francisco Bay. Be sure to bring your own water. There are restrooms and a pay phone here. Sometimes you can buy drinks and snacks inside the inn. Advanced reservations are required to stay overnight.

The uphill climb ends at a parking lot near the summit. During the railroad era a tavern stood here. Visitors could dine, dance, and stay the night. After burning down, the grand old tavern was rebuilt and stood until 1950. Some of the old foundation is still visible near today’s restroom. There is also a drinking fountain, telephone, and vending machine for drinks. On weekends in spring and summer, a small snack bar and visitor center are open. You can lock your bike and hike 0.3 mile up the Plank Walk to the fire lookout at East Peak (2,571 feet). There is also the 0.7-mile Verna Dunshee hiking-only loop around the peak, with an amazing panorama of the Bay. On a clear day you can see Mount Diablo to the east.
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