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HIKING SOUTHERN OREGON








HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE

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


We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


FalconGuides


Reader Response/Editorial Department


246 Goose Lane, Suite 200


Guilford, CT 06437


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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INTRODUCTION

Among natural regions in the United States, Southern Oregon ranks near the top on just about anybody’s list, not only in scenic magnificence but also in the abundance of hiking trails from which to admire that magnificence. Within the vast and diverse region between the Idaho state line and the Pacific coast, and from an east–west line drawn through the city of Roseburg, south to the California line (and perhaps just a tiny bit beyond), it may be possible to hike every weekend for 30 or 40 years and never run out of interesting and beautiful trails. Nineteen federal wilderness areas, eleven national forests, two national parks, two national monuments, and six national wildlife refuges await trail enthusiasts.


For this book, the authors chose an assortment of the region’s best pathways, sadly limited to ninety-nine. Just remember that trail selection is highly subjective, so if your favorite was omitted, the authors apologize. An attempt was made to not only include the best but also provide a range of trail lengths and degrees of difficulty. The selection is heavily weighted toward the Cascades and Siskiyous, because those areas have the most trails and the most people.



ABOUT THE REGION


MORE THAN JUST TREES

In the view of this book’s authors, hiking enjoyment is greatly enhanced by the ability to tell one tree species from another and also by the ability to identify “forest types,” i.e., different tree species frequently found growing together in “association.”


Theoretically, an individual with a knowledge of forest associations can be dropped randomly by parachute anywhere in the United States and, upon landing, pinpoint their location to within a few hundred miles just by examining the resident trees. A profusion of beech and birch trees says you are in the northern Great Lakes region. Sugar pines scream California and southwest Oregon. Scattered Oregon white oaks put you at a low-elevation woodland in Oregon or Washington.


Some species may be more helpful than others in pinpointing location. Western dogwood, for example, is nearly always associated with Douglas-fir, but Douglas-fir is extremely widespread and a component of many forest associations, from the Colorado Rockies to the Pacific coast. Sugar pine, in Southern Oregon, occurs from near sea level to 5,000 feet. By contrast, in the center of the sugar pine’s range in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the tree is found at elevations between 5,000 and 9,000 feet.



Southern Oregon Forest Associations

A knowledge of which forest species grow together in distinct communities, and in distinct kinds of environments, is a major consideration in tree identification. In fact, the first question one should ask when attempting to identify a tree is, “where am I?” The answer may not give you the exact species, but it will greatly narrow the possibilities.


Southern Oregon forest associations are unusually complex because the region is an overlap (or “ecotone”) of several major forest regions—the Northern Pacific Coast Region, the Cascade Mountains Region, and the Sierra Nevada Region, not to mention the Oregon High Desert, the fringes of a few other regions, and some oddball inclusions consisting either of rare trees or trees growing where they shouldn’t. For example, the northernmost stand of California redwoods is found near Brookings, Oregon, on the Chetco River, in the middle of the Douglas-fir region, 60 miles from the nearest redwood grove to the south. Granted, the Chetco redwoods are small compared to those in Big Sur, California. But it is still a fantastic place.


Forest stands containing the rare and beautiful Brewer spruce, and pure stands of the even rarer Baker cypress, are always an Oregon surprise.







THE OREGON HIGH DESERT

East of the Cascades, from the Idaho state line to the city of Klamath Falls, lies a vast, lonely, and beautiful region referred to locally as the High Desert or Eastern Oregon. Narrow, north–south oriented fault-block mountain ranges typify the area, with desert in the valleys. Major fault-block ranges include the North Warners east of Lakeview, the spectacular Hart Mountain ridge, and spectacular 9,700-foot Steens Mountain.


(Note: Some geologists contend that what has historically been called the “Steens Mountains” is actually a single mountain. As a result, an attempt was made to change the name from the “Steens Mountains” to “Steens Mountain.” The latter is now used on road signs, maps, and the Steens Mountain Wilderness. The authors, however, believe that “Steens Mountain” is ungrammatical and should be either “Steen’s Mountain” or “Steen Mountain,” named for Enoch Steen. However, to avoid confusion and remain consistent with what hikers will encounter on the ground, we have chosen to use the conventional spelling.)


