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To my brother, Doug, a longtime mountaineer


“The clearest way into the Universe is through a forest wilderness.”


—John Muir
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Introduction

The Sierra Nevada is a superlative range. Roughly 400 miles long from Tehachapi Pass to where it fades into the Cascade Range just north of the Feather River, and from 50 to 80 miles wide, it is the longest single mountain range (as opposed to a mountain system like the Rockies) in the continental United States. Within that purview you will find the largest and oldest trees, the most temperate alpine summer climate, the greatest snow depths, the mightiest escarpment, the deepest canyon (arguably), and the highest waterfalls in the United States. Its rivers water the richest agricultural region, and its placers and quartz veins produced and still hoard the richest gold deposits. The highest US mountain outside of Alaska is a Sierra summit, Mount Whitney. The oldest large-scale public park to be mandated by the federal government—the nation’s first “national” park, if you will—is the combined parcels of Yosemite Valley and the Wawona Grove of giant sequoias, signed over to the state of California by President Abraham Lincoln in 1864, eight years before Congress created Yellowstone National Park.


What sets the Sierra Nevada apart from other landscapes, however, owes more to the testimony of the senses than to factual assessments. For anyone even moderately receptive to the beauty of mountain landscapes, the Sierra Nevada offers a lifetime of enthralling study, pleasure, and recreation. No matter where you go, there is always something extraordinary. The scent of pungent mountain misery is every bit as heady as the aroma of deep pine forests or sagebrush basins. The dazzling wildflower pastures of Butte County in spring or of Carson Pass in summer give way to the dazzling autumnal leaf displays of the eastern canyons of Mono, Alpine, and Inyo Counties and Mineral King valley in the south of Sequoia. The widest, most sublime of Sierra vistas evokes a sense of wonder no less engaging than the most exquisite details that lie immediately under our noses: a trailside rock garden, that delicious vanilla scent of sun-warmed Jeffrey pine, bumblebees sheltering from rain under the umbels of a blooming flower stalk, the fat marmot puttering around atop Mount Whitney. …


The Sierra Nevada is much, much more than a sum of its peaks. When you stand before the majesty of a soaring alpine summit, spare some thought for the broad belts of desert, forest, and foothill that cushion your solitude; the lower canyons that carry the streams and their sediments away from the highlands; the boreal larders of food and shelter for wildlife. The western foothills and forests are a prelude to the High Sierra, the east-side deserts its grand finale. Without the lowlands, the high country would be immeasurably less sublime. By extension, the degradation of the foothills also degrades the High Sierra, for the failing health of one zone infringes upon the next and weakens the whole.


The great national parks, truly wonderful though they are, fall far short of representing and preserving the complexity, depth, and diversity of the Sierra Nevada. Yosemite’s park boundaries were originally drawn up to fence in natural curiosities—Yosemite Valley and the giant sequoias. Although later expanded to the crest of the
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range, the boundaries still stop short of preserving enough of the lower lands to protect the park’s wildlife, water and air quality, and uncluttered vistas from encroachment. The Wilderness Act of 1964 attempted to amend this oversight of nineteenth-century Congresses, and the additions are heartily appreciated. But still, the designated wilderness areas in the Sierra Nevada remain primarily high-altitude tracts, places far more easily protected by the severity of winter than the foothills and farmlands ever will be either by nature or by government fiat. Burgeoning development in the lowlands gravely affects the High Sierra, not only in the impact of view-spoiling, tree-killing smog, but also in the intrusion of city mentality on areas that were so recently remote, resulting at best in crowded trails and at worst in more pavement and houses, motorized intrusions on the trails, and even crime and vandalism, like the graffiti occasionally found on rocks at Lake Tahoe, Yosemite, the lower Kern Canyon, and even Bishop Canyon.


For such reasons, I hope this guidebook encourages hikers to explore the Sierra Nevada more widely, to realize that hiking in the Sierra means far more than hiking the high country or the national parks or a specific wilderness area. To really know the Sierra Nevada, you should also know its foothills, the Gold Country canyons, the sage flats of the eastern escarpment, the deep forests, and the neighboring ranges. My hope is that as more hikers embrace these “peripheral” areas as an integral part of the Sierra Nevada, they will also deem them worthy of greater protection.


Naturalist John Muir extolled this extraordinary richness of the Sierra Nevada in his writings. He recognized the rare magic of these mountains at his first glimpse, as he crossed the Coast Ranges en route from San Francisco to Yosemite, and the Sierra never disappointed him:



At my feet lay the Great Central Valley of California, level and flowery, like a lake of pure sunshine, forty or fifty miles wide, five hundred miles long, one rich furred garden of yellow Compositae. And from the eastern boundary of this vast golden flower-bed rose the mighty Sierra, miles in height, and so gloriously colored and so radiant it seemed not clothed with light, but wholly composed of it, like the wall of some celestial city. Along the top and extending a good way down, was a rich pearl-gray belt of snow; below it a belt of blue and dark purple, marking the extension of the forests; and stretching along the base of the range a broad belt of rose purple; all these colors, from the blue sky to the yellow valley smoothly blending as they do in a rainbow, making a wall of light ineffably fine. Then it seemed to me that the Sierra should be called, not the Nevada or Snowy Range, but the Range of Light. And after ten years of wandering and wondering in the heart of it, rejoicing in its glorious floods of light, the white beams of the morning streaming through the passes, the noonday radiance on the crystal rocks, the flush of the alpenglow, and the irised spray of countless waterfalls, it still seems above all others the Range of Light.




The mountains have a way of kneading and slapping life back into an existence wearied and dulled by too much city living. Who needs a personal trainer when you can hike a Sierra peak? Who needs a stiff belt down at Joe’s when the stinging shock of a cold wind off a high snowbank, or even a damp grass stain on the seat of your britches, bellows out that you are a vibrant part of the planet? Hiking the Sierra Nevada is not always a romp through posy fields. The mountains can parch you, exhaust you, freeze you, drench you, wear holes in the knees of your trousers, or break your bones with complete indifference, though never with malice. A week on its trails has a wondrous way of shifting priorities back into their proper places, of reminding us of the preeminent excellence of simple things—dry clothes, rest, food, water, camaraderie, a campfire. Our ancient ancestors ranked such basic commodities highest among life’s happiest and most precious attainments. Bring along a good book or a guitar, and we can add to that state of natural bliss a touch of high culture too.


Overview of the Range

The Sierra Nevada runs some 400 miles northwest to southeast in a diagonal that roughly parallels the eastern border of California, though Nevada does stake claim to part of Lake Tahoe and the Carson Range. The mountains tend to grow higher and more rugged the farther south you go, until you pass the cluster of 14,000-foot peaks around the Whitney Crest, whereupon the elevations begin a slow decline across the Kern Plateau and southward to the dry Tehachapi Mountains and the Mojave Desert. Consequently, all but two of the road passes in the Sierra Nevada are north of Yosemite Valley. No road crosses the range for 160 miles in a straight line between Yosemite’s Tioga Pass Road (CA 120) and the Sherman Pass Road (J-41 and FR 22SO5) over the Kern Plateau.


The eastern slope of the range is very abrupt, reaching gradients of 25 percent from the floor of the Owens Valley to the crest. For miles along this magnificent escarpment, the rocky walls are too steep to support thick forests, though woodlands of cottonwood, aspen, and assorted pines thrive in lateral canyons. The Sierra Crest blocks the clouds blowing in from the Pacific, leaving the eastern side in a rain shadow, where sagebrush and other high-desert plants of the Great Basin predominate. Because their catchment areas are so dry and narrow, the streams of the east side are relatively small, and all that are not tapped for water supplies sink into the Great Basin. Foremost among the eastern rivers are the Truckee (which flows into and then out of Lake Tahoe), the Carson, and the Walker. There’s also the Owens River, which was commandeered and practically drunk dry by the city of Los Angeles, till Congress put a halt to it, sort of.


The rise of the western slope is far more gradual than the eastern, averaging a gradient of about 2 percent from the Central Valley to the crest. This broad western band begins in grassy foothills, climbing into woodlands of oak, gray pine, and chap-arral. Growing more rugged as it mounts to the east, it is cut by rivers into a series of east-west-running canyons and ridges, making something of a roller-coaster ride for travelers driving north or south along the Gold Country’s Highway 49. Broad belts of coniferous forest start at elevations between 2,000 and 3,000 feet, thickly covering the lands up to about 8,000 or 9,000 feet, depending on the latitude.


The Feather, Yuba, and American River systems, the largest of the Sierra Nevada, flow into the northern Sacramento River. The smaller Cosumnes and Mokelumne Rivers join the Sacramento farther downstream. Moving south, the major rivers—Stanislaus, Tuolumne, Merced, and San Joaquin—all join in the San Joaquin Valley, flowing north to meet the Sacramento River in the Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta, where, after running the gauntlet of siphons devised to quench a thirsty state, the remaining blend of “Sierra Champaign” flows west into the Pacific Ocean through San Francisco Bay and the Golden Gate. The largest southern Sierra rivers—the Kings, Kaweah, Tule, and Kern—are mostly consumed by agriculture en route to their natural sinks in the southern San Joaquin Valley, technically an outlier of the Great Basin.



