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

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: 64 S Main St., Essex, CT 06426.

Thanks for your input!
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The North Twin River Trail climbs over a spur to avoid an impassible section of the river canyon (Hike 35).
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Backlit quaking aspen below the cliffs.










MEET YOUR GUIDE


Bruce Grubbs has a serious problem—he doesn’t know what he wants to do when he grows up. Meanwhile, he’s done such things as wildland firefighting, running a mountain shop, flying airplanes, shooting photos, and writing books. He’s a backcountry skier, climber, figure skater, mountain biker, amateur radio operator, river runner, and sea kayaker—but the thing that really floats his boat is hiking and backpacking. No matter what else he tries, the author always comes back to hiking—especially long, rough, cross-country trips in places like the Grand Canyon. Some people never learn. But what little he has learned, he’s willing to share with you—via his books, of course, but also via his websites, blogs, and whatever works. He has written more than three dozen books, most of them FalconGuides. You can check them out at BruceGrubbs.com.
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BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


The Silver State has a wild and diverse backcountry with a rich contrast between valley and mountain. Nevada offers not only desert salt flats shimmering in the sun but also cool mountain streams cascading down rocky slopes, shady redrock canyons, dramatic alpine peaks, young quaking aspen trees whispering in the wind, and gnarled ancient bristlecone pines silently enduring the millennia.

A Nevada hike can vary from an easy stroll on an interpretive nature trail to a strenuous multiday backpack trip. Hikes of both extremes as well as intermediate walks are represented here. This book is an invitation to escape from the human-made world and discover a world where nature still dominates and time runs on a far slower scale—a place where the foot traveler can feel at home.


Hiking in Nevada

This book contains a cross section of the hiking and backpacking available in Nevada. I’ve tried to include the widest possible variety of hiking, not only to benefit you, the reader, but also to publicize areas of the state in which hiking is threatened by noncompatible uses. Little-known and less-traveled hikes are represented, as well as more popular areas. Relevant natural and human history of the area is included with many of the hike descriptions. But no book can cover all the magnificent hiking to be found in Nevada, so you should regard this FalconGuide as a starting point for your own explorations of this varied and starkly beautiful region of the American West.




Geology and Geography

Nearly all of Nevada lies within the portion of the American West known as the Great Basin: a vast area that also includes parts of California, Oregon, Idaho, Wyoming, and Utah. Within the Great Basin all mountain drainage flows into closed valleys, or basins, and none of the creeks, rivers, and intermittent streams reach the sea. More than 160 parallel mountain ranges, all trending north–south, drain into some ninety valleys. The majority of these isolated mountains are in Nevada. While a few valleys do contain lakes, most are floored with salt pans (also known as playas), created when streams from the mountains evaporate, leaving behind a crust of white minerals.

Elevation in Nevada ranges from just 300 feet to more than 13,000 feet above sea level. The average elevation is approximately 5,500 feet. The lowest valleys and mountains are in the southern and western part of the state, with elevations increasing toward the north and east. The Snake Range is the loftiest mountain range in the state, culminating in the 13,063-foot glacier-carved summit of Wheeler Peak. The title of highest summit, however, is reserved for 13,140-foot Boundary Peak, an outlying summit of the 14,000-foot White Mountains, most of which are in California.

Millions of years ago during the formation of the North American continent, the area that is now Nevada was stretched from east to west by crustal forces. Numerous north-tending fractures, or faults, formed as the rocks broke under the strain. Some of the resulting blocks sank to form the valleys, while others rose to form the mountains. As the faulting continues to lower the basins and raise the mountains, erosion, mainly from water, is wearing down the mountains and filling the valleys. The topography we see today reflects the fact that the faulting is still active enough to keep the mountains from being worn down to a flat plain.

More recently, as these events go, a colder and wetter climate caused snow to accumulate in the higher ranges and form glaciers. The last of these glacial periods ended about 10,000 years ago, but it left its mark on the topography in the form of steep, glacially carved mountain peaks and classic U-shaped mountain valleys. As the climate warmed and the glaciers receded, the massive flow of meltwater collected in huge lakes rivaling the Great Lakes in size. In many parts of Nevada, the ancient shorelines of these lakes are clearly visible as wave-cut terraces along the lower mountain slopes.

