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  Hiking Santa Barbara




  Santa Barbara is a captivating, inviting community that is located in a beautiful, natural setting along California’s Pacific coast. The temperate climate and refreshing ocean breezes, very similar to the Mediterranean, have distinguished this area as “the jewel of the American Riviera.”




  Santa Barbara lies in a unique area. The landscape around the city includes mountainous terrain, preserved forests and wilderness areas, and stretches of undeveloped coast. To the north of the coast, the Santa Ynez Mountains rise 3,000 feet, serving as a backdrop to Santa Barbara and the nearby coastal communities. These mountains separate the coastal plain from the rolling farmlands and mountainous interior of Santa Barbara County. The incredible Big Sur coastline lies farther up the coast between Santa Barbara and Monterey. The cities of San Luis Obispo (100 miles northwest) and Los Angeles (90 miles south) are a comfortable drive away.




  Day Hikes Around Santa Barbara includes 113 day hikes within a 65-mile radius of the city. The trails have been chosen for their scenery, variety, and ability to be hiked within a day. The network of hiking trails around Santa Barbara stretches along the coast, up and over the Santa Ynez Mountains, and throughout the Santa Ynez River Valley. These hikes include an excellent cross section of scenery and difficulty levels, ranging from coastal beach walks to steep canyon climbs with far-reaching views. Highlights include oceanside bluffs; beaches; tidepools; wetland preserves; sculpted gorges; rock outcroppings with caves; numerous waterfalls; secluded pools in mossy canyons; mountain ridge trails; historical sites; stunning overlooks of wide mountain valleys, towns, and the Pacific Ocean; and some of southern California’s best scenery.




  




  HIKES 1–19 are found in the area around the city of Ojai in neighboring Ventura County. Nearly all of the hikes travel along river valleys and canyons. The lightly used trails wind through national forest and wilderness land.




  Farther west lie the coastal communities of Carpinteria, Summerland, and Montecito, HIKES 20–41. Coastal hikes include tidepools, beaches, and wildlife viewing areas. A short distance inland, trails and abandoned roads crisscross the foothills and canyons that lead down to the ocean.




  HIKES 42–63 are found in the immediate vicinity of Santa Barbara, Goleta, and Isla Vista. Natural undeveloped scenery surrounds the majority of the trails. Several hikes lead up through cool river canyons to great coastal and city overlooks. Undeveloped parks and wildlife habitats offer shady retreats just minutes from the urban areas. HIKEs 64–72 continue west along the coast to Gaviota State Park.




  The Camino Cielo Road travels along the ridge that divides the coastline from the Santa Ynez River Valley. HIKES 73–89 are found in this area, known as the Upper Country. These backcountry hikes are found from along the ridge to the valley below. Some of the hikes follow the Santa Ynez River Valley and its tributaries. Several others are high elevation climbs that offer the reward of 360-degree panoramic views, from the inland mountains to the Pacific Ocean.




  The North Country includes HIKES 90–113 in the area that stretches from Lake Cachuma to the northern county line along the Santa Maria River. Here you will find mountainous backcountry, coastal bluffs, secluded beaches, a historic mission, salt flats along the San Andreas faultline, and the highest sand dunes on the west coast.




  All of these hikes are found within an hour’s drive of Santa Barbara and can be completed within a day. A quick glance at the hikes’ summaries will allow you to choose a hike that is appropriate to your ability and intentions. An overall map on the next page identifies the general locations of the hikes and major roads. Several other regional maps (underlined in the table of contents), as well as maps for each hike, provide the essential details. The Thomas Guide, or other comparable street guide, is essential for navigating through the urban areas. Other relevant maps are listed under the hikes’ statistics if you wish to explore more of the area.