The Story in the Stone

Although most people think of granite when they think of the Sierra Nevada, the particular beauty and character of the range turns on a much more complex interplay of granitic, volcanic, and ancient metamorphic rock. That sounds like a dry subject, but it’s not. Telling the difference between these three basic categories of rock is actually very interesting and will greatly boost your enjoyment of any Sierra hike.


Granite is indeed the hallmark of the Sierra Nevada. The Sierra’s most monumental landscapes are wrought in clean, ice-sculptured granite. The enormous cliffs, domes, spires, sawtooth ridges, and sharp peaks of glistening gray, white, and even pink and orange rock, as well as the basins that hold most of the range’s lakes and lush meadows, are granitic landscapes. Granite is a plutonic rock, meaning that it solidified from magma underground, cooling so slowly that quartz crystals were able to grow large enough to be seen by the naked eye. Granite forms the core of the Sierra Nevada, even when it is covered with dirt and other rock. The dividing line between the Cascades Range and the Sierra Nevada in the forested highlands north of the Feather River is hard to identify on the ground, but a geologic map readily depicts where the Cascades (volcanic to the core) end and the Sierra Nevada (with granitic core and volcanic and metamorphic rock riding atop) begins.


Though found throughout the Sierra, volcanic rock dominates the landscapes around Mammoth Mountain and Mono Lake and over much of the northern third of the range. Volcanic rock differs from plutonic rock (like granite) because it forms aboveground from molten lava, cooling quickly in the air and thereby developing a much finer grain—that is to say, the crystals are not visible to the naked eye, as in granite. Characterized by reddish or ochre, dry, crumbly ground, highly porous volcanic landscapes do not retain lakes very well but do support some of the most prolific wildflower gardens. (Anglers and mosquito haters can benefit from this lesson when planning a trip.) Ancient volcanoes account for most of the bizarre hoodoos, palisades, plugs, and mesas of the Gold Country and the landscapes around Sonora (Hikes 49, W), Ebbetts (Hikes 44, 45), and Carson (Hikes 38, 39) Passes.
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The metamorphic rocks of the Sierra Nevada might be less familiar to the casual observer, but they carry a particularly fascinating story. Metamorphic rock comprises most of the native bedrock where gold is found, and it is most spectacularly exposed in many places atop the highest Sierra crest. Hikers climbing east-side canyons readily recognize it in many of the hulking, shattered massifs that rise to the very crest of the range, typically more ragged and darker in color than the surrounding peaks and slopes of granite, and draped with gargantuan talus fields that clink musically underfoot. The oldest rocks of the Sierra Nevada are metamorphic.


To glimpse a notion of the ancient age of the metamorphic rocks, you need first to realize that the Sierra Nevada that we see today is only about 5 million years old, and it is the second mountain range to occupy this address, replacing an “ancestral Sierra Nevada” that rose millions of years before it. The ancestral Sierra Nevada arose from a geologically cataclysmic process called subduction, itself caused by continental drift. The present site of the Sierra Nevada was long covered by ocean, while the shore of North America lay far to the east, part of the supercontinent, Pangaea. Current geologic theories propose that when Pangaea broke up about 185 million years ago, the North American plate drifted westward, crashing into a series of island arcs carried on two other suboceanic plates, the Angayucham and the Mezcalera Plates, which overrode the North American plate. While the tremendous heat and pressure created by this continental collision transformed older volcanic and sedimentary rocks into metamorphic rock, these islands added land to North America’s western shore, and raised mountain ranges. Traces of the ancient range, including the Sierra’s famous gold deposits, remain in the metamorphic rock. These oldest rocks in the Sierra Nevada are about 500 million years old and were formed under the sea (Hike 25).


Even as volcanic eruptions continued to add new rock to the ancestral Sierra Nevada, erosion was also relentlessly wearing it down. Far older than the current Sierra Nevada, in fact, is the Central Valley, whose ancient ground was washed down over millennia as silt from the ancestral Sierra Nevada (Hike 1). As a third oceanic plate, the Farallon Plate, collided with and was subducted beneath the North American plate, it began uplifting the present Sierra Nevada and forced rifting of the Basin and Range Province, a process still happening today.


The granitic core of the Sierra Nevada formed underground about 60 million years ago, after the heat from subduction melted great quantities of rock into vast subterranean seas of magma, which cooled over millennia to form solid masses of new granitic rock called plutons. About 5 million years ago, a massive block of extremely dense rock broke off from the underside of the western part of the Sierra Nevada and sank into the earth’s mantle, causing the lighter granitic plutons to buoy upward on the east side of the range. Breaking loose along fault lines in a process called fault blocking, the eastern face of the Sierra Nevada upraised into a long escarpment that gives the range its characteristic westward tilt. At the same time, blocks of land east of the crest subsided, creating the Basin and Range Province and forming the Owens Valley, the Tahoe Basin, and other sunken valleys of the Great Basin. The Sierra’s eastern escarpment reaches its zenith at the Whitney Crest, which soars more than 2 miles above the floor of the Owens Valley (Hikes 100–103, NN, QQ), making this the deepest valley in the United States. Residents of that valley witnessed one staggering installment of this mountain-building process in the earthquake of 1872, when the Sierra jumped 13 to 20 feet upward and about 35 to 40 feet horizontally in a matter of seconds. The jolt destroyed the town of Lone Pine and killed twenty-seven residents. Some geologists surmise that the Sierra Crest is growing at a rate of about 26 feet per millennium. Not all scientists agree.


As the granitic Sierra uplifted, it pushed some of the old metamorphic range aside and carried other fragments upward on its back. The western foothills were shunted aside and still retain their ancient metamorphic bedrock, readily visible in Gold Country mines, the great slate canyons of the Yuba (Hikes 6, 12) and American Rivers (Hikes 17, 18), the cave-bearing rocks of Calaveras County (Hike 21), the iconic “tombstone rocks” (Hike 14) jutting up from foothill fields, and a multitude of barren serpentine outcrops, like the Red Hills (Hike 23). The caves of western Sequoia and Kings Canyon (Hike AA) delve through ancient marble of the ancestral range. Most of the old metamorphic pieces of the ancestral Sierra Nevada that were stranded atop the “new” granite range eroded away, but we still find large chunks of it in the high country sitting like dark islands, typically reddish or black, atop the lighter granitic rock. Geologists call them roof pendants. Along the Sierra Crest the Ritter Range (Hikes 91, 92) and the mountains around Tioga Pass (Hike 60), Saddlebag Lake (Hike 64), Lundy Canyon (Hike 86), Virginia Lakes (Hike 85), and the Mammoth Crest (Hikes 90, LL) are roof pendants visited by, or visible from, trails described herein.


Volcanoes have continued to erupt in many far-flung regions of the Sierra Nevada during its 5-million-year uplift, covering large areas of granitic, metamorphic, and older volcanic rock with layers of dark basalt lava flows, yellowish rhyolite, reddish andesite, and deposits of pumice, obsidian, and tuff. Lake Tahoe was formed when a volcanic eruption dammed the Truckee River. When the Long Valley Caldera, current home of Mammoth Lakes, blew up about 760,000 years ago, fragments of rock landed in Kansas and Nebraska. The youngest mountains in North America are the Mono Craters, overlooking Mono Lake, of which Panum Crater (Hike 88) erupted as recently as 600 years ago. Scattered hot springs (Hikes 40, 68, 80 Option, JJ) and the ominous rumblings that occasionally shake the Mammoth Lakes region show that volcanism is not a spent force in the Sierra Nevada. See for yourself on hikes described in this book.


The abrupt lifting and tilting of the range accelerated riverine erosion toward the west. Rivers running down from the Sierra Crest have gouged some of the deepest canyons in North America. Ice age glaciers moving down these same canyons recarved them into some of the most celebrated features of the Sierra Nevada. Starting some 3 million years ago and disappearing only 20,000 years ago, these recurring glacier systems, some more than 2,000 feet thick, carved the V-shaped riverine gorges (like the lower Merced River) into U-shaped valleys (like Yosemite on the upper Merced River), creating such features as hanging valleys (Hikes 53, 55, 96, 97), plunging waterfalls, moraines (Hikes 34, P, 54), glacial erratics (Hike 60), tarns (Hikes 63, 96), paternoster lakes (Hike 85), ice-carved roches moutonnée (Hike 60), and horn-shaped peaks (Hikes 59, 60, 71). Since the climate began warming after 1800, only a few small glaciers still cling to Sierra peaks, the largest grouped among the Palisades (Hikes 97, 98).


Weathering accounts for many other characteristic features of the Sierra Nevada. The famous granite domes (Hikes 53–58, GG) were shaped by exfoliation, or a peeling away of the layers of rock like the layers of an onion. While erosion and frost action slowly flake away rock, avalanches and landslides transform other landscapes yearly. Though wind-carved arches are rare in the range, there are epic examples in the Alabama Hills (Hikes 101, NN).