During the cooler glacial climate, extensive forests covered the valleys and bordered the lakes, and much of Nevada’s landscape looked like the shores of present-day Lake Tahoe. As the last ice age gradually ended, the warming climate caused plants and animals to migrate up the mountainsides, following the upward movement of their preferred environment. Today, only the highest mountain elevations are forested, and the valleys are deserts. 
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Before You Hit the Trail 3 More creek-sized than river-sized, the South Twin River brings the musical sound of a mountain stream to itscanyon in the Toiyabe Range (Hike 36).








Natural History

Most wet weather reaches Nevada from the west and northwest, in the form of Pacific winter storms. Much of the moisture from these storms falls on the high Sierra Nevada and Cascade Mountains before reaching Nevada. Because of orographic lifting, the moisture that is left tends to fall on the mountains rather than the valleys. Annual precipitation, mostly in the form of snow, varies from 5 inches in the driest valleys to 18 inches in the higher eastern Nevada ranges. Temperatures range from -40 to 115 degrees Fahrenheit. The valleys and lower mountain ranges are too hot for enjoyable hiking in the summer, and the highest ranges are too cold in the winter. The best hiking seasons are spring and fall, but there is plenty of high-elevation mountain country to explore during the summer. Winter is the season to hike the southern and western deserts.

This great variation of climate within the state makes life interesting for the native plants and animals as well. Most plants and many animals are adapted to a limited range of temperature and moisture, and so different communities are found at various elevations in the valleys and mountains.

Valleys in central and western Nevada feature tough desert shrubs: shadscale, bud sage, greasewood, and saltbush. Lower valleys in southern Nevada are covered with creosote bush, mesquite, and the striking Joshua tree, while the higher valleys are dominated by sagebrush. This shrub-grassland covers nine-tenths of the state. The most common animal is the jackrabbit, but coyotes, gophers, red foxes, and western badgers may also be found. Antelope and wild horses favor the open valleys, while mule deer range from desert to mountain depending on the season. Generally the reptiles prefer the deserts; these include rattlesnakes as well as a variety of nonpoisonous snakes, such as king snakes, along with numerous varieties of lizards.

You’ll find forests along the crests of many of the mountain ranges, the mix of trees varying with elevation and location. Some of the valley animals can be found here as well, plus forest animals such as raccoons, porcupines, skunks, squirrels, and chipmunks. Along Nevada’s western border the trees of the nearby Sierra Nevada dominate, with ponderosa, Jeffrey, and sugar pines constituting the forest from about 5,500 to 7,500 feet. Above, red fir, western white pine, and lodgepole pine become common up to about 9,000 feet. A subalpine forest of whitebark pine, lodgepole pine, and mountain hemlock continues to timberline at about 10,500 feet. Above this elevation is arctic tundra.

The central and southwestern ranges have the unique Great Basin forest zones, with dwarf piñon pines and juniper trees between about 7,500 and 8,500 feet. Above and extending to about 10,000 feet are mainly shrubs such as mountain mahogany and sagebrush. The subalpine forest reaches 11,500 feet and consists of limber pine and bristlecone pine. The gnarled, tough bristlecones are the oldest living trees on earth, reaching more than 4,000 years.

Eastern Nevada ranges have a Rocky Mountain forest sequence, with the lowest zone being piñon-juniper, topped by ponderosa pine, then Douglas fir and white fir. The subalpine forest consists of subalpine fir, Engelmann spruce, limber pine, and bristlecone pine. Elk and bighorn sheep generally prefer the rugged mountain slopes to the desert valleys.

Throughout the state, mountain streams are bordered by aspen, alder, chokecherry, cottonwood, water birch, and willow. These locations are favored by beavers as well as many bird species. Rainbow trout have been introduced to many streams throughout the state. Surprisingly, waterfowl are common along the desert lakes and marshes, and the rarity of desert water makes this habitat all the more precious. 
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Phlox grows in a low mat above timberline.








Human History

Numerous archaeological sites scattered across Nevada are critical to understanding the story of early humans in this state. These sites are protected by federal and state law—if they are disturbed, whether by construction, off-road vehicles, vandals and pot hunters, or well-meaning hikers, another piece of the story is gone forever.