The region is pocked with small, often spectacular volcanic areas such as Gearhart Mountain, Jordan Craters, and Diamond Craters. The historic Owyhee River canyon flows through extreme southeast Oregon. Part of southeast Oregon (the Harney Basin) belongs to the Great Basin geological province and has no external river drainage.


In the desert areas, look for sagebrush, rabbitbrush, and bitterbrush in the vast valley areas. On slightly upland or somewhat moister slopes, you’ll see western junipers scattered here and there.


The ecology of the southeast Oregon mountain ranges is similar to the Cascades, except the trees are a little smaller and farther apart and there is a much higher percentage of pines (ponderosa and lodgepole).


Wildlife is also similar to the Cascades, with two major exceptions. Instead of Columbian black-tailed deer, they have mule deer. Also, from time to time you might spot a herd of pronghorns, a beautiful antelope-like desert dweller. And if you’re really fortunate, in the low elevations around the Steens, you just might encounter part of the Kiger mustang herd, a sight you’ll never forget. The wildlife refuges around Upper Klamath Lake are famous for bald eagles.


The best-known Native tribes are the Modoc and Klamath. The Modoc are remembered for the Modoc War of 1872, in which twenty-seven tribal members, hiding in a natural fortress of lava rock, held off the US Army for 6 months.


A memorable pioneer was Jean Baptiste Charbonneau (1805–1866), buried near the tiny town of Danner, near Jordan Valley. He was the baby that Sacajawea is always carrying in pictures of the Lewis and Clark Expedition.


Major industries are hay and cattle farming, with large Basque-owned herds of sheep around Jordan Valley, Oregon’s most southeastern town.





THE CASCADES

This majestic range, with its broad, snowy volcanoes, dominates Southern Oregon and the entire Pacific Northwest, from Northern California to British Columbia. The Cascades’ string of towering volcanic peaks, culminating in Mounts Rainier and Shasta, form a weather barrier between the verdant western valleys and the eastern deserts. In Southern Oregon, Cascades highlights include Crater Lake, Mount McLoughlin, and the canyons of the upper Rogue and Umpqua Rivers.


The volcanoes of the Cascades are strung out along the Pacific “Ring of Fire” and are fueled by the westward advancement of the North American continent, dating back fifty million years.


The Cascades can be divided into the Western and High Cascades. The much older Western Cascades lie west of the High Cascades and are highly eroded. Bedded rock layers, mysteriously, are all tilted 18 degrees. In Southern Oregon, the Soda Mountain area and the Rogue-Umpqua Divide belong to the Western Cascades.


The major South Cascades volcanoes, such as Crater Lake (Mount Mazama) and Mount McLoughlin, belong to the High Cascades. In Southern Oregon, only isolated remnants of the Western Cascades remain, usually the innermost core of an ancient volcano that has almost completely eroded (such as Rabbit Ears and Pilot Rock).


The primary volcanic event influencing Southern Oregon occurred at 11,000-foot Mount Mazama about 7,000 years ago (it wasn’t named Mazama then). Mazama erupted with a fury that sent an ash plume around the world and filled the Rogue River canyon with lava as far away as what is now Shady Cove. The peak’s empty innards then caved in, forming a giant, steep-sided crater called a caldera. The pit eventually filled with rain-water and snowmelt to become Crater Lake. The Mountain Lakes basin, the Medicine Lake Highland near Mount Shasta, and Newberry Crater, near Bend, have origins similar to Crater Lake’s.


Plants in the Southern Oregon Cascades mostly fall into the Pacific Northwest and California forest regions. Incense cedar, sugar pine, Douglas-fir, white fir, and Shasta red fir are California species; western red cedar, western hemlock, Pacific silver fir, Douglas-fir (again), and noble fir are Northwest denizens. Most California species fade out at or near the Rogue-Umpqua Divide.


The primary large mammals in the Southern Oregon Cascades are black bears, Roosevelt elk, red foxes, and cougars, although you’re not likely to run across them. Smaller animals include hundreds of types of songbirds, quail, ground squirrels, gray squirrels, chipmunks, coyotes, and red-tailed hawks.


While there is definitely a human history in the Southern Cascades, there was no gold to be rushed, and Native tribes ventured into the area only in summer.