A Brief Human History

This abbreviated history provides only the most meager gloss of the Sierra Nevada’s Native American history, its commercial exploitation in the nineteenth century, and the resultant conservation movement that such rampant development sparked. For more detailed historical information, visit some of the museums in the towns and cities around the Sierra Nevada or refer to books such as Francis Farquhar’s History of the Sierra Nevada or Clarence King’s Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada.


The Native American populations of the Sierra Nevada dwelled primarily in the foothills and valleys east and west of the High Sierra. Indians from both sides frequented the higher mountains for trade, hunting, and relief from summer heat. We know little about their cultures because they disappeared so quickly at the onset of the Spanish and American eras, decimated by disease and sometimes killed outright by settlers. Existing records are based on relatively meager sources, artifacts, and oral histories. Nonetheless, their descendants still live and work around their Sierra Nevada ancestral lands today.


Even the names by which we know them are rarely the names they called themselves. The names that we use, such as Miwok and Paiute (also spelled Piute), refer very broadly to peoples loosely linked by language and culture but who lived in hundreds of distinct groups and called themselves by distinct names. In recent years historians working with the park and forest services have made greater efforts to present their stories in public exhibits, so that we now distinguish some specific bands or tribes, though these general “tribal” names are still useful to distinguish broader cultural regions.


Around the Lake Tahoe Basin and the Carson Valley on the eastern side of the Sierra Nevada, the Washoe by the late 1800s were already renowned worldwide for their exquisite, highly practicable basketry. Indigenous residents of the Mono Lake Basin were the Kuzedika, who harvested the brine fly larvae from that salty lake as a specialty food item (Hike II). So popular a delicacy was this larva that it formed a primary trade item with tribes who lived on the west side of the Sierra Crest. The Kuzedika were part of the larger group known as Mono, who lived on both sides of the mountains, in the Owens Valley, in the White Mountains, and beyond. The Mono are linguistically related to the Shoshone and Northern Paiute people, and the name Paiute is often applied to (and used by) the Mono people on the southeastern side of the Sierra. The Paiute farmed with irrigation ditches and subsisted on nuts from the piñon pines (Hike OO), supplemented by game, rodents, insects, roots, and seeds. They traded obsidian, pine nuts, mineral paints, and salt with tribes to the west.
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Among the major culture groupings of the west side of the mountains were the Foothill Yokuts, who ranged from the Central Valley into the foothills. The Tubatulabal dwelled in the Kern River valley of the southern Sierra, while the Mono and Miwok occupied a broad swath of the central Sierra. The Maidu and Nisenan had homelands in the north. Acorns provided the staple of all these people’s diets, supplemented by hunting, fishing, and gathering seeds and roots. You can find many kitchen rocks with grinding holes scattered throughout the western and southern Sierra (Hikes 16, L, 104). Among the items the western tribes traded with the high Great Basin and Owens Valley peoples eastward over the mountains were freshwater shells, bear skins, manzanita berries, elderberries, beads, acorns, and seashells obtained by trade with coastal tribes. Although archaeologists have yet to thoroughly study the 350 massive rock basins cut into granite slabs of the Mokelumne River canyon, apparently the indigenous people who cut this astonishing structure were also processing and trading salt, an economic venture far more socially complex than hunting and gathering.


Among the best places to glean a picture of the Native American cultures of the Sierra Nevada are Indian Grinding Rock State Historic Park near Jackson (Hike L); the Yosemite Museum; the Sierra Mono Museum in Northfork; the Mono Basin Scenic Area Visitor Center near Lee Vining; the California Indian Museum in Sacramento; the Nevada State Museum and the Stewart Indian School Cultural Center and Museum, both in Carson City, Nevada; the Eastern California Museum in Independence; Wassama Round House State Historic Park near Oakhurst; and the Owens Valley Paiute Shoshone Cultural Center Museum in Bishop.


The Spanish did not venture far into the Sierra Nevada, though Pedro Font did sight the range in 1776 and inadvertently bestowed its name of “Snowy Range” when he described it as “una gran sierra nevada.” A few Americans—notably the mountain men and explorers Jedediah Smith, Joe Walker, Kit Carson, John Fremont, and Jim Beckwourth—crossed the range in search of furs or routes to the fertile country of California. Not until gold was discovered by James Marshall at Coloma (Hike 16) on the American River in 1848, however, did large numbers of outlanders begin to migrate to the Sierra Nevada, a catastrophe for the Native American population. Mining camps and larger towns sprouted overnight in the foothills and canyons from the Feather River south to the Merced. Ghost towns and camps abound. Among the gold rush towns preserved as state parks are Columbia (Hike N), Coloma (Hike 16), Johnsville (Hikes 2, 3), and North Bloomfield (Hikes 6, G), but many more live on as vibrant towns, like Nevada City (Hikes 11, H), Grass Valley (Hike 10), Auburn, Placerville (Hike J), Jackson, Sonora, and Mariposa.
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The Sierra Nevada was a major obstacle to the settlement of California from the eastern states. Residents of the Gold Country pushed trails, and later roads, over the passes, but even still these were difficult and exhausting. The discovery of silver at the Comstock Lode in western Nevada forced the improvement of trans-Sierra highways, like Hawley Grade (Hike 35), which in turn spurred development of the region around Lake Tahoe. When the first transcontinental railroad was built through Donner Pass (Hike 28), north of Lake Tahoe, it ensured that this northern corridor of the Sierra Nevada would become its most heavily traveled crossing.


The timber, mining, and grazing industries throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries continued to treat the Sierra Nevada as a treasure chest of free, or dirt-cheap, resources. Gold and silver booms brought small rushes to ephemeral settlements along the eastern side of the range at Mammoth (Hike LL) and around Mono Lake (Hikes 62–63), and on the south end in the Kern River drainage (Hike 80). Mining companies replaced the lone prospectors of an earlier era, raising capital to sink huge hard-rock mines, like the Empire Mine (Hike 10), and washing away tons of debris in devastating hydraulic mines (Hikes 6, 7, G). Lumber companies began the systematic destruction of the groves of giant sequoias (Hike 69) along the western slopes. Homesteaders and landholders platted the shores of Lake Tahoe and divided up Yosemite Valley. Sheepherders and cattle ranchers penetrated the deep canyons and meadows of the High Sierra. Unregulated hunting drove the California grizzly bear to extinction. Dams flooded river canyons, even drowning the magnifi-cent valley of Hetch Hetchy.


In light of the more devastating excesses of these commercial enterprises, many people began to recognize that the resources of the Sierra Nevada were not inexhaustible, and that unchecked exploitation was fouling the rivers and threatening the forests. The backlash to the wholesale ravishment of the Sierra Nevada sparked probably the most important conservation movement of the nineteenth century. Farmers in 1884 successfully lobbied the state to curtail hydraulic mining (Hikes 6, 7, G), which was wreaking havoc not only on the range but in the Central Valley and even as far downstream as San Francisco Bay.


Foremost among the voices of preservation was John Muir, who arrived in the Sierra Nevada in 1868. Muir also deserves a lot of credit for winning President Theodore Roosevelt over to the idea of establishing the national forests. Led by George Stewart, editor of the Visalia Delta, citizens of Visalia also lobbied successfully for the creation of Sequoia National Park in 1890. The twentieth century saw an expansion of federally protected lands in the Sierra Nevada, particularly with the passage of the Wilderness Act of 1964. California took a new tack in 2004 with the creation of the Sierra Nevada Conservancy, a state agency mandated with assisting local Sierra counties and communities in efforts to preserve and restore lands, regulate development, and promote sustainable economic activities like recreation, regulated timber harvesting, and family ranches.


You will discover the marks, both subtle and profound, of all these peoples along trails described in this book.



Planning Your Hike: When to Go

The Sierra Nevada enjoys a reputation for sunny weather, but hikers also need to be prepared for bad or even dangerous weather on any day. This book’s recommendation of the best season for any given hike neither fixes the weather for your comfort nor overrules the basic law of common sense. Use your own good judgment when planning a hike, and always take local conditions and your own abilities into account.


The Sierra Nevada has a four-season year that only loosely corresponds with the calendar year and can vary a good deal from one year to the next. Generally speaking, winter is the wet season in lowland California, including the Sierra Nevada foothills, and summer is typically dry. In the higher mountains, winters have spells alternately clear and snowy, and summers are alternately clear and rainy.


High summer, from July to early September, is the most popular time for mountain vacations, though it can be uncomfortably hot and dry below 4,000 feet—not necessarily the best time to hike most foothill trails. Many waterfalls begin to dry up, but the creeks and high passes are easier to cross. Snow can remain in the highest passes, especially if they face north or are shaded by outcrops. This is the best time for high-country wildflowers, though the mosquitoes are at their worst at 8,000 feet and above through August. Weather is generally fine at high elevations, but short, intense afternoon thundershowers are common above 8,000 feet (though not so common as in the Rockies). In some weeks the rain can fall for several days, while in other weeks it does not rain at all. Snow can also fall at high elevations in summer, but generally it is light. In late July and August, “monsoon” storms blow up the east side of the Sierra Nevada from the Gulf of California and hit mainly along the Sierra Crest. High-country trails are at their most crowded during summer, reaching their peak over the Fourth of July and Labor Day weekends, when I recommend avoiding the most popular areas. Destructive wildfires and far-spreading smoky skies can also plague summer and fall in the Sierra Nevada.