It’s generally believed that the first humans arrived in Nevada around 13,000 years ago, crossing from Siberia to Alaska via a land bridge exposed by the lower sea levels of the glacial period. New discoveries, however, suggest that humans may have arrived in North America much earlier. Whenever they appeared here, early people took advantage of the easy living provided by the great glacial lakes, catching fish as well as hunting the native American horse and camel. Others appeared to specialize in hunting mammoths. Most lived in caves or crude shelters, but toward the end of the prehistoric period, around AD 1000, a pueblo culture of well-organized communities developed. Some of these sites contained well over one hundred houses.

After about AD 1100 the more advanced communities were abandoned, for unknown reasons. Some of the people may have migrated elsewhere, and some probably became the ancestors of the tribes discovered by Europeans.

Four major Native American groups occupied Nevada, with the Southern Paiutes in southern Nevada probably being the first tribe encountered by Europeans. The Northern Paiutes occupied the western third of the state; the Western Shoshones, the eastern half. A smaller group, the Washoes, ranged along the eastern Sierra Nevada.

By the time Europeans arrived in Nevada, the climate had become drier and warmer, which made it more difficult for the natives to wrest a living from the land. Most of the Native Americans were hunter-gatherers, migrating constantly to take advantage of the seasons. Recreation time was most likely limited to harvest gatherings or communal hunts.

Probably the first European to enter Nevada was Father Francisco Garces, part of a larger Spanish expedition seeking a more direct route from Santa Fe to Monterrey, California, in 1776. But the Great Basin was still unnamed and largely unexplored when competition between British and American fur trappers heated up in 1826. Jedediah Smith led an expedition across the southern tip of Nevada to California, then crossed the central part of the state from west to east. Another trapper, Peter S. Ogden, entered northern Nevada in 1828 and worked his way south and east to Utah. Further explorations by Ogden opened up a route along the Humboldt River across the northern third of Nevada, a route later used by wagon trains of immigrants headed for the Pacific coast.

The earliest immigrants were trespassing on Mexican soil, but by 1850 Nevada was part of the American territory of Utah. Discovery of gold in California caused the tiny trickle of immigrants to become a flood. Most of the parties used the Humboldt River route, still a major travel corridor used by I-80 and the Union Pacific Railroad to cross Nevada.

Inevitably, trading posts sprang up along the immigrant trails, while others stayed behind to try their hand at ranching and mining. By 1860, when Nevada became a territory, significant deposits of gold and silver had been discovered in the Virginia City area—the Comstock Lode. This caused rapid population growth, and Nevada became a state just 4 years later, in 1864. In comparison, neighboring Arizona Territory did not become a state until 1912.

Ranching has probably been the most stable element of Nevada’s economy throughout the state’s history, and it is a way of life that is cherished by many of the state’s residents. Although there is no doubt that mineral exploration and extraction has contributed more to the state economy, the boom-and-bust cycle of mining has made life difficult for many Nevada communities over the decades.

Since the end of World War II, gambling, tourism, and retirement communities have supplanted mining as the major source of income. Las Vegas is now one of the fastest-growing cities in the nation, and many of the newcomers value Nevada’s backcountry not for its minerals or rangeland, but for itself. Many Nevadans and Americans from other states see the undeveloped portions of Nevada as precious areas to be protected and enjoyed in their natural state. The creation of Great Basin National Park, Nevada’s first national park, was initially opposed by locals but won support as it became obvious how much visiting tourists contribute to the state’s economy. 
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Colorful quaking aspen contrasting with the gray-green sage slopes.








Hiking Techniques and Ethics: LEAVE NOTHING BUT FOOTPRINTS

Although the Native Americans and the early explorers and settlers lived off the land out of necessity, the modern hiker and backpacker finds maximum freedom in being virtually independent of the land. Carrying food, shelter, and warmth in a reasonably light pack, the walker needs only water and a level place to sleep. This lightweight camping style means a camp can be established or broken in a matter of minutes rather than hours, leaving little trace of the hiker’s presence. The ability to “leave nothing but footprints” could hardly have come at a better time. The shrinking American wilderness is under increasing pressure as a steadily growing population discovers the joy and serenity to be found in the outdoors. In the 19th century a small population of miners easily destroyed much of Nevada’s mountain forests. Today those same mountains can provide recreation for a much larger population—if each person treats the countryside with respect.

While walking, stay on established human or animal trails if available, and avoid cutting switchbacks. Members of a large party traveling cross-country should spread out rather than creating a new trail by walking single-file. These practices minimize soil erosion. In the Great Basin the soil is often protected by a crusty surface composed of lichen and moss, which if undisturbed slows the processes of soil erosion.

