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  Introduction




  




  When most people think of Palm Springs, they think of Hollywood celebrities and major golf tournaments. The residents of Palm Springs who are hikers know better. They know that the desert city is bordered on the immediate west and south by Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument, as well as the Agua Caliente Indian Reservation, which contains the Indian Canyons. Hikes in these areas are just a few minutes from Palm Springs. There are also some great trails just a little farther from Palm Springs along the Palms to Pines Highway (CA 74). Big Morongo Canyon Preserve, about an hour north of Palm Springs, features a small loop trail system through the preserve’s wetlands, as well as a scenic trail along Big Morongo Canyon itself. Coachella Valley Preserve, just east of Palm Springs, has an extensive network of hiking trails.




  Towering above the city and snowcapped in winter, the high country of the San Jacinto and Santa Rosa Mountains are a summer hiker’s paradise, but are beyond the scope of this guide.




  Much of the two mountain ranges that border Palm Springs on the west and south are contained in the Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument, which is jointly managed by the Bureau of Land Management and the U.S. Forest Service.




  The Indian Canyons, which include Tahquitz Canyon and lower Palm Canyon and its tributaries, are owned and managed by the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians.




  The Palms to Pines Highway connects Palm Desert and adjoining cities to Idyllwild and the high country of the San Jacinto Mountains. Several of the hikes in this book are at intermediate elevations along the highway.




  Big Morongo Canyon Preserve lies at the east end of the Little San Bernardino Mountains, and preserves a large wetlands as well as Big Morongo Canyon.




  Coachella Valley Preserve is just east of Palm Springs. The preserve protects rolling desert hills and several palm oasis sites, as well as interesting geology.




  Geology




  




  The Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains represent the northern end of the Peninsular Ranges, which form the mountainous spine of Baja California and extend north into the Palm Springs region. The San Andreas Fault zone runs though the adjoining Coachella Valley, and is the area where the Pacific and North American continental plates are colliding. As the two continental plates move past each other, something has to give—and that something is the rocks as they shatter along fault lines. The basic movement along the faults is horizontal, but these immense forces also cause mountain ranges to rise and valley floors to drop. Although the San Andreas Fault itself is the most famous, there are many other active faults in this fault zone.




  Because of this active geology, the topography in the vicinity of Palm Springs is dramatic. The mountains surrounding Palm Springs are fault block ranges that have been raised to their present lofty altitudes by vertical movement along the numerous faults that bisect the area. The mass of rock that makes up these mountains is part of the Southern California Batholith, a body of light-colored granite and related rocks that formed as magma slowly solidified into solid rock deep underground. Metamorphic rocks such as schist are found on the eastern slopes of the San Jacintos. Under intense heat and pressure, these rocks were transformed from their sedimentary origins into new forms without ever actually melting.




  Plants and Animals




  




  The life zone concept is used to explain how plant communities tend to group at different altitudes. Because the mountains become wetter and cooler as you ascend, different plant communities and the animals that depend on them tend to thrive at different altitudes. At the base of the mountains, in the Coachella Valley, you are in the Colorado Desert, the western division of the Sonoran Desert—one of the four major North American deserts. This area lies at or below sea level. As you ascend the east slopes of Mount San Jacinto, you’ll pass through four more life zones, culminating in the arctic-alpine life zone around the summit. Because of this great range in elevation—one of the largest in the United States—there is a corresponding diversity of plants and animals.




  Runoff from snowmelt and summer storms creates many permanent streams in the canyons flanking the high mountains. Other water comes to the surface in the form of springs, where groundwater is dammed along faults and forced to the surface. In the desert foothills, many of these springs support oases of California fan palms, which other plants, as well as birds and animals, use as green, cool, and sheltered refuges from the surrounding desert.




  After a wet winter and spring, if conditions are just right, the desert comes alive with an unbelievable display of wildflowers. Although it’s difficult to predict the flower display in a given year, it’s worth making the effort to hike in a good flower year. Some flowers, such as Indian paintbrush, start to bloom as early as February, but the main display is reserved for March and April. Cactus such as barrel, prickly pear, and hedgehog tend to bloom in April and May. Check www.desertusa.com for flower updates throughout the desert.




  Weather




  




  Climate varies with elevation and aspect, as the higher mountains and west-facing slopes wring more moisture out of passing storms. The lofty mountains tend to intercept much of the moisture from storms moving west off the Pacific Ocean, creating a rain shadow on their eastern sides. Palm Springs gets less than 6 inches of precipitation per year, and nearly every day is sunny. It’s common for Palm Springs residents to look up and see snowstorms swirling around the 10,000-foot summits to the west while the city on the desert floor is basking in warm sunshine.




  Most of the hikes in this book lie at low elevations, where the summer heat is intense, often producing daily highs above 110 degrees F. Temperatures drop rapidly at night due to the dry, clear air, so nights can be chilly. It is best to hike early in the morning during the summer. During late summer, there are occasional outbreaks of afternoon thunderstorm activity. During these periods, hike early, and get off exposed ridges and summits before thunderstorms form and lightning begins to strike.




  Fall and spring are very pleasant in the foothills, as temperatures max out in the 80s. Nights can be chilly, as the temperature often drops forty or fifty degrees from the afternoon high. Fall brings dry, stable weather, even on the high summits, while spring can bring stunning displays of wildflowers if winter and spring rains have been plentiful.




  Winter in Palm Springs sees temperatures topping out in the 70s, and it’s always a little cooler just above the city in the Santa Rosa and San Jacinto foothills. Although nighttime temperatures can drop below freezing, the dry, stable weather means that even winter is a good hiking season.




  The best source for up-to-date weather information is the National Weather Service in San Diego; the website is www.weather.gov/sandiego. Commercial weather sources concentrate on urban areas and highway corridors, but by using the National Weather Service website, you can click on a map and get a specific point forecast for the trail you plan to hike. This is important because the weather in the mountains is usually much different than the weather in the city.




  Hazards and Environmental Considerations




  




  • In the desert, even in the winter when the air is cool, dehydration is a serious concern. Because the humidity is usually very low, your body loses moisture insensibly. Carry and drink plenty of water, and eat high energy snacks for fuel and to help keep your electrolytes in balance. As the temperature rises in the spring, these measures are even more necessary to prevent heat exhaustion, which can develop into life-threatening sunstroke.
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