  A few basic necessities will make your hike more pleasurable. Wear supportive, comfortable hiking shoes and layered clothing. Take along hats, sunscreen, sunglasses, drinking water, snacks, and appropriate outerwear. Bring swimwear and outdoor gear if heading to the beaches. Ticks may be prolific and poison oak flourishes in the canyons and shady moist areas. Exercise caution by using insect repellent and staying on the trails.




  Use good judgement about your capabilities—reference the hiking statistics for an approximation of difficulty and allow extra time for exploration.
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1. Potrero John Trail




  Hiking distance: 4 miles round trip




  Hiking time: 2 hours




  Elevation gain: 600 feet




  Maps: U.S.G.S. Wheeler Springs




  Matilija and Dick Smith Wilderness Map Guide




  Sespe Wilderness Trail Map




  Summary of hike: Potrero John Canyon is tucked into the southern slopes of Pine Mountain in the 220,000-acre Sespe Wilderness, part of the Los Padres National Forest. The Potrero John Trail is an uncrowded, lightly used trail that begins at an elevation of 3,655 feet, where Potrero John Creek empties into Sespe Creek. The trail follows Potrero John Creek through a narrow gorge and up the canyon. There is also an open meadow dotted with red baked manzanita and views of the surrounding mountains. At the trail’s end is Potrero John Camp, a creekside flat shaded with oaks.




  Driving directions: OJAI. From Ojai, drive 21 miles north on Highway 33 (Maricopa Highway) to the trailhead parking pullout on the right side of the road. It is located on the north side of Potrero Bridge.




  Hiking directions: Hike north past the trailhead sign, immediately entering the narrow, steep-walled canyon on the west side of Potrero John Creek. After three successive creek crossings, the trail enters the Sespe Wilderness. There are eight creek crossings in the first mile while passing various pools and cascades. At one mile, leave the narrow canyon and emerge into a large, open meadow. At the far side of the meadow, the trail ends at Potrero John Camp, a walk-in camp on the banks of the creek. Return to the trailhead along the same route.




  To hike farther, a rough, unmaintained trail heads upstream over rocks, downfall, and underbrush. Along the way are continuous pools, cascades, and waterfalls. ∎
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2. Rose Valley Falls




  Hiking distance: 1 mile round trip




  Hiking time: 30 minutes




  Elevation gain: 300 feet




  Maps: U.S.G.S. Lion Canyon




  Sespe Wilderness Trail Map




  Summary of hike: Rose Valley Falls is a 300-foot, three-tiered waterfall at the northern base of Nordhoff Ridge in the Topatopa Mountains. This hike follows Rose Valley Creek up a shady canyon to the base of the lower falls, a 100-foot, multistrand waterfall. The tall and narrow waterfall cascades through a notch over the near-vertical cliffs onto the rocks below in a cool, moss-covered grotto. This short, easy trail begins at the Rose Valley Campground at an elevation of 3,450 feet. There are also three lakes near the campground that are stocked with trout.




  Driving directions: OJAI. From Ojai, drive 14.6 miles north on Highway 33 (Maricopa Highway) to the Rose Valley Road turnoff and turn right. Continue 3 miles to the Rose Valley Campground turnoff across from the lower lake and turn right. Drive 0.5 miles to the south end of the campground loop road to the signed trailhead by campsite number 4.




  




  Hiking directions: Hike south past the trailhead sign, immediately entering the thick coastal live oak, bay, and sycamore forest on the well-defined trail. Cross a tributary of Rose Valley Creek, and stay on the main path as you make your way up the lush, narrow canyon. The first of several small waterfalls can be spotted on the left at 0.2 miles. Short side paths lead down to the creek by these waterfalls and pools. The trail ends at a half mile at the base of lower Rose Valley Falls with its bridal veil beauty, beneath the colorful mossy rock wall. Return along the same path.