Beginning after Labor Day and running to early November, fall offers arguably the best season for backpacking or hiking in much of the Sierra Nevada. The trails are less crowded, and the weather by day is typically warm, clear, and dry, growing crisp at night. After the first cold snap in September, mosquitoes usually are not a problem. Many of the waterfalls have disappeared and the cascades are diminished in grandeur, but the creeks and passes are easiest to cross. If you backpack in the high country in October or later, make sure you are prepared for snow, which can fall at any time. Many roads—such as the Tioga Pass Road (CA 120) in Yosemite and the streets of Mammoth Lakes—do not allow overnight parking after designated dates, when snowfall can close the roads.


Most hunting seasons arrive in autumn, though how you reckon with that is up to you. Certainly some people don’t mind sharing the forests with hunters, while others feel uneasy. If you hike in the national forests in October and November, wear bright colors. If you want to avoid hunters, save your autumn hikes for the national parks, where hunting is illegal.


Among the highlights of fall are the spectacular leaf colors. These start about mid-September to early October in the higher elevations and are particularly beautiful in Alpine County around Markleeville, Carson Pass, Lake Tahoe, and Ebbetts Pass. As September and October progress, the yellowing foliage moves down to lower elevations, turning the canyons of the eastern slope into rivers of blazing color. The Gold Country foothills and other low places on the west side, including Yosemite Valley, reach their stunning peak of fall color around the end of October. Another colorful hallmark of fall is the annual salmon run on some east-side streams. One of the best places to see the salmon migration is Taylor Creek at the Lake Tahoe Visitor Center (Hike Q) near South Lake Tahoe.


Winter begins not necessarily with the first snow but rather with the first snow that does not melt after a few days. Ebbetts Pass (CA 4), Tioga Pass (CA 120), Sherman Pass, and Sonora Pass (CA 108) will close and reopen typically more than once in autumn before they finally close for the winter, usually by mid-November. Yuba Pass (CA 49), Carson Pass (CA 88), Donner Pass (I-80), Echo Summit (US 50), and CA 70 along the Feather River are kept open by snowplows throughout the winter.


The Sierra gets the greatest snowfall and deepest drifts of any range in the United States. The heaviest snows fall in the Carson Pass area, a boon for skiers but a job for the ski patrols who scout potential avalanches and dislodge the most dangerous with charges. Despite the cold, blizzards, and avalanches, winter days in the Sierra are often brilliant and clear—ideal skiing or snowshoeing weather, providing winter exercise for hikers who enjoy those sports.


Those who detest snow, however, can still hike trails in the western foothills and Inyo Valley, lands generally 4,000 feet and below. This is not to say that an altitude of 4,000 feet does not receive snow—it can, but it usually doesn’t stick long. By keeping tabs on the weather reports, and by being prepared to survive in freak blizzard conditions, hikers can enjoy altitudes that would offer only arctic conditions in, for instance, the northern Appalachians.


When snow blankets the upper elevations, the lower elevations are subject to rain. California weather patterns usually bring storms of two or three days’ duration, which then blow away until the next storm cycle, leaving a period of typically clear skies—ideal hiking weather in the foothills. The foothill grasses in winter are green and lush. One real problem during winter is slippery mud on steep paths, and this is something that you must check out with the local ranger before driving to the trailhead. Winter landslides also close trails. Still, a determined and properly prepared backpacker can plan and execute an extended mountain hiking trip during winter along the lower elevations of the Yuba (Hikes 6, 8, 12), American (Hikes 17, 18), Merced (Hike 24), and Kaweah (Hikes 78, FF) canyons and in many other places. Check snow cover at the Forest Service Sierra Snow Depth website: www.fs.fed.us/r5/webmaps/SierraSnowDepth/.


Spring creeps up the mountains from about March at the lower elevations, reaching Yosemite Valley generally by April, Lake Tahoe by early May, and the high country by the end of June, when summer has unmistakably taken hold everywhere else. Aside from the extraordinary releafing of deciduous trees and the bursting forth of wild-flowers, it brings longer stretches of good weather between the rainstorms. Waterfalls and creeks swell impressively with snowmelt, one of the most spectacular sights of the Sierra Nevada but also the most dangerous, for drowning brings more deaths there than any other cause. Another unpleasant side of spring is mosquitoes.



Public Land Jurisdiction


Much of the Sierra Nevada above 5,000 feet is public land. The differing agencies that administer these lands each post different rules and regulations regarding recreational use.


National Park Service

National parks provide the greatest measure of protection, permitting fishing with a license but no hunting or collecting of any kind. There are three national parks in the Sierra Nevada: Yosemite, Kings Canyon, and Sequoia, the latter two administered by the same office. Although the developed areas of the parks contain stores, lodging, restaurants, visitor centers, and other amenities, large sections are designated wilderness areas, which are closed to all vehicles and motorized equipment. Wilderness areas cannot be developed with any facilities, aside from trails, signs, bridges, or other features deemed necessary to administer the area. Dogs are restricted from trails, but leashed dogs may use roads and campgrounds. Drones are not allowed in national parks.



USDA Forest Service

The Forest Service, run by the US Department of Agriculture, oversees the most extensive areas of public land in the Sierra Nevada. The eight national forests of the Sierra Nevada are Plumas, Tahoe, Eldorado, Humboldt-Toiyabe (known by many simply as Toiyabe), Stanislaus, Sierra, Inyo, and Sequoia. A newer ninth division is the Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit, formed from sections of the Tahoe, Eldorado, and Toiyabe National Forests and charged with the special mandate of caring for Lake Tahoe. Each national forest is subdivided into different ranger districts, each with a main office and many smaller substations.


The Forest Service is the most complex of any government agency in the Sierra, because its mandate must satisfy the demands of multiple uses, not just recreation and preservation. Forestry, mining, grazing, wood gathering, and collecting are all permitted (with regulations) on national forest land, as are hunting and fishing during appropriate seasons and with appropriate permits. Complicating matters are the many private inholdings and long-term leases in some national forests. National forests allow for a wide array of recreation. The Forest Service issues special-use permits for privately operated ski resorts, stables, and even private (leased) cabins. The Forest Service builds trails, regulates off-road vehicle use, publishes maps, and maintains many designated campgrounds. They also permit free-range camping outside of developed campgrounds over much, though not all, of their land. If you build a campfire or use a camp stove on national forest land, you will need a campfire permit, which is issued free, usually for the year. Dogs typically are allowed to use national forest trails if they are under control of the owner, although some locales specifically require leashes.


The Forest Service also administrates designated wilderness areas, established by the Wilderness Act of 1964. Congress passed this act “to assure that an increasing population, accompanied by expanding settlement and growing mechanization, does not occupy and modify all areas within the United States.” No roads or mechanized gear are allowed in designated wildernesses, though hunting and grazing are permitted in some. The only modifications allowed are bridges, trails, directional signs, established campfire rings, occasional drift fences, and other features deemed necessary to administer the area.



National Monuments

These are usually run like national parks, the main difference being that monuments are created by presidents and parks by Congress. Devils Postpile National Monument (Hike 93), near Mammoth Lakes, follows this model. When Giant Sequoia National Monument (Hikes 69–70, AA, GG, HH) was created in 2000, however, management policies allowed most traditional Forest Service uses to continue, including hunting and grazing. Giant Sequoia National Monument is managed by Sequoia National Forest.


Conservationists have proposed a third national monument in the Sierra Nevada, the Range of Light National Monument. Still awaiting federal action, the plan reportedly would transfer jurisdiction of Sierra National Forest, which stretches from Yosemite to Kings Canyon on the western side of the range, from the Department of Agriculture to the National Park Service, an administrative agency with stricter policies for natural preservation, in line with Yosemite, Kings Canyon, and Sequoia National Parks. Perhaps the most sweeping new land conservation benefits of this monument would fall among the lower-elevation acreage of Sierra National Forest not already protected by wilderness designation, including, in this book, Hike 25 at Hite Cove and Hike Z in the San Joaquin Gorge. Sierra National Forest already manages extensive protected wilderness in the Sierra Nevada by dint of Kaiser Wilderness (Hike 67), Dinkey Lakes Wilderness, the Monarch Wilderness, and the western reaches of the John Muir (Hikes 51–52, 68) and Ansel Adams Wilderness areas (Hikes 92–93).



Bureau of Land Management (BLM)

With mandates similar to the Forest Service, the areas administered by the BLM in the Sierra Nevada are minor compared to their jurisdiction over the US desert lands. The BLM lands are concentrated on the dry eastern and southern edges of the range and in the more rugged parts of the western foothills. Although traditionally geared to serve mainly mining, timber, and ranching concerns, in recent years the BLM has taken a stronger interest in recreational users of its land and today manages a handful of designated wilderness areas. If under control of their owners, dogs typically are welcome on BLM lands.