THE SISKIYOU MOUNTAINS AND WESTERN INTERIOR VALLEYS

The Siskiyou Mountains are part of the Klamath Mountains geological province, which extends from Redding, California, to Roseburg, Oregon, and from Medford almost to the coast. Within the province, a number of distinct ranges can be identified, including the Trinity Alps, Salmon Mountains, Marble Mountains, and, in Oregon, the Siskiyou Mountains.
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USDA Forest Service maps confine the Siskiyous to the ridge immediately north and west of the Klamath River in Oregon and California (including Mount Ashland, the Red Buttes, and the Siskiyou Wilderness). Most geologists include the entire Klamath system in Southern Oregon as part of the Siskiyous, including everything south of Rose-burg, west of the Cascades, and east of the Coast Ranges.


The name Siskiyou is a Cree word meaning “bobtailed horse.” The Cree still live in western Canada. An early explorer (possibly Peter Skene Ogden), so the story goes, purchased a bobtailed race horse on a visit to the Cree. In the 1820s, at what is now Siskiyou Summit on I-5, the horse died in a snowstorm.


The most common rock in many areas of the Siskiyous, including the Lower Rogue canyon, is an ancient, partially metamorphosed (chemically altered in place over a long period of time) basaltic lava called greenstone. Greenstone’s numerous cracks and fissures are occasionally filled with white quartz. Quartz veins may be accompanied by flakes of gold and silver, giving rise to the region’s colorful mining history. Other rock types in the Siskiyous also contain gold-bearing quartz.


Patches of limestone also dot the Siskiyous, some of which has metamorphosed into schist and marble. Occasional marble lenses dissolve along fracture lines to form caves (including Oregon Caves), usually with spectacular flowstone and stalactite formations. There are also areas of granitic rock (lava that solidified deep underground).


Geologists theorize that the North American continent is slowly moving westward and overriding the oceanic crust. Near the surface, the oceanic crust is composed mostly of basaltic lava flows. Deeper down, it is made of types of coarse granite called serpentine and peridotite. Basalt, serpentine, and peridotite have relatively little sodium, potassium, or silica. They contain potentially minable amounts of nickel, copper, chrome, platinum, and magnesium.


Occasionally serpentine finds its way to the surface. There is more peridotite and serpentine in the Klamath Mountains than anywhere else on the continent. The largest single mass is about 15 miles wide and 30 miles long. Vulcan Lake is located on this formation.


Peridotite and serpentine areas have their own special ecosystems because most major forest species will not grow there. Trees that do grow there are small and widely spaced. Ponderosa pine is replaced by Jeffrey pine. Serpentine-loving plants include coffeeberry, western azalea, and the insect-eating Darlingtonia (cobra lily, or California pitcher plant).


A major geological factor shaping both the Cascades and Siskiyous is glaciation. The most recent North American ice age, between one million and 10,000 years ago, was confined in western North America to the mountains. Evidence of past glaciation can be found throughout the region. Signs of past glaciation include valleys with a U-shaped profile, elongated rubble heaps called moraines, and amphitheater-shaped basins called cirques, marked by a steep horseshoe-shaped cliff with a lake at the cliff’s base. The majority of high mountain lakes occupy glacial cirques.


Except for serpentine areas, Siskiyou forests are similar to the Cascades—a mixture of California and Pacific Northwest forest regions. Wildlife is also similar, except that Bigfoot is allegedly common.


Oregon’s earliest human settlement, more than 9,000 years old, is believed to be an archaeological site in the heart of the Lower Rogue River canyon. The same area, near Marial, was also Southern Oregon’s earliest white settlement.


Tribes of the Rogue River region, the Takelma and Tututni, were called the “Rogue” Indians (Coquin in French). Having heard stories about European settlers’ efforts to subdue and eliminate Native tribes farther east, the Takelma and Tututni did everything they could to make the first European visitors and settlers feel unwelcome. Farther north, the Umpqua were the dominant tribe. Mostly hunters and gatherers, these extremely small tribes lived a quiet life with minimal impact on the land (except for setting occasional forest fires to improve deer habitat).


In 1852 gold was discovered near the Lower Rogue River. This led to a number of skirmishes between miners, settlers, the US Army, and the Native tribes. The Rogue Indian Wars of 1855–56 culminated in the Lupton Massacre, in which two soldiers and twenty-seven Native women and children perished.


