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An Introduction to National Park System Designations


The United States National Park System encompasses 423 different sites covering more than 85 million acres (34 million hectares). Each site has been designated by Congress as being of such national significance as to justify special recognition and protection. Within the Park System are 19 different types of sites, ranging from Pennsylvania’s Benjamin Franklin National Memorial (a 20-foot statue of the founding father) to Alaska’s 8,323,146-acre (3,368,258-hectare) Wrangell-St. Elias National Park. Here is a brief description of each type of site overseen by the National Park Service.


AREAS OF NATURAL VALUE


National Parks are the large natural wonderlands that most people imagine when they think about the National Parks. National Parks usually provide a wealth of opportunities for outdoor recreation. They contain a large variety of resources and encompass large land or water areas to help provide adequate protection of those resources. As of April 2021, there were 63 National Parks, including Yosemite and Grand Canyon.