Very few hikers deliberately litter, and much of what we see along the trail is accidental or the result of ignorance. Orange peels, for example, take a long time to decompose in the dry climate. Individual hikers can easily put an end to the litter problem by packing out a bit of someone else’s litter at the end of each hike.

When making camp, look for sites that are “hard,” such as sand, gravel, or hard dirt. With good sleeping pads, even solid rock slabs make comfortable campsites. Soft campsites, such as meadow grass or pine needles, recover slowly in this arid climate, and must be used with great care to avoid destroying the ground cover. Rather than constructing a level bed or tent site, look for a natural one. Avoid having to dig drainage ditches by choosing a slightly elevated or sloping site where rainwater will run away from your shelter. In heavily used areas, use an existing campsite rather than starting a new one. One of the major reasons people avoid used campsites is the litter and campfire rings left by old-style “heavy” campers. If time and load permit, clean up a messy campsite and leave a pleasant surprise for the next party. Ashes can be buried, blackened rocks scattered, and trash packed out if loads are light.

Although many hikers enjoy the freedom and relaxation of cooking meals on a backpacker’s stove, for others a campfire is an essential part of the experience. In some situations campfires should not be built, such as in heavily used areas, near timberline where wood is scarce, and where prohibited by regulation. Never burn bristlecone pine or any other wood found near timberline—this wood may be thousands of years old, and even small pieces can yield climate data and other critical scientific information. In summer the fire danger may be extreme, and no fire should ever be built on a windy day. In places where it is reasonable to have a campfire, use an established campfire ring if at all possible. Otherwise look for a site in gravel, sand, or bare soil. Then dig a shallow pit, heaping the dirt around the edges to form a wind- and fire-break. Do not use stones, which become permanently blackened and may explode from the heat of the fire. Collect deadwood from the ground, or from the lower parts of trees by breaking it off by hand—never use an ax or a saw. Keep your fire small, both to avoid using large amounts of wood and to keep the amount of ashes small. Never burn trash in a fire; aluminum packaging does not burn at all, and even paper rarely burns completely. The usual result is a fire ring half full of trash, which the next camper avoids in favor of building yet another fire ring. There is no excuse for not carrying out your trash, whether day hiking, car camping, or backpacking. You carried it in—you can carry it out.

When you’re ready to leave camp, make certain the fire is cold by mixing in water or dirt and stirring until there is no obvious smoke or heat. Then check with your bare hand. If you can’t put your hand in the ashes, your fire is NOT out. Last, cover the firepit with the dirt from the original pit, and scatter any remaining wood. After a short time, your fire site will again look natural.

If lightweight food is carried (modern supermarkets are full of convenient items that make ideal backpacking food) and carefully repacked to eliminate excess packaging, the trash resulting from even a week or more in the backcountry can easily be carried out. Avoid burying food, because animals will find it by smell shortly after you leave, dig it up—and leave most of it uneaten.

Wilderness sanitation is a vital skill, yet few people know how to relieve themselves away from facilities. In some areas naturally occurring diseases such as giardiasis are being aggravated by poor human sanitation. Fortunately the rules are simple. If facilities are available, use them. Their presence means that the human population of the area is too large for the natural disposal systems of the soil. In the backcountry select a site at least 100 yards from intermittent streams, live streams, lakes, and springs, then dig a small cat-hole about 6 inches into the organic layer of the soil. Some people carry a small plastic trowel for this purpose. Avoid barren, sandy soil if possible. When finished, fill the hole, covering any toilet paper. Some areas require that all used toilet paper be packed out. Never burn toilet paper—many wildfires have been started by this practice. 
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Stunning sunsets and hundred-mile views are a common reward for hiking the ranges of Nevada.








Our Archaeological and Historical Heritage

In the backcountry you will encounter artifacts of various ages. Some of these structures, tools, and other artifacts date from before European arrival in the Americas. Others were built by early settlers and explorers. All are valuable links with our history and prehistory. Yet increasingly this evidence of early civilization is being destroyed by vandals. Federal and state laws have been passed to protect such antiquities, but ultimately the responsibility must lie with the users of the backcountry. Keep in mind that the relationships among artifacts in a site are often more important than the artifacts themselves. Petroglyphs and pictographs (rock drawings) have lasted thousands of years but are easily destroyed by thoughtless people.