  To extend the hike, the Nordhoff Road (a gated road) climbs 2.1 miles west to Nordhoff Ridge, with sweeping coastal and mountain vistas. At the entrance gate to the campground, the Rose-Lion Connector Trail heads east to Lion Canyon (Hike 3). ∎
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3. Lion Canyon Trail to West Fork Lion Camp and East Fork Lion Camp





  Hiking distance:5.6 miles round trip




  Hiking time: 3 hours




  Elevation gain: 350 feet




  Maps: U.S.G.S. Lion Canyon




  Sespe Wilderness Trail Map




  Summary of hike: Lion Canyon Creek flows 6.5 miles from the upper slopes of the Topatopa Mountains through Lion Canyon, emptying into Sespe Creek. The Lion Canyon Trail follows the canyon over five miles, from Middle Lion Campground to 5,160-foot Nordhoff Ridge. The vistas expand across Ojai Valley to the ocean and Channel Islands. This hike follows the lower portion of the trail through the forested canyon along Lion Creek to a three-way trail fork, where the canyon splits at the confluence of the East Fork and West Fork. Footpaths follow each fork to shaded backcountry camps on creekside flats with lush vegetation. Both camps have a beautiful waterfall and pool that are surrounded by rounded boulders.




  Driving directions: OJAI. From Ojai, drive 14.6 miles north on Highway 33 (Maricopa Highway) to the Rose Valley Road turnoff and turn right. Continue 4.8 miles to a road split. Take the right fork 0.8 miles down to the Middle Lion Campground and trailhead parking area.




  Hiking directions: Walk east along the unpaved campground road, crossing Lion Canyon Creek. Take the signed trail to the right, and head south up Lion Canyon. Continue hiking gradually uphill along the east side of the canyon. At 1.3 miles is a posted junction with the Rose-Lion Connector Trail to the right, which leads to Rose Valley Campground (Hike 2). Proceed straight ahead, staying in Lion Canyon, to another creek crossing at two miles. After crossing is a three-way trail split known as Four Points Trail Junction.




  From the Four Point Trail Junction are three options. The left fork (East Fork Lion Canyon Trail) leads a half mile to East Fork Lion Camp and a waterfall and pool within the Sespe Wilderness. The Lion Canyon Trail (middle route) continues straight ahead, gaining 1,700 feet over 3.6 miles to Nordhoff Ridge. Atop the ridge are spectacular coastal and mountain views. Traversing the ridge is Nordhoff Ridge Road, a vehicle-restricted road. From the road, routes lead down the ridge into Horn Canyon and Sisar Canyon into Ojai Valley.




  For now, go to the right on the West Fork Trail. Stay on the east side of the creek along the edge of the rocky hillside. Less than a half mile from the junction is West Fork Lion Camp. Rock hop up the narrow drainage a short distance past the camp to a beautiful waterfall and pool.




  Return 0.4 miles to Four Points Trail Junction. Take the East Fork Lion Canyon Trail and enter the narrow canyon. Weave through the tall, reedy deer grass, used by the Chumash Indians to weave baskets. The canyon soon opens, with pockets of pines gracing the canyon slopes. Cross an ephemeral tributary to East Fork Lion Creek Camp at a half mile. Walk through the pine-dotted camp, passing a few metal grills and fire pits. Just past the camp, follow the creek, scrambling through the boulders to a box canyon and rock grotto with a waterfall and pool. Return by retracing your route. ∎
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4. Piedra Blanca Formations




  Piedra Blanca Camp and Twin Forks Camp




  GENE MARSHALL – PIEDRA BLANCA NATIONAL RECREATION TRAIL




  Hiking distance: 6.4 miles round trip




  (1.25 miles to Piedra Blanca formations)




  Hiking time: 3.5 hours




  Elevation gain: 600 feet




  Maps: U.S.G.S. Lion Canyon




  Sespe Wilderness Trail Map




  Summary of hike: The magnificent Piedra Blanca Formations (meaning white rock in Spanish) are huge weather-sculpted sandstone outcrops carved by wind and water. The impressive formations stretch for over a mile, with rounded slopes, sheer cliffs, caves, and overhangs. You can easily spend the day exploring the trails around the unique rocks, cavities, and caves. The Gene Marshall-Piedra Blanca National Recreation Trail, a 17.7-mile trail in the Sespe Wilderness, weaves through these eroded monoliths en route to a series of wilderness campsites. This hike begins at Sespe Creek and winds through the formations, following Piedra Blanca Creek to Piedra Blanca Camp and Twin Forks Camp.