Southwest Oregon was a focal point of the Western gold rush in the 1850s through the 1870s. The region’s first two county seats, Jacksonville (Jackson County) and Waldo (Josephine County), began as mining settlements. Gold mining in Southern Oregon, still a popular hobby, is mostly confined to the Siskiyous.





THE COAST RANGES AND THE COAST

High on the list of Oregon scenic wonders is the rocky Southern Oregon Pacific coast and the adjacent Coast Ranges, with dense, immense old-growth forests (and the north-ernmost coastal redwoods). These are some of the rainiest places in North America.


The Southern Oregon coast is more rugged, with more offshore rocks than the central and northern coast (and has a lot more serpentine). According to geological maps, there is supposed to be a distinct line of transition from the Siskiyous to the Coast Ranges on the Rogue River Trail at Big Slide Camp (mile 3.0 from Grave Creek). It is very difficult to see. For the most part the transition is gradual and indistinct.


Botanically the area is similar to the Siskiyous except that grand fir replaces white fir. Right along the coast, a whole new ecosystem takes over, consisting mostly of Sitka spruce and shore pine, a stunted, windswept version of lodgepole pine. Like lodgepole, shore pine can grow in sand.


Historically the Native tribes of the Pacific Northwest coast are considered the most culturally and technologically advanced of any nonagricultural North American tribe. Living off salmon, deer, elk, and huckleberries, the tribes built permanent villages and had highly developed art and communities.


The Southern Oregon coast and Coast Ranges marked the southernmost extent of the Northwest coast culture. The primary South Coast tribe is the Coquille (French for “shell”). No Southern Oregon tribe was as advanced as the more northerly Oregon coastal tribes such as the Salish and Tlinkit. The Coquille were eventually displaced by European settlers and forced to share a reservation with the Siletz tribe, located in the Coast Ranges west of Salem.





THE CALIFORNIA FAR NORTH

Included in this guide are a few Northern California trails that either begin in Oregon or are far more easily accessed from Oregon. Directions are given from Oregon. Trails are located in the Red Buttes Wilderness, the northern portion of the Siskiyou Wilderness, and the Stout Grove area of Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park. All three are within or near the Siskiyou Mountains.


With the exception of the redwoods near the coast, forest communities in the Siskiyou Mountains and Coast Ranges of California Far North are virtually identical to those of Oregon. The uniquely California ecosystems don’t begin until you travel a little farther south and a little higher up in elevation, when trees such as digger pine, blue oak, redbud, and, at high elevations, foxtail pine begin to appear.


As in Oregon, directly along the coast, expect to encounter mostly Sitka spruce and shore pine. The redwood zone begins slightly inland from the Sitka spruce zone and follows low-elevation river canyons upstream and uphill, as they say, “as far as the fog reaches.” Principal redwood associates are western hemlock and tanoak. Look also for redwood sorrel, a giant clover with a bright red underside. Away from the redwoods, sorrel has a green underside. Moving inland and upstream, the redwoods are replaced by vast Douglas-fir forests.


The human history of the California Far North is also similar to the Oregon Coast and Siskiyous except the Native tribes are Hoopa, Karuk, Yurok, and Chimariko. As in Oregon, early European settlement was mostly driven by gold mining at first and then by logging. In the Red Buttes, you might encounter some abandoned World War II–era chromite mines.












HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

TRAIL JURISDICTIONS

Of the ninety-nine primary hikes described in this book (plus another one hundred optional and “extra” hikes), thirty-six lie mainly on land administered by Rogue River–Siskiyou National Forest, headquartered in Medford, Oregon. Twelve hikes lie mostly within Fremont-Winema National Forest, headquartered in Lakeview. Fifteen hikes fall under the jurisdiction of Umpqua National Forest, headquartered in Roseburg. Eight hikes are located mostly within Crater Lake National Park. Twelve hikes are on land administered by the US Bureau of Land Management (BLM). One hike sits on property owned by The Nature Conservancy. One hike falls under the jurisdiction of the Rogue River–Bear Creek Greenway Commission. One hike is owned by a private timber company. One hike lies within Oregon Caves National Monument, administered by the National Park Service. Of the hikes in California, three are in Six Rivers National Forest, one is in Klamath National Forest, and three are in Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park, a component of Redwood National and State Parks.