State Parks


California has a long history of managing parks in the Sierra Nevada. Yosemite was run as a state preserve before it became a national park. Hunting is prohibited in California designated state parks, but some allow fishing and gold panning. Dogs are typically restricted from trails. On the eastern shore of Lake Tahoe, the state of Nevada runs the splendid Lake Tahoe State Park (Hike R).



Other Agencies

Reservoirs managed by the US Army Corps of Engineers, the US Bureau of Reclamation, and the East Bay Municipal Utilities District preserve land from sprawling development in the western foothills. Lake Camanche (Hike K), Pardee Reservoir (Hikes 19, 20), and New Melones Reservoir (Hikes 21, 22) are open to the public and post their own specific rules. The California Department of Fish and Wildlife manages some choice parcels, among them North Table Mountain (Hike 1) near Oroville and the Spenceville Wildlife Refuge (Hike 9). Municipal agencies also preserve many important historical and scenic sites, including Gold Bug Park (Hike J) in Placerville and the city of Chico’s enormous Bidwell Park (Hike A). Public conservation agencies active in preserving lands suitable for hiking include the Bear Yuba Land Trust (Hikes 7, 11, H, I), The Nature Conservancy (Hike S), and the Feather River Land Trust (Hike F).




Mountain Hazards

Although the Sierra Nevada has been called a “gentle wilderness,” all mountains can be dangerous if you do not exercise common sense and good judgment. The following pointers are rudimentary.



Wildfire

Huge, catastrophic wildfires have devastated the Sierra Nevada in recent years. Chronic drought, changing climate, urban expansion, and overzealous fire prevention policies share blame. Insect blight, especially bark beetle, contributes to the unsustainable amassing of combustible fuel loads. Lightning-sparked forest and chaparral fire is a natural and necessary component of Sierra Nevada ecosystems. For thousands of years these natural fires have cleaned out dead wood and foliage in smaller, slower-burning fires that keep forests healthy, in natural, piecemeal patterns across the landscape. By suppressing such natural fires over the decades, old-school forest management has allowed this unnatural buildup to feed fires that burn hotter, faster, farther, and more destructively than any in the historical past. The largest fires in California history devastated Sierra forests in 2020 and 2021. The Camp Fire of 2018 burned down the mountain town of Paradise, killing eighty-five people and scorching 153,336 acres. For detailed map outlines of historic wildfires mentioned in this book, as well as any current Sierra Nevada fires, check the CalTopo website: caltopo.com/map.html#ll=37.24536,-119.18724&z=11&b=mbt&a=fire.


Before setting out on trails during the long summer–autumn wildfire season, hikers should learn about current, local fire conditions, including campfire restrictions. Some trails may stay closed even a year after a burn because of still existing dangers, like precarious deadfall and burned infrastructure. Rangers and forest custodians nowadays frequently set and manage prescribed burns, a smoky nuisance, but a procedure that definitely helps to curb larger infernos over time. Prescribed burning is not a novel concept in the Sierra Nevada. The Miwok and other indigenous Sierra people for centuries used prescribed burning to clear out deadwood, encourage new growth in meadows, and increase the game supply.



High Water

In nearly every year that passes, people drown in the Sierra Nevada. Rushing water has a power that’s easy to misjudge, even for experienced hikers. A stream no deeper than your ankles can knock you down. If you are not sure of yourself in a creek crossing, look for an easier crossing, wait for competent assistance, or turn around. Do not tie anyone to a rope when crossing, for it is as likely to hinder as to help a person thrashing through cold water. Using a walking stick helps you keep your balance in creek crossings. Carry creek-crossing shoes or sandals to protect your feet from sharp rocks. You can reduce the danger of stream crossings by planning trips later in summer; be extremely wary in the snowmelt seasons of late spring and early summer. Do not swim in rivers above waterfalls. That may sound obvious, but a surprising number of swimmers have been swept to their deaths over waterfalls.



Wildlife

Do not feed any wild animals. Not only is it unhealthy for the animal and illegal for the transgressor, but even “cute” wild animal can prove dangerous. Deer have sharp hooves and strong legs. Raccoons can be very nasty tempered, and they carry diseases.


The only bear of the Sierra Nevada is the black bear, though it may come in brown, blond, and cinnamon as well as black. Black bears are the most unfairly maligned of all Sierra wildlife. I have often overheard people seriously speculating on whether a missing hiker might have been carried off by a hungry bear. Sierra bears can be pests—and a 350-pound pest with claws, sharp teeth, and a determination to eat your food can also be dangerous. But Sierra black bears do not habitually hunt people down to eat them. Grizzly bears are altogether a more ferocious kind of bear, but they are extinct in California.


Aggressive behavior by black bears is almost always caused by human negligence. Bears who view human food as an easy and tasty meal cause property damage by breaking into vehicles, cabins, tents, and backpacker food caches. Not only is human food unhealthy for bears, but dependence upon it causes them to curtail their natural food-gathering techniques, making them more dependent on begging, scavenging, and aggression. If a bear comes into camp, yell and bang pots to drive it away; but if it manages to seize your food, the game is over—it’s the bear’s food now. Rangers sometimes track down, tranquilize, and remove an aggressive bear to a more remote location, but a hopelessly corrupted bear will be killed. Feeding bears, or taking insufficient measures to secure your food from them, thereby threatens the very existence of bears. It is also a felony. Wilderness rangers routinely give tickets to backpackers who have not properly stored or guarded their food.
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Many drive-in campgrounds in the Sierra have installed bear-proof metal boxes at each site. Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks have even installed them at popular backcountry camping sites. Where they do not exist, backpackers have traditionally tied their food into a tree by the counterbalance method, described in leaflets at almost every ranger station in the Sierra. Since clever bears in many places have figured out how to overcome backpackers’ ropes, rangers in some areas now require that backpackers carry portable bear-proof food canisters, which can be purchased or rented from many ranger stations and mountain stores. The bear canister is by far the most convenient method of protecting your food—and bears—in the Sierra Nevada. You can learn more tips in Bear Aware (FalconGuides, 2012).


Mountain lions are typically shy, and many a lifelong hiker in the Sierra has never seen one. They are most common in the lower-elevation foothills, canyons, and forests. Apparently emboldened or made desperate by the stress of encroaching civilization, mountain lion attacks have increased in recent years. Some people have been killed, including a runner in the Auburn State Recreation Area in 1994. At greatest risk are children walking alone. A mountain lion seems to be incited to attack when the object that it is investigating bolts and runs, so in the unlikely event that you are confronted, stand your ground, shout, and make yourself look large (by opening your jacket, for instance). If attacked, fight back with all your strength. Refer to Lion Sense (FalconGuides, 2005) for more tips.


The Sierra’s only venomous snake, the rattlesnake, is common in the foothills and along canyon floors up to 8,000 feet, but they have been reported at higher altitudes, typically after falling off passing hay trailers from the low country. Be especially wary among rocks and tall grasses near streams and in chaparral. If possible, the rattler gives fair warning of its presence by shaking its tail to produce a buzzing sound. Your best defense is to give them enough warning of your approach, so that they return the favor with their rattle. Walking with a stick, and using it to sweep suspect areas ahead of you as you walk, can help. Many hikers carry venom extractors in their first-aid kits, but their effectiveness is marginal. Immobilize, calm, and evacuate a bite victim. Never cut the wound or apply a tourniquet. Fatalities from rattlesnake bites are rare, and snakes are essential for keeping down the rodent population. Killing a rattlesnake that gives fair warning is bad policy, for it favors the propagation of snakes disinclined to give a warning rattle.


The bane of the Sierra spring and summer, clouds of mosquitoes rise from wet meadows and dank woods, driving campers crazy, especially just before dusk and just after dawn. Some now carry West Nile fever, which has caused illness and even death in some parts of the country. Mosquito repellent provides short-term relief, but mosquito head nets are more effective. Choose dry campsites. Biting flies also live in the Sierra Nevada. Ticks live in the grasses and chaparral of the lower Sierra. Check your clothes and body for ticks after walking through brush. If bitten, save the extracted body to test for diseases. Although some cases of Lyme disease have been reported in the Sierra, tick-borne disease seems rarer in the Sierra Nevada than in the Rockies or on the East Coast.


Squirrels, chipmunks, mice, marmots, and wood rats can be carriers of flea-borne bubonic plague. Don’t feed them. Deer mice spread the virus that causes the potentially deadly hantavirus pulmonary syndrome, which humans contract from inhaling, usually by kicking up dust mixed with mice droppings or urine. Do not camp or rest near animal burrows. Beware of inhaling dust in mice-infested cabins and confined areas.