  Driving directions: OJAI. From Ojai, drive 14.6 miles north on Highway 33 (Maricopa Highway) to the Rose Valley Road turnoff and turn right. Continue 4.8 miles to a road split. Take the left fork 0.9 miles down to the trailhead parking lot at the end of the road.




  Hiking directions: From the signed path by the restrooms, walk towards the river gorge. Descend the slope through chaparral to an open flat. Cross the flat on the boulder-lined path to Lion Canyon Creek. Rock-hop over the creek to Sespe Creek at 0.3 miles. Wade across the river or use rocks as stepping-stones to a T-junction. The Sespe River Trail (Hike 5) goes to the right. Bear left on the Gene Marshall-Piedra Blanca National Recreation Trail, and head downstream a short distance. Curve right and climb the slope to great views of the Piedra Blanca rock outcrops straight ahead. Wind through scrub and chaparral to a posted junction. The Middle Sespe Trail bears left and heads 3.5 miles west to Rock Creek and another 3.5 miles west to Highway 33 by the abandoned Beaver Campground. Veer to the right, staying on the Marshall-Piedra Blanca Trail. Enter the Sespe Wilderness, reaching the Piedra Blanca formations at 1.25 miles. At the formations, leave the main trail and explore the area, choosing your own route.




  To extend the hike, the Gene Marshall-Piedra Blanca National Recreation Trail winds through the stunning rock garden. Drop down the back side of the formations into a deep stream-fed ravine. Cross a tributary of Piedra Blanca Creek, and enter wide Piedra Blanca Canyon. Head north, parallel to Piedra Blanca Creek, following the west edge of the canyon through a pocket of oaks and exposed scrub. Traverse the lower slope, overlooking a few pools and small waterfalls. Loop around a side canyon, and drop into a circular flat with majestic oaks and boulders on the banks of Piedra Blanca Creek at 2.9 miles. Continue up-canyon and pass a five-foot waterfall by a rock-rimmed pool. Cross the creek on large boulders, and walk 50 yards to a signed junction.




  The main trail continues straight ahead 3.3 miles to Pine Mountain Lodge, nestled in the conifers. For this hike, veer right 20 yards and cross the North Fork Piedra Blanca Creek. Climb another 20 yards to the Twin Forks Camp at 3.2 miles, a small campsite on a flat bench with scattered oaks above the creek. Return by retracing your steps. ∎




  
5. Sespe River Trail




  Hiking distance: 3.5 miles round trip




  Hiking time: 2 hours




  Elevation gain: 200 feet




  Maps: U.S.G.S. Lion Canyon




  Sespe Wilderness Trail Map




  Summary of hike: Sespe Creek is a wide body of water that winds 55 miles through the Sierra Madre, from Potrero Seco to the Santa Clara River in Fillmore. The creek is formed by more than thirty tributary streams and appears more like a river than a creek. It is popular for whitewater rafting and kayaking. The Sespe River Trail stretches 17 miles along the Old Sespe Road, parallel to Sespe Creek. The trail leads to Sespe Hot Springs, a natural hot springs in the Los Padres National Forest with rock-lined soaking pools. This hike follows a portion of the trail into the Sespe Wilderness on a bluff above the creek to a scenic overlook. The trail parallels the creek past deep pools and sandy flats, crossing Piedra Blanca Creek and Trout Creek.