Making It a Safe Trip

Contrary to the impressions of city folk, wild country is not inherently dangerous. Nature is indifferent to hikers, in the sense that there are neither malevolent nor beneficial forces. We must be self-reliant, but there is no need to be paranoid. Once we develop confidence in our techniques, abilities, and equipment, then operating in the backcountry becomes a welcome relief from the complex tangle of civilized living. Wilderness decisions are usually important but also basic in nature. While out there, things that seemed important in civilization lose some of their urgency. In other words, we gain a sense of perspective.

Many wilderness accidents are caused by individuals or parties pushing too hard. Set reasonable goals, allowing for delays from weather, deteriorated trails, unexpectedly rough country, and dry springs. Travel at the rate of the slowest member of your party. Be flexible enough to eliminate part of a hike if it appears that your original plans are too ambitious.

A few plants are hazardous to the touch, such as poison ivy and stinging nettle. Spiny plants like cactus are easy to avoid. Never eat any plant, unless you know what you are doing. Many common plants, especially mushrooms, are deadly.

Animals will leave you alone unless molested or provoked. Never feed wild animals—they rapidly get used to the handouts and then will vigorously defend their new food source. Around camp, problems with rodents can be avoided by hanging your food from rocks or trees. Even the toughest pack can be wrecked by a determined mouse or squirrel that has all night in which to work. Heavily used campsites present the worst problems, but in Nevada there’s not much reason to camp in heavily used areas!

Rattlesnakes cause concern but can easily be avoided. They usually warn off intruders by rattling well before you reach striking range. Since rattlesnakes can strike no farther than half their body length, avoid placing your hands and feet in areas you cannot see, and walk several feet away from rock overhangs and shady ledges. Snakes prefer surfaces at about 80 degrees Fahrenheit, so during hot weather they prefer the shade of bushes or rock overhangs, while in cool weather they’ll be found sunning themselves on open ground.




Water

Water is the most important consideration in planning a desert hike. On day hikes make certain you carry enough. In hot weather, as much as 2 gallons per person per day may be required. On desert backpack trips, you must plan the route and itinerary around water sources. It is convenient but not always possible to be near a spring or stream for lunch stops and at camps. Collapsible water bottles of various sizes, as well as hydration systems, are available and make it possible to carry large amounts of water without filling up your pack with empty bottles. Collapsible containers allow you to carry water for a dry lunch or even a dry camp. Dry-camping technique opens up almost an infinite number of pristine, beautiful campsites. However, plan to pass at least one reliable water source per day, unless the weather is cool and you are experienced in dry camping.

Springs and streams shown on maps are often unreliable. The best way to determine the reliability of desert water sources is through experience in the area, either yours or that of a trusted friend. Allowance must be made for springs and streams that may be dry—do not depend on any single water source. Be aware of reliable water sources that are off your route. Known water sources are listed in each hike description; there may be more, but I have attempted to err on the side of caution.

Very few backcountry water sources are safe to drink—and it’s impossible to tell in the field. Contamination has resulted from wild and domestic animals as well as the increasing human population. Infections from contaminated water are uncomfortable and can be disabling. Giardiasis, a severe gastrointestinal infection, has been receiving more attention in recent years. The latest evidence, however, indicates that humans have probably shouldered more than our share of responsibility, as the cysts that cause giardiasis are spread by all mammals. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that poor backcountry sanitation has contributed to the problem. 
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Storm over the Schell Creek Range.





Purify all backcountry water before drinking or cooking with it. Iodine water purification tablets, available from outdoor shops, are very effective, though some people don’t like the taste. You can buy neutralizer tablets that remove the iodine taste after the iodine has had time to do its work. Read and carefully follow the directions on the bottle. Note that the tablets must be kept dry to retain their effectiveness. Also, iodine does not kill cryptosporidia. Newer halogen-based purifying agents are available that kill all known dangerous organisms, although they are expensive and time-consuming to use.

Water filters are popular because they remove the bacteria and contaminants that affect taste, but are slow, heavy, and don’t remove viruses. A few filters are rated as purifiers; these usually have active elements that kill viruses.