Much labor has gone into designing and maintaining these trails, and the responsible agencies are to be commended and thanked. The best way to repay their efforts is to treat the land with respect.


FEES, HOURS, BICYCLES, AND PETS

Although there are numerous Forest Service, BLM, and national park fee-parking areas in the rest of Oregon, they are being phased in slowly in Southern Oregon; parking remains free at most trailheads (for now). Some sections of Crater Lake National Park require an entrance free and some do not. Oregon Caves National Monument charges for cave tours but not for entry. The Redwood National and State Parks system is free. Parking is also free at most Southern Oregon national wildlife refuges. Many Oregon state parks have self-service day-use fees or toll booths; others do not. Valley of the Rogue State Park charges only for campground use.


Day-use parking at federal fee sites generally costs a few dollars. In self-service areas, if you have an annual Golden Eagle Pass or lifetime Senior Pass, display it in your window to avoid the fee (but remember that the cards may melt in direct sunlight). Fee sites that accept the Northwest Forest Pass are rare in Southern Oregon and much more common farther north.


Hours are simple to figure out. National forest and national park trails are open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. The same is true of trails managed by BLM and most other agencies. Most Oregon state parks close at dusk, but Valley of the Rogue State Park also has a 24-hour freeway rest area. The paved greenway path that runs through the park is open 24 hours.
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PACIFIC CREST TRAIL (PCT)


The Pacific Crest Trail (#2000) follows the crest of the Sierra Nevada and Cascade ranges for 1,800 miles from the Mexican border to the Canadian border. It is considered America’s most challenging trail, and hiking its entire length is a worthy accomplishment.


About 90 miles of the PCT traverse the Southern Cascades and Siskiyous. This book features the best hikes of those 90 miles. Readers desiring more information on the PCT will find several publications with mile-by-mile narratives.


In this guide the PCT is described as it crosses Mount Thielsen, Crater Lake National Park, Devil’s Peak, the Sky Lakes Basin, Mount McLoughlin, Brown Mountain, the Soda Mountain area, the back side of Mount Ashland, and the Red Buttes Wilderness. Less-scenic sections, such as the 30-mile stretch across the Dead Indian Plateau, which mostly follows old logging roads, are omitted.


For those lacking the inclination to hike the entire PCT, taking in the highlights is the ideal way to experience this national treasure. PCT day hikers should bear in mind that (1) one person’s highlight may be another person’s lowlight, and (2) you can never predict when an unheralded highlight will appear out of nowhere. A good example is the junction of the Pumice Flat and Pacific Crest Trails in Crater Lake National Park. The lead-in routes leave much to be desired, but the actual junction—in a tiny grass-and-wildflower basin surrounded by white-rock ledges—is exquisite.





Pet regulations are also pretty standard. On Forest Service and BLM trails, pets must be either on a leash or under voice command. In Oregon state parks and the Bear Creek Greenway, they must be leashed at all times. In national parks and monuments, pets are not permitted on backcountry trails because they disrupt wildlife. They are permitted, on leash, only in developed areas. Pets are not permitted on the Table Rock trails, but they are at Mill Creek Falls.


Unless otherwise posted, bicycles are permitted on most Forest Service and BLM trails. They are not permitted on national park trails or in wilderness areas. Motorized dirt bikes and ATVs are permitted, with many restrictions, only on the Golden Staircase Trail.


WINTER ACCESS

There are downhill-ski areas in the Southern Cascades at Pelican Butte, near Klamath Falls, and at Mount Bailey, near Diamond Lake. Both are accessible via commercial snowcat and have no lifts. The nearest ski areas with lifts are at Mount Ashland, near Ashland (in the Siskiyou Mountains), and the small but beautiful Warner Canyon, north of Lakeview. Diamond Lake, north of Crater Lake, has a rope-tow hill for inner tubes and snowboards.


Established cross-country ski trails (plus a few snowmobile trails) may be found in Crater Lake National Park and the surrounding national forest, but only five main roads are kept open in winter in the Southern Oregon Cascades: Oregon Highways 140, 62, 66, 138, and 230. OR 140 continues to Lakeview, crossing into Nevada near the Sheldon National Antelope Range (where a young couple with a baby famously became lost in the snow several years ago and had a movie made about them). There are numerous snow zones on OR 140.