  Driving directions: OJAI. From Ojai, drive 14.6 miles north on Highway 33 (Maricopa Highway) to the Rose Valley Road turnoff and turn right. Continue 4.8 miles to a road split. Take the left fork 0.9 miles down to the trailhead parking lot at the end of the road.




  Hiking directions: From the signed path by the restrooms, walk towards the river gorge. Descend the slope through chaparral to an open flat. Cross the flat on the boulder-lined path to Lion Canyon Creek. Rock-hop over the creek to Sespe Creek at 0.3 miles. Wade across the creek or use rocks as stepping stones to a T-junction. The Gene Marshall-Piedra Blanca National Recreation Trail goes to the left (Hike 4). Take the right fork on the Sespe River Trail and head downstream, parallel to the northern banks of Sespe Creek. In a half mile, the trail crosses Piedra Blanca Creek. After crossing, the trail narrows as it enters a canyon. Past the canyon, the trail widens out again and crosses Trout Creek. Along the way, side paths lead down to the creek. A short distance ahead, enter the Sespe Wilderness and pass through a gate, gaining elevation to a vista overlooking the canyon. At the top of the ridge, the views open toward the mountains in the north. The ridge is the turn-around point.




  To hike farther, the trail follows Sespe Creek downstream for miles, crossing the creek numerous times. The first crossing is at Bear Canyon, 4.5 miles from the trailhead. Sespe Hot Springs is another 10.5 miles past Bear Canyon. ∎
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6. Wheeler Gorge Nature Trail




  Hiking distance: 1-mile loop




  Hiking time: 30 minutes




  Elevation gain: 200 feet




  Maps: U.S.G.S. Wheeler Springs




  Sespe Wilderness Trail Map




  Summary of hike: Wheeler Gorge Nature Trail is an interpretive trail on the North Fork Matilija Creek near Wheeler Gorge Campground. The trail is an excellent introduction to the shaded creekside riparian habitats and arid chaparral plant communities that are so common throughout the area. The path winds through a small canyon gorge under sycamores, cottonwoods, willows and oaks, following the year-round creek past trickling waterfalls and bedrock pools. Free brochures from the Ojai Ranger Station correspond with numbered posts along the trail.




  Driving directions: OJAI. From Ojai, drive 8 miles north on Highway 33 (Maricopa Highway) to the Wheeler Gorge Campground on the left. Continue on the highway another 0.5 miles to the posted nature trail on the left by a locked metal gate, just before crossing the bridge over the North Fork Matilija Creek.




  Hiking directions: From the trailhead map panel, take the path to the right, following the North Fork Matilija Creek upstream. Cross under the Highway 33 bridge, passing cascades, small waterfalls, and pools. Rock hop to the north side of the creek, and climb up through chaparral dotted with oaks. Follow the watercourse, passing a 12-foot waterfall between signposts 7 and 8. Cross over a rock formation, and wind through a shady tunnel of tall chaparral. Climb rock steps to a vista of Dry Lakes Ridge to the north. Curve away from the creekside vegetation, and descend on the northern slope of the arid hillside. Curve left and parallel Highway 33 from above. Drop back down to the creek, completing the loop. Recross the creek and return to the trailhead. ∎
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7. Murietta Canyon




  Hiking distance: 3.4 miles round trip




  Hiking time: 1.5 hours




  Elevation gain: 200 feet




  Maps: U.S.G.S. Old Man Mountain and White Ledge Peak




  Matilija and Dick Smith Wilderness Map Guide




  Sespe Wilderness Trail Map




  Summary of hike: San Antonio Creek, Coyote Creek, and Matilija Creek form the headwaters of the 31-mile long Ventura River. Matilija Creek, draining from the north, delineates the boundary between the Santa Ynez Mountains and the Topatopa Mountains. The diverse and wild landscape of the Matilija Creek watershed lies within the protected Matilija Wilderness. Hikes 7 – 9 explore the Matilija – Murietta Creek drainage.
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