The surest method of purifying water is to bring it to a rolling boil. Boiling kills all pathogens at any altitude, but uses time and fuel, and leaves you with a hot, flat-tasting drink. You can aerate the water to restore the taste and speed the cooling process by pouring it from pot to pot.




Weather

Nevada has an intermountain climate. The dry, clear air allows strong radiational cooling during the night so that temperatures often drop 50 degrees Fahrenheit by sunrise. Even the hottest areas generally have cool nights. Temperatures also drop about 5 degrees Fahrenheit for each 1,000-foot rise in elevation, so mountaintops are usually much cooler than lower slopes.

As mentioned earlier, Nevada receives most of its precipitation as snow, generally during the winter months. However, snow may fall at any time of year on the higher mountains. Be prepared by bringing more warm clothing than you think you will need. During the cooler season, consider synthetic garments made of polypropylene or polyester fibers. These fibers retain their insulating ability when wet better than any natural fiber, including wool. Avoid continuous exposure to chilling weather, which may subtly lower body temperature and cause sudden collapse from hypothermia, a life-threatening condition. Cool winds, especially with rain, are the most dangerous, because the heat loss is insidious. Hypothermia may be completely prevented by wearing enough clothing and wind protection to avoid chilling, and by eating and drinking regularly to keep the body fueled.

Spring, summer, and fall are generally dry, though summer thunderstorms may develop, especially in southern and eastern Nevada. Since much hiking is in the mountains, lightning can present a hazard. Less obvious are the hazards associated with sudden heavy rain, which include flash flooding and rapid temperature drops. Keep in mind that the mountains are eroded mostly during spring runoff and flash floods. Avoid camping in streambeds and dry washes.

In hot weather, water is vital. Ensure that you have a reliable supply, and drink enough to satisfy your thirst—and then some. Remember, if it gets too heavy in your pack, you can always drink it. Your body will use it efficiently.

Protection from the heat and the sun is important. Most people find a lightweight sun hat vital for desert hiking. During hot weather, plan hikes in the higher, cooler mountains instead of the low desert, or hike early in the day to avoid the afternoon heat. Summer backpack trips can be planned to take advantage of the long days by hiking from first light to midmorning, taking a long, shady lunch break, and then finishing the day’s walk in early evening when it cools off. At dusk keep an eye out for rattlesnakes, which are active in the evening during hot weather.








HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


Each hike in this book has a number and name. Some trails have more than one common name, and some hikes use more than one trail to complete a loop or otherwise create a more interesting route. Other hikes are cross-country, without a trail at all. In each case I’ve attempted to name the hike for the best-known trail or feature.


The Hikes

This section provides a general overview of each hike.

Start: This is the approximate distance to the nearest town or city, which is normally the starting point for the “Finding the trailhead” description.

Distance: This is the total distance of the hike. It includes the return mileage on an out-and-back or lollipop hike; for loop and shuttle hikes, it’s a one-way distance. A lollipop is a hike with both an out-and-back section and a loop, and a shuttle (rare in this book) is a one-way hike that requires you to drive a vehicle to the final trailhead or make other arrangements to be picked up.

Hiking time: This is an average hiking time in hours for day hikes, and in days for backpack trips. It is based on the total distance, the elevation gain, the condition of the trail, and the difficulty of cross-country hiking, if any. Fit, fast hikers will be able to do the hikes in less time, while inexperienced or out-of-shape hikers may need considerably more.

Difficulty: All hikes are rated as easy, moderate, or strenuous. Although this is necessarily a highly subjective rating, nearly anyone who can walk should be able to do an easy hike, which can be completed in a few hours. Moderate hikes are longer—up to a full day—and may involve several hundred feet or more of elevation gain; cross-country hiking might be a factor as well. Experienced hikers will have no problems but beginners should hike with someone more experienced, and will have more fun if they are in reasonable shape. Strenuous hikes are very long, requiring a full day of hiking by fit hikers, or several days in the case of backpack trips. The hiking will probably involve cross-country or faint, rough trails that demand good map-and-compass skills, and rough terrain may require some rock scrambling. Only fit, experienced hikers should tackle these hikes.

Trail surface: Most Nevada trails are rocky, so you should expect that. Other trail surface conditions, if known, are described here, including hikes on old roads or paved trails, along with cross-country trekking.

Water: For backpackers, known water sources are described here. Most desert springs and creeks should be considered seasonal, and you should never depend on a single source of water. All water should be purified before being used to drink or cook. Day hikers should carry all the water they’ll need.