Poison Oak
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Learn to recognize this common plant. Contact with its leaves, berries, bare twigs, or even smoke from burning bushes can impart an oil that causes a severe allergic rash in many people. The shrub, which can be a climbing vine or a freestanding bush, grows most heavily in the western foothills, thriving in road or trail-cuts up to about 5,000 feet. Its leaves grow in groupings of three, turn red in late summer, and drop off before winter. Poison oak stems are smooth and waxy. If you come in contact with poison oak, washing the affected area with cold water helps. If the rash breaks out, doctors can prescribe treatments for relief.



Lightning

Lightning storms are common in the Sierra during summer. Do not climb up high, exposed ridges and peaks when a storm threatens. Plan to descend from peaks, ridges, and passes before midafternoon, the most likely time for thunderheads to build.


If you are caught in a lightning storm, shun the temptation to seek “shelter” in a rocky recess or cave on a slope highly exposed to lightning. Lightning strikes in confined areas are catastrophic. A tourist was killed on Moro Rock (Hike DD) in a lightning storm in 1976 after retreating into a rock recess. Others have been killed in a rock shelter atop Half Dome, and in the stone hut atop Mount Whitney when lightning struck in the doorway.


The best policy when caught in a lightning storm is to squat low on your boot soles and, if possible, some other insulating material (like a coiled rope or a sleeping pad), in a place where you are neither the highest object around nor in the bottom of a confined recess. Do not lean against rock walls or trees, but allow a buffer zone of a few feet from other objects. If you are part of a group, spread out; if lightning does strike, you will need survivors to tend the injured.


Dehydration

Many cases of headache and fatigue are directly related to not drinking enough water. This is particularly true at higher elevations. Even if you are not feeling thirsty, keep drinking as you hike. When a dehydrated hiker neglects to drink liquids, heat exhaustion may set in, with cramping, exhaustion, lightheadedness, and nausea. You can treat heat exhaustion by getting out of the sun and drinking liquids. Sipping an electrolyte solution helps; make it with one teaspoon of salt and one tablespoon of sugar dissolved in a liter of water. Some commercial drinks, like Gatorade, also replace electrolytes.


Sunburn

Radiation from the sun at higher altitudes is more intense than at sea level, even when the air temperature is cool. Wear sunblock on the trail, and a hat with a brim. Be especially careful to not let your feet get sunburned. Wear dark glasses that cut ultraviolet light to protect your eyes, especially in places where light-colored rock or patches of snow reflect light up in your face.



Hypothermia

The primary cause of weather-related deaths on the trail is hypothermia, a severe drop in the body’s temperature. Even when the air temperature is well above freezing, wet clothing clinging to the body, exhaustion piqued by chill wind, or even insufficient food can all reduce the body’s ability to manufacture heat. Symptoms of hypothermia—severe shivering, lethargy, and loss of judgment—start when the body’s core temperature drops to 90°F from a normal range of 99°F to 100°F. If steps are not taken to warm the victim by replacing wet clothes with dry ones and guiding him or her to shelter in a warm place, the body temperature can drop low enough to kill. Common sense and appropriate clothing can prevent hypothermia. By dressing in layers, you can more easily regulate body temperature. Bring an outer shell (waterproof jacket or poncho) to repel water, and wear a hat. If bad weather threatens and you still intend to hike, bring dry clothes in a waterproof bag.




Altitude Sickness


Many hikers experience headache and nausea during the first day or two at elevations above 6,500 feet. The best treatment for mild altitude sickness is to rest and to keep drinking liquids. When planning a long trip at elevation, plan an extra day or two of low exertion to acclimatize yourself to the altitude. Acute mountain sickness (AMS), though much rarer, requires the immediate evacuation of the patient to lower elevations. Symptoms are more severe, with a dry cough developing into a wet cough, gurgling sounds, flulike or bronchitis symptoms, and lack of muscle coordination.



Giardia

Giardia lamblia is a protozoan parasite that lives part of its life cycle as a cyst in water sources. Giardia can induce cramping, diarrhea, vomiting, and fatigue within two days to two weeks after ingestion. The parasite spreads when infected mammals defecate in water sources. Giardiasis is treatable with prescription drugs. If you believe you’ve contracted giardiasis, see a doctor as soon as possible. Giardia can be present in any Sierra Nevada stream or lake but is especially prevalent in grazing country.
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There are five main methods of treating water to remove the threat of giardiasis: boiling, chemical treatment, mechanical filtering, gravity filtering, and ultraviolet treatment. If you boil water, keep a rolling boil for 10 to 15 minutes. Chemical treatment may kill giardia without affecting other pollutants, and it can taste unpleasant. Filters (mechanical and gravity) and ultraviolet devices are more expensive but are preferred because they remove giardia and other contaminants, and they don’t leave an aftertaste.


Mine Hazards and Claims

Mines are dangerous. There are countless mines throughout the Sierra, and many are not mapped or sealed. Miners still work existing claims, especially in the foothills. Respect all existing claims, all mining encampments, and all private property. Miners typically do not welcome trespassers, and they can be very cantankerous. Do not drink water flowing from a mine, as it may be toxic.


Illegal Drug Operations

Law officers across the Sierra Nevada routinely search for, and periodically find and destroy, illegal pot farms on BLM, national forest, and even national park lands. Hot spots for such criminal operations, many bankrolled and run by cartels from Mexico, favor isolated patches with good water, hidden in cleared foothill and low forest belts on the west side of the Sierra, and in canyons on the east side. Illegal meth-amphetamine labs pose another concern for unwary hikers passing through isolated settlements. Meth dealers are notoriously unstable, and even strangers “just passing through” can aggravate their meth-fueled suspicions.


Keep this potential danger in perspective. Be alert and heed common sense especially at lower elevations when your path skirts remote settlements or semipermanent encampments. Illegal marijuana operations are typically hidden off trail. If you stumble across a suspicious site, leave immediately. Before starting a hiking journey, gather news on illicit drug operations by asking pertinent questions of designated land managers. Rangers are invested in public safety and will warn you of potential dangers along your route. The Forest Service extends this general advice on illegal drug operations: www.fs.usda.gov/detail/inyo/alerts-notices/?cid=stelprdb5324909.


Knowing Where You Are

Trails can be like train tracks: you set your mind on “daydream” while your feet follow the route without close attention. But trails can also be concealed under snow or disappear on unyielding granite that doesn’t register a tread. They can be unclear, unmaintained, unmapped, devoid of signage, or “braided” (i.e., cut with so many in-roads and use-trails as to confuse the main trail). Use-trails are unofficial, unplanned paths cut by the feet of passing hikers and include anglers’ trails, climbers’ trails, miners’ trails, and the like.


When trails cross slickrock they are usually marked with ducks, which are small piles of rocks. Some trails through forests are marked with blazes, which are slashes cut in trees, usually I-shaped or T-shaped. Ideally, the next blaze or duck should always be visible from the one before, so that hikers can follow a route from point to point. Don’t follow blazes and ducks unquestioningly, however. Trails are always being realigned while tree blazes aren’t. Ducks can tumble or be plunked down capriciously by ignorant, careless, or mischievous persons.


The main point here is that you need to pay attention to keep from getting lost. Carry a good topographic map and know how to read it, keeping in mind that trails get realigned and that maps fall out of date. Stop frequently to identify your position, making sure that you know where you are. Look behind you from time to time in case you need to return along the same route. By making a mental note of the scene behind you, you may be able to recognize it later. A compass is helpful if you know how to use it, especially in landscapes with low horizons. GPS devices are likewise helpful—again, if you know how to use it and pay heed to your battery supply before setting out. I sometimes see hikers depending on GPS devices to “show them the way,” without mastering the GPS device beforehand—a mistake. You need to be the master of your GPS, not a trusting dependent.


If you do become lost, don’t panic. Try to identify your position. If you can, retrace your steps. If darkness is coming, make immediate plans to spend the night. The first priority is shelter and warmth, not food. A fire might help guide the rescue party.


Preventative measures are always best. Don’t hike alone. Notify someone of your intended route. Carry a small bundle of emergency supplies, including matches, a whistle, high-energy food, a knife, and a sweater or jacket.



Mountain Etiquette

There is no law against obnoxious behavior, but there are long-standing traditions among Sierra Nevada hikers that should be observed. One fine old custom on Sierra trails is to greet the people you meet. If you find someone in need of help, stop and lend assistance. Respect private property. Keep noise levels down in camp, especially at night. Please do not foist upon us that incessant ringing, tweeting, beeping clamor of electronic devices and toys. The out-of-doors should be a haven from city life, not only from honking traffic, urban noise, television, radio, and telephones, but also the whole mentality of tightly scheduled days and the ill-natured attitudes that rise from living in the rat race. Incessant bellyaching and abusive, sewer-mouthed language are abominations. Most of us come to the mountains to escape that.


Of course, a bit of grousing about the trail, food, weather, rangers, guidebook writers, and so on is a time-honored birthright of hikers. Likewise, a well-rounded cuss directed toward deer flies, backpacking stoves, mosquitoes, barked shins, and other maladies can be a colorful and satisfying part of the western experience. My point is this: use common sense and courtesy, be thoughtful toward others, and have a care for the land and its resident beasts and plant life.