Side roads in the snow zones can become buried under as much as 20 feet of snow. To park in a cleared snow zone in Oregon, including ski resorts, an annual Sno-Park Permit is required, available at any Forest Service, BLM, or Department of Motor Vehicle office or at ski areas.


No snow zone roads in the Siskiyou Mountains are maintained in winter. The Happy Camp Road, out of Cave Junction, is cleared to the Page Mountain Winter Sports Area, a cross-country ski site. OR 199, from Grants Pass to Crescent City, California, crests at Collier Tunnel (just over the California line), barely brushing the snow zone.


SNOW COUNTRY DRIVING (THIS IS IMPORTANT!)

When traveling in winter over mountain passes, it is critical to check the weather forecast and road conditions. Go to tripcheck.com for all highway cams in Oregon. No matter where you are (but especially on remote forest and desert roads), if there is deep snow on the road surface, if it begins snowing heavily and the road is heading uphill, or if it begins snowing and you’re not sure where the road goes, TURN AROUND and go back the way you came! People become lost, stranded, and occasionally die because they continued forward in snow on an unfamiliar road. Remember: The best “shortcut” is usually the main highway. Unpaved forest roads may be interesting and scenic, but they are rarely shortcuts.



TRAIL SELECTION

The hikes chosen for this guide lead to significant natural features, such as a lake, a mountaintop, a free-flowing creek or river, or a waterfall. They were selected over dozens of other perfectly good trails. Some trails were omitted because they lead only from one random point to another; others too closely paralleled roads, led to places where you can drive, or followed the shores of reservoirs.



RATING THE HIKES


Longest


73. Rogue River Trail-Grave Creek to Marial


Highest


50. Mount McLoughlin


Most Difficult (Three-Way Tie)


10. Mount Thielsen


50. Mount McLoughlin


81. Magic Canyon


Most Scenic


1. Wildhorse Lake


Most Unusual


5. Crack in the Ground


Best Hike Overall


1. Wildhorse Lake




The following information is included in each trail description:


Overview. This short description of each hike includes those special natural features for which it was chosen, as well as any other aspects that make the trail outstanding.


Distance (also includes type of hike). The Distance figure gives the total distance hiked. In an out-and-back hike, the number is twice the length of the trail. Since the advent of Global Positioning System (GPS) devices, measuring trail distances has become fairly accurate; all primary trail routes described in this book were measured using GPS and include GPS coordinates.


Most wilderness trail signs do not include distances, and when they do, they are often just somebody’s best guess. Forest Service signs round the posted trail length to the nearest 0.5 mile. Because of the accuracy of GPS readings, this guide may give mileages that differ from Forest Service trail signs.


Keep in mind that “distance” only indicates map distances. Since maps reflect only the horizontal, a trail listed as “1 mile” but which climbs a steep slope is actually longer than 1 mile. Most hikers average about 2 miles per hour, although a steep 2-mile climb on rocky tread can take longer than a 4-mile stroll through a gentle river valley.


Hikes fall into the following categories, mentioned within the Distance field: “Loop trails” start and finish at the same trailhead, with at least a portion of the route not retracing the same path on the return route. Loops include shapes such as figure eights and lollipops. Completing a loop may require a short walk on a dirt road to get back to the trailhead. On an “out-and-back” hike, you travel the identical route coming and going. A “shuttle hike” is a point-to-point trip that requires two vehicles (one left at each end of the trail) or a prearranged pickup. One effective way to manage a shuttle hike is to arrange for a second party to start at the other end of the trail and hike toward you. When you meet, you simply trade keys.


Elsewhere in the book you will see references to “day hikes” and “backpack hikes.” Day hikes are usually less than 6 miles one-way. These trails may lack water or suitable camping sites. Backpack hikes require spending at least one night in the backcountry (depending on how fast you hike).


Difficulty. Difficulty ratings are inherently flawed. What’s easy for you might be difficult for someone else. Still, such ratings offer a useful approximation of a hike’s challenge. Remember to factor in your own fitness level when interpreting the rating and planning your trip.