Seasons: A general description of the best seasons for the hike, taking into account such things as winter weather and snow, as well as hot summer weather.

Other trail users: This is a list of the other trail users you might encounter, primarily equestrians and mountain bikers.

Canine compatibility: Many people like to hike with their furry friends, so this section mentions whether dogs are allowed, and restrictions, if any. All areas that are open to dogs require that they be under control, either by verbal command or on a leash. If your dog barks or runs up to other hikers, even in a friendly way, then it is not under control and must be kept on a leash. This is just common courtesy to other hikers, some of whom may have had bad experiences with dogs.

Land status: The agency managing the land, and the name of the management unit, if any.

Nearest town: This is the nearest town or city for resupply, lodging, restaurants, and other necessities. Keep in mind that many Nevada trailheads are extremely remote and there are no trailhead services or points of supply.

Fees and permits: This section describes any fees and permits that are required, as well as unusual rules and regulations.

Maps: This lists the Cal Topo map layer(s) and Gaia GPS layer(s) that cover the hike (except for very short nature trails). Other maps may be listed.

Trail contacts: This section lists the contact information for the agency responsible for managing the land that the hike traverses. It’s a good idea to call or email the land management agency before your hike to check on road and trail conditions. Where possible, the contact information includes the mailing and street address, phone number, and website. Email addresses are not included because they often change; check the agency’s website for an email address, generally found under a “Contact” link. Sometimes online addresses change as well, but you can usually find land management units on the internet with a search engine.

Finding the trailhead: This description takes you from an obvious reference point that can be located on a standard highway map, usually the nearest town or city, to the trailhead. Mileages were measured using digital mapping software.

The Hike: Here’s the meat of the hike—a detailed description of the trail or route and the features and attractions along the way. I describe the route using landmarks as well as trail signs, when possible, because trail signs can be missing. And I sometimes leave out features of the hike, to preserve your sense of discovery and exploration. Whenever I can I add background on the natural and historical features of the hike. For even more of such information, you’ll find a list of outdoor and conservation organizations, as well as relevant books, in the appendix.

Miles and Directions: This listing shows key points (such as trail intersections or turning points on a cross-country hike) by miles and tenths. You should be able to find the route with these details alone. (Note that some simple hikes with few or no landmarks do not have a Miles and Directions section.) The mileages in this book do not necessarily agree with distances found on trail signs, agency mileages, and other descriptions, because trail miles are measured by a variety of methods and personnel. All mileages in this book were carefully measured using digital topographic mapping software for accuracy and consistency. GPS coordinates are given for selected points.

Options: If the hike has significant options, such as side hikes, shortcuts, or extensions, you’ll find the description here. Minor side hikes are described in the main hike description or listed in the Miles and Directions.




Finding and Using Maps

Most hikes in this book are accompanied by a map showing the access roads and the specific trail or route mentioned in the hike description. The maps in this book depict a detailed close-up of an area. These maps are intended as general guides. More detailed maps are listed in the maps category and are referred to in the description of each hike. They will be useful or even essential.

Topographic maps published by the US Geological Survey are usually the best for hiking. These maps are published in sheets, or quadrangles, covering relatively small areas, and are also available on smartphone and tablet apps, as well as trail GPS receivers. Topography is shown in detail by means of contour lines, as well as human-made features such as trails, roads, buildings, and so on. This information is very accurate at the date of publication, shown on the lower right corner of each map. Unfortunately the sheer number of maps (it takes several thousand to cover a single western state) makes updating a slow process, so often trail and road information is outdated. Many outdoor shops and some engineering and blueprint shops carry USGS maps. They are also available directly from the Geological Survey.

Other useful maps are published by the USDA Forest Service and the US Bureau of Land Management. These maps cover a larger area and are updated more often, though the topography is sometimes not shown. They are best used in conjunction with detailed topographic maps. These maps are usually available from the office listed under the heading in each hike description, from some outdoor shops, and from the regional or state offices of the land management agencies.

If you’re using maps on your smartphone, tablet, or trail GPS receiver, I strongly recommend that you take a printed map as well. Electronic devices can always fail, and you will not be able to get maps on your phone or tablet in areas without cell phone coverage unless you download them in advance.

For more information, see “Maps and Mapping/GPS Apps” in appendix B.
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