A Note on Cell Phones

Many hikers now carry cell phones into the backcountry. Cell phones can be handy in some emergencies, but they are frequently unreliable because signal reception is so hard to find in the mountains. In the Sierra, cell phones provide a misleading sense of safety. Do not let a cell phone be an excuse to forgo the forethought, common sense, and basic skills that mountaineers have relied on for centuries to find their way and to deal with emergencies. The ease of a cell phone to summon assistance seemingly enables hikers to forgo the mountaineers’ first and fundamental duty, to come prepared for emergencies with skills and gear, as well their second duty, to methodically explore all possibilities for helping themselves and their group before summoning a rescue party. Even if successful, you will pay dearly for the privilege of being rescued by someone else. If you carry a phone, do not think that it renders traditional mountaineering skill and caution superfluous.


Unfortunately, most cell phones in the mountains are used for frivolous reasons. That is a citizen’s right, of course, but please, do not confuse one’s rights with a sense of entitlement to intrude on other mountaineers’ precious, hard-earned, time-honored right to cut ties (however fleetingly) with civilization. It is aggravating to be taking a breather atop a remote mountaintop or pass, enjoying the vast, sublime views and awe-inspiring solitude, only to be overtaken by a party of fresh arrivals who immediately start dialing out and crowing, “Guess where I’m calling from!”


Leave No Trace

Always leave an area just like you found it, if not cleaner. Camp no closer than 100 feet away from water or the trail. Avoid camping in fragile alpine meadows and along the banks of streams and lakes. Do not modify a campsite. Build fires, where they are permitted, only in existing campfire rings. Use only dead wood from the ground if it is abundant. Remember that plants and animals depend on downed and decomposing logs and forest duff for food, shelter, or nutrients. Do not break branches from standing bushes or trees, even if they are dead. Be aware where and when fires are restricted. Better yet, forgo the fire and use a camp stove.


Pack up all of your trash and extra food. Bury human waste at least 100 feet from water sources under 6 to 8 inches of topsoil. In some overused areas you will be asked to pack out human waste. Never put any soap in a lake or stream. It is illegal to remove flowers, rocks, pinecones, or anything else from any national park. Although this rule is amended in some areas of national forests, check the policy in a particular area before doing so. Shortcuts on switchbacks cause erosion. Don’t add to the burgeoning maze of use-trails in some areas. If you fish, practice catch-and-release methods with barbless hooks; but if you do fish for your dinner, make sure you have a license and don’t overfish your limit. By the same token, tasting a thimbleberry or wild strawberry is a fine part of the mountain experience, but remember that wildlife depends on that fruit and you do not.



Permits

Wilderness permits are required in national parks and designated wilderness areas for overnight use. In some places (like Desolation Wilderness and Half Dome) they are required even for day hikers. Backcountry rangers ask to see these permits and enforce the law with fines. Most are free, though the three national parks charge fees to issue them in advance.
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Group Size

To preserve the integrity of wilderness, different agencies put restrictions on the size of overnight parties entering at specific trailheads. In Yosemite, for instance, the limit is eight people if you are leaving the trail and fifteen if you are staying on it. Some national forests mandate groups of fifteen people or fewer. Crowds diminish the wilderness experience. If you are part of a group, keep noise levels down and do not intrude on others’ solitude.


Trail Stock

Equestrians and pack trains have the right-of-way on the trail. When you encounter stock animals, step off the trail on the downhill side but remain in full view, and offer a friendly greeting to reassure the animal that you pose no threat. Cattle graze in many parts of the range in summer, and their presence indicates a need to be especially vigilant in purifying water.


Dogs

Dogs are generally banned from national park trails. Elsewhere, keep your dog under control. Know the rules of the land administrators. Obey leash laws where they exist. Bury your dog’s waste or pack it out in resealable plastic bags.



Sharing the Mountains

Although this book is intended for hikers and backpackers, other groups also claim use of public lands—recreational vehicles, mechanized campers, mountain bikers, equestrians, packers, ATV users, hunters, anglers, cattlemen, loggers, and miners. Respect their rights and most will respect yours. True, most hikers have short tolerances for motorized recreational trail users, who have the greatest capacity for wreaking havoc through carelessness. But remember that civil discourse with responsible user groups and rangers will do more to curb the renegades than any other means.


Compromise is the key. Many conservationists oppose commercial and mechanized activities on public lands—as indeed there are equestrians and hikers who would exclude mountain bikers, and miners who would exclude hikers from the vicinity of their mineral claims. As appealing as one group might find the utter exclusion of another, in light of the fact that we all must share the public lands, it seems reasonable to try to find some common ground. The array of government agencies provides for compromise. For example, some timber harvesting is permitted in national forests in exchange for complete protection in the national parks and designated wilderness areas (a protection that has not always been respected). If hikers want to keep mountain bikers out of the wilderness areas, they need to accede some places where they can ride. New mines and mining roads are excluded from wilderness areas, but we still honor existing claims.


Common ground that most users of the mountains share is a desire to preserve them from urbanized development. No hunter would rather see a meadow filled with strip malls. Conservationists and hunters sometimes forget that they are natural allies; many of our greatest conservationists in fact were hunters. Lumberjacks and cowpunchers likewise don’t want to demolish forests and meadows. If they wanted to work among pavement and buildings, they could find easier, safer jobs in town. Rather, they would prefer to perpetuate their ways of life, which depend on the meadows and forests. Certainly, we must enforce regulations to prevent harmful clear-cutting or overgrazing and must support private and government agencies that encourage good land management. For the same reason, backpackers—who likewise bear some responsibility for fouling creeks and spoiling meadows—must accept the regulations of wilderness permits.


As a hiker and backpacker, I savor the wildest parts of the Sierra Nevada and would like to see greater areas preserved from development. More foothill tracts, especially, should be purchased and preserved as parks and reserves. Realistically, I recognize that much of the land in greatest threat of development is privately owned and is not going to be returned to wilderness or sold to the lowest bidder. If ranchers and farmers cannot turn a profit from their lands, they are going to sell to developers. Conservation groups ought to recognize that profitable agriculture is probably the strongest, most practical check that we have against the creeping development of the Sierra Nevada foothills, and that ranchers and farmers, like packers and hunters, should be cultivated as allies, not antagonists. That is one reason why I tend to view grazing cattle on a national forest with tolerance, not ire. Yes, I know that bovine-trammeled meadows and streams are ugly and detrimental to wilderness. Good grazing practices should be enforced on public land. My argument is that conservationists do not hold all the cards and should broaden their appeal in the lowlands, where ranches are headquartered, by a willingness to listen and compromise. The bottom line is, I’d rather see a ranch than a thousand ranchettes.



How to Use This Guide

The Sierra Nevada offers thousands of miles of trails, and no single hiking guide can be both comprehensive and portable. Many excellent hiking guidebooks explore specific parks or regions, but this guide attempts to provide an overview of the entire range.


Yes, it’s a fleeting overview. After all, the area covered is vast. Consider that if laid out on the eastern seaboard, the Sierra Nevada would reach from Boston to Virginia, and if in the Rockies, from Wyoming to Santa Fe. These mountains also embrace an extraordinary variety of landscapes, elevations, biological zones, and histories. To convey a portrait of such a vast region, while not requiring hikers to bring an extra wheelbarrow, I had to be selective.


I want readers to glean a fuller appreciation for the whole Sierra Nevada, with hopes that you too will grow to love the rich and ever-beguiling beauty and variety of all its landscapes, not just the ones that most please the hasty tourist. Consequently, I’ve gathered together an admittedly motley grab bag of superlative hikes from all around the range—foothill, canyon, forest, alpine rock garden, desert edges, and even the neighboring Mono Basin, Owens Valley, and White Mountains, which frame the Sierra Nevada so majestically. Some of these hikes are actually set in the gold rush towns of Coloma (Hike 16), Nevada City (Hikes 11, H), Placerville (Hike J), Knight’s Ferry (Hike M), Columbia (Hike N), and Grass Valley (Hike 10). All these regions and places are integral to the vibrant health and character of the Sierra Nevada, and each hike, moreover, helps build a transcendent appreciation for the whole shebang.


So how did I choose which hikes to include? Most hikes highlight the range’s stupendous natural scenery, the Sierra Nevada’s hallmark waterfalls, cliffs, domes, remarkable trees, chasms, lakes, glaciers, natural bridges and arches, caverns, tablelands, volcanic craters, hot springs, and more. Others draw attention to the fascinating panoply of passing peoples who left their mark on these mountains, such as the forty-niners, violent claim-jumpers (Hike 10), Big Tree lumberjacks (Hikes 69), and the ingenious engineers and “mechanics” who built incredible mine complexes, flumes, bridges, roads, and railroads. I took some pains to shoehorn some historically and culturally rich curiosities into the book, like the massive Miwok acorn grinding rock near Volcano (Hike L), isolated graves and graveyards (Hikes 8, 16, 17, N, 72), the Donner Party horror (Hike 28), a deserted ashram (Hike 103), humble monuments of Basque sheepherders (Hikes 30, 82), and the tunnels and snowsheds of the First Transcontinental Railroad (Hike 28). Places utterly unique to the Sierra Nevada feature in some of my choices, wonderful oddities found nowhere else, such as the Smith Cabin Tree (Hike 41), the “beehive hut” atop Muir Pass (Hike 96), the Glacier Point firefall (Hike 54), Black Bart’s first robbery site (Hike 22), the pioneer tale of “seeing the elephant” (Hike 39), John Muir’s crazy brush with death at Yosemite Falls (Hike 53), the fabulous Mother Lode vein (Hikes 16, 46), and the enigmatic catfish pond atop Donner Pass (Hike 28), to name just a few.