In general, a gradient of less than 300 feet per mile is considered “easy” and a gradient over 600 feet per mile is considered “strenuous.” Everything in between is “moderate.” A rating may be modified by the presence of steep sections on an otherwise easy trail and by the trail’s overall length. It’s hard to call any trail less than 1 mile “strenuous” unless it climbs more than 1,000 feet. On the Fish Lake Trail, rated “moderate,” the average rise is only 250 feet per mile over 4 miles, but the climb is concentrated into 1.5 strenuous miles while the rest is virtually level. The Union Peak Trail is rated “easy” for 4.4 miles and “strenuous” for 0.5 mile.


Elevation loss or gain. The amount of elevation gain or loss for an out-and-back trail is determined from the start of the outbound hike route to the turnaround point. If a summit is the destination, a gain of so many feet of elevation is known. On the return trip, elevation gain or loss will be reversed. On loop or lollipop trails, elevation gain or loss is handled in a similar fashion, but the high point or low point of the hike is used rather than the turnaround spot. Be aware that all trails have ups and downs no matter what the elevation gain/loss indicates. If the ups and downs are substantial, an intermediate elevation is given.


Best season. Winter snow in Southern Oregon is usually confined to areas above about 3,000 feet, while trailhead elevations range from 50 feet at the Oregon coast to 9,400 feet at Wildhorse Lake in the Steens. Trailheads above 4,000 feet are usually accessible by mid-May but have been known to remain inaccessible until late July after especially harsh winters.


This guide’s highest trail segments (over 9,000 feet) usually do not become passable until late June or July, sometimes even later. Snowfall varies greatly from year to year, and storms can temporarily bury even the lowest elevations. In spring, even when the snow at lower elevations has melted and the trail is clear, swollen creeks and rivers may block your way.


Summers are fairly mild in the mountains, so heat and humidity usually aren’t problems. When it’s 100 degrees Fahrenheit in Medford, it is 20 degrees cooler at 5,000 feet. A few low-elevation trails, including river canyons, are best avoided when the temperature in Medford or Grants Pass is over 90 degrees F because of high humidity and lack of air circulation.


Summer highs in Medford average between 85 degrees F and 105 degrees F. Rain is rare in valley areas in summer, but terrifying localized thunderstorms, with lots of lightning and even hail, may occur in the mountains. These happen three or four times a year and may touch off dozens of forest fires. Do not hike on a trail if there is any possibility whatsoever of coming near an active forest fire. If you do find yourself anywhere near a fire, turn around immediately. People have died because they failed to follow this advice. If the flames don’t get you, heat and smoke might.


Winter highs in Medford average in the 40s and 50s. The first snowfall usually shows up some time in November, with a snowpack developing above 3,000 to 5,000 feet by mid-December.


Maps. This section lists the applicable US Geological Survey (USGS) 7.5-minute topo map (or maps) for each hike, plus agency and wilderness area maps. Forest Service and BLM maps are generally outstanding, and most wilderness maps include topographic contour lines.


While USGS topo maps are amazingly detailed, Forest Service wilderness maps cover a larger area. Forest service and BLM maps are available at outdoors stores and chamber of commerce offices and at any Forest Service or BLM office. Maps may also be ordered online. Each national forest has its own website (see Appendix C).


Map insets for each chapter are based on GPS tracks. Although these maps are fairly accurate, the authors recommend always carrying a second map source, which would also be a backup source for the trailhead directions in case you get lost or come from a different direction.


Trail contacts. For additional information on trail status, the administrative office phone number or emails are listed here.


Parking and trailhead facilities. This section tells you where to park, how much room you’re likely to find for your vehicle, and what amenities are offered (such as camping and vault toilets).


Special considerations. Readers may want to know if they might run into heavy horse traffic, huge mosquito swarms, or bears; if they should bring extra water; or if there are pet restrictions or parking fees. This section tells what to expect.


Finding the trailhead. Directions for all trails are given from the nearest city in Oregon: Burns, Lakeview, Klamath Falls, Medford, Grants Pass, Roseburg, Brookings, or Gold Beach. Burns is not quite in Southern Oregon, but it is the nearest city to the Steens Mountain and Jordan Valley areas.


If coming from a different direction, modify the book directions accordingly using a state road map and a Forest Service or BLM map. The primary purpose of “Finding the trailhead” is to assist the reader in locating the route on a map prior to the trip. It is not advisable to use the section as your sole source of directions. The heading also describes points where markings on the ground may be ambiguous.