I likewise aim to describe hikes for all four seasons. Many worthy Sierra trails don’t get buried by winter snows. Although I include a handful of challenging backpacking trips, the book emphasizes day hiking rather than backpacking (though many day hikes make wonderful overnighters). I cater to hikers of different abilities. Some offer easy rambles suitable for families with young children. Other routes delve off cross-country, guiding experienced hikers through a route without benefit of trail. I note some trails or trail sections potentially suitable (check first) for robust travelers in wheelchairs (Hikes 7, D, F, M, Q, R, EE).


A dilemma for writers of hiking guides is that we put high value on uncrowded trails, while encouraging people to hike them. Granted that the chance to earn my bread in part by hiking tempted me to take this project on, but there’s also strong moral justification for hiking guides. The more people who know and love the Sierra Nevada, the more who will want to preserve it. If there were no backpackers, there would be no designated wilderness areas. If no one appreciated how lovely the sagebrush frames a peak, or how hauntingly a cicada’s strange whine complements the hot, still stretches of foothill wood and canyon floor, then no one would care if these more “marginal” landscapes disappeared under development. If no one were interested in hiking, it’s only a matter of time before the trails would be turned into roads.


There have always been people who prefer the city to the wilds. Fair enough. Yet I worry to see how many of our younger generation have grown to prefer electronic “adventures” to real, physical ones. If fewer American children camp, hike, or even play in the backyard, and more and more reach for electronics to fire up their social lives and stimulate their natural sense of adventure, how can we expect future generations to care about Sierra Nevada wild lands? To promote the perpetuation of wild, open, public land, we have to encourage new generations to know, love, and care for the wild Sierra Nevada. The best way for that is to take kids hiking. Responsible hikers are the least intrusive of all people in the mountains. Certainly, many stunning roads and vistas are accessible by car, but the finest way to experience the Sierra Nevada, to cultivate adventures and fine fellowship, is afoot.



How the Hikes Are Organized

I divide the Sierra Nevada into nine geographical regions, each a chapter. Each chapter begins with a regional introduction, giving a sweeping look at the land and historical setting. I then follow with anywhere from five to twenty detailed hikes and end each chapter with Honorable Mentions—worthy hikes that are mainly too short and simple (like self-guided nature trails) or too “loose” (more suitable for wandering at your will than needful of purposeful guidance) to describe in more detail, but which you should not miss.


For each detailed hike in the book, I begin with a hike summary—a brief taste of the adventure to follow. Next you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike: where the trailhead is located, hike length, approximate hiking time, difficulty rating, type of trail terrain, best hiking season, what other trail users you may encounter, land status, the nearest town, usage fees, pertinent maps, and trail contacts (for updates on trail conditions), as well as other helpful details.


My comments on trail difficulty are necessarily subjective—obviously, an “easy” hike for a seasoned hiker can be “strenuous” for a couch potato. I love to encourage couch potatoes to get out on trails. But they should understand up front that by “easy,” I mean that someone in fair physical condition should be able to do it easily. When I say a trail is “strenuous,” recognize that someone who is not acclimated to the elevation or who is not in good condition might find it brutal. The rating is based on the length of the hike, the condition of the trail, and the elevation gain and loss. Note that when I mention “overall elevation gain,” I mean the approximate total rise in feet that a hiker walks uphill, even if these rises are interspersed with downhill sections. I call this a “gain and loss” of elevation on out-and-back hikes, because you return to the same spot.


In the category of Trail condition, I call a conventional footpath a “singletrack,” while an old dirt road with a vegetated crown down the middle is a “doubletrack.”


The Finding the trailhead section gives directions from a nearby city, town, or landmark to the trailhead parking area.


The Hike section provides my impression of the trail. To keep that section live-lier, I save some of the dry but necessary details for the Miles and Directions section that follows the hike description.



A Note on Maps

The maps in this book use elevation tints to portray relief and give you a good idea of elevation gain and loss. The selected route is highlighted and directional arrows, when needed, point the way. Access roads, landmarks, water, points of interest, and geographical features are marked.


On extended hikes in wild areas, you should be carrying a good topographic map. For that reason, I list what I think to be the best available topographic maps for each hike. The basis of all these topographical maps are the 15-minute (scale 1:62500) and even more detailed 7.5-minute (scale 1:24000) maps published by the United States Geological Survey (USGS). Aside from recording all the old trails and mines and other such fascinating ephemeral information that gets dropped from newer maps, these splendid sheet maps still form the basis for all other commercial maps and mapping software. I list the USGS 7.5-minute quadrants (known as quads) by name for each hike because they are the most detailed and complete topographical rendering of any map available, though they are not necessarily the most up-to-date in terms of trails or developed features. Topographic maps are available to view for free online, or to buy as paper copies, or to download as computer-based copies directly from the USGS map store website: www.usgs.gov/products/maps/topo-maps. When I am researching historical sites, I particularly like examining and printing sections of historic early editions of USGS quads from the USGS’s National Geologic Database project page: ngmdb.usgs.gov/topoview/viewer/#4/39.98/-100.06.


Probably more useful to most hikers are the regional topographic maps published on paper by the US Forest Service and private publishers like Tom Harrison, National Geographic (Trails Illustrated), and Fine Edge Productions. Other government agencies (e.g., BLM, state parks, and the like) can provide decent trail maps to visitors. I list these for different hikes. Hikers nowadays can also print out good trail (and off-trail) map sections from commercial topographic mapping software websites or apps (e.g., TopoZone, CalTopo, and others).


GPS devices made for outdoor enthusiasts also sell downloadable topographical maps, though I think a paper map and traditional compass are more rugged and reliable (they don’t run low on batteries, for instance). True, a GPS proves useful in retracing one’s steps, thereby reducing a hiker’s chance of getting lost. They are also convenient in navigating through forests off-trail, or through a fog, provided you don’t lose the signal. Speaking as an old-timer who has used both technologies, the most important factors in not getting lost are good navigational sense, systematic observation of your route, and experience with your chosen technology.
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Northern Gold Country

The gold-bearing region from Mariposa north to Oroville is known as the Gold Country. The forty-niners didn’t call it that. They referred to the Gold Country as “the Mines.” They knew the large region drained by the Feather, Yuba, and American Rivers as “the Northern Mines”—the purview of this chapter. (The Southern Mines region is the subject of the next chapter.) The principle gold rush towns of the Northern Mines are Auburn, Grass Valley, Nevada City, and Downieville, all linked along Highway 49, and Oroville, in the Feather River country farther north along CA 70.

The Northern Mines embraces much of the high country of the Feather, Yuba, and American Rivers, where snow falls and sticks all winter long. Summer is the best time for hikers to visit the scenic Gold Lakes Basin in the shadow of the spectacular Sierra Buttes, Plumas-Eureka State Park, and the lake country of Nevada County. The Northern Mines area also encompasses an expanse of western foothills and wild canyons that provide snow-free hiking all year round. These foothill hikes are at their best in spring, when the flowers bloom, and autumn, when the leaves turn, but winter can also bring clear skies and ideal hiking weather. Summer temperatures in the foothills routinely reach the 90s and above, but morning and evening temperatures can be very comfortable, and a dunk in the river can bring perfection to even the hottest hike.

Despite a population boom in foothill towns, most of the backcountry canyons and mountains remain less heavily populated today than they were a century and a half ago. Many local trails were originally forged by miners and later abandoned, only to be revived in recent years by hardworking volunteer organizations like Sequoya Challenge, the Forest Trails Alliance, Pony Express Association, the Bear Yuba Land Trust, and the Western States Trail Foundation. Most of these trails follow rivers or climb between ridges and canyon bottoms, typically in the Yuba and American River drainages. Not only are they scenic, but most contain a good deal of historical interest, such as old bridges, mines, water ditches, and rock walls. Even if it’s nothing more substantial than the story behind a place name, a little history of a place makes the hike all the more interesting.

Many contemporary mining claims still dot the Gold Country. Most of them are on public land, but they are private claims nonetheless. Respect those claims. Never disturb or even investigate a contemporary mining camp or its equipment, and do not remove any rocks or minerals from any claim. Miners are notoriously proprietary about their claims. If you want to pan for gold, find a stretch of claim-free public land. The Auburn State Recreation Area and Malakoff Diggins State Historic Park, for instance, both encourage claim-free recreational panning.
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