The Hike. This section adds detail and describes the highlights of the wonderful trails in the Southern Oregon region. Descriptions include points of interest along the trail, such as waterfalls, meadows, mountaintop views, or shaded streams. There are also interesting facts about the biodiversity, complex geology, and history (natural and human) of the land.


Miles and directions. This includes all trail junctions, even if the hike does not turn there. It also gives major landmarks. Mileages are given within 0.1 mile based on GPS tracks. The designations “go right,” “go left,” or “go straight,” indicate either a change of trails or the direction to go if the route is unclear.


Options. These may be alternate routes leading to the same destination as the main hike, a short side trip, or a nearby trail of interest. Just because a hike is optional does not mean it is less desirable than the main hike, because everybody’s taste is different. The Wizard Island Trail at Crater Lake may be the most scenic hike in Southern Oregon, but it is shown as optional because it is extremely difficult and expensive to reach.







BACKCOUNTRY REGULATIONS


	Wilderness permits are not required in Oregon.

	Trailhead parking fees may be required in Oregon.

	Camp only in appropriate places.

	Stay on trails (where possible) and do not create shortcuts.

	Dispose of human waste in a cat hole at least 200 feet from all water sources and campsites.

	Dispose of bathing water and dishwater well away from water sources.

	Use camp stoves rather than cooking fires when possible, or eat cold meals.

	Carry out all trash. If you packed it in, you can pack it out.

	Forest Service and BLM regulations require limiting group size to ten or fewer.

	Suspend food out of reach of animals.

	Do not feed or in any way disturb wildlife. Do not leave behind food scraps.

	Do not operate any motorized vehicle in a wilderness area.

	Do not destroy, deface, disturb, or remove from its natural setting any plant, rock, animal, or archaeological artifact.




[image: The western pasque flower, aka old man of the mountain, grows at high elevations in sandy soils. The flower begins as a buttercup-type plant and then goes through a phase where it sends up seed-heads that resemble a whimsical tree. VIC HARRIS]
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ZERO IMPACT

Most wilderness users want to walk softly, but some are not aware that they have poor manners. Their actions may be dictated by past generations of campers who cut green boughs for evening shelters, built campfires with fire rings, and dug trenches around tents. In the 1950s these practices may have been acceptable, but they leave long-lasting scars and are unacceptable today.


Because wild places are becoming rare and the number of backcountry visitors is mushrooming, a new code of ethics is emerging. Today we all must leave no clues that we were there. Enjoy the wild, but leave no trace of your visit.


Three FalconGuides principles of zero impact:



	Leave with everything you brought in.

	Leave no sign of your visit.

	Leave the landscape as you found it.



Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the backcountry. Be sure you leave nothing along the trail or at your campsite. Pack out all items, no matter how small, including orange peels, flip-tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers; and do your best to pick up any trash others leave behind.


Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail. Do not pick up souvenirs, such as rocks, antlers, or wildflowers. The next person wants to see them too and collecting them violates many regulations.


Avoid making loud noises on the trail (unless you are in bear country) or in camp. Be courteous: Sound travels easily in the backcountry, especially across water.


Carry a lightweight trowel to bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep at least 200 feet from any water source. Pack out used toilet paper.


Go without a campfire. Carry a stove for cooking and a flashlight, candle lantern, or headlamp for light. For emergencies, learn how to build a no-trace fire.


Camp in obviously used sites when they are available. Otherwise, camp and cook on durable surfaces such as bedrock, sand, gravel bars, or bare ground.


Leave no trace—and put your ear to the ground and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.


Details on these zero impact principles for specific outdoor activities can be found at the Leave No Trace website, www.LNT.org.







ALL ABOUT HIKING: SAFETY, HAZARDS, AND FIRE

The Boy Scouts of America have been guided for decades by what is perhaps the single best piece of safety advice: Be prepared! On a hike, especially if you plan to spend the night, this means carrying survival and first-aid materials, proper clothing, a compass, and a topographic map—and knowing how to use them.


Perhaps the second-best piece of safety advice is to tell somebody where you are going and when you plan to return. Pilots must file flight plans before every trip, and anybody venturing into a blank spot on the map should do the same. File your flight plan with a friend or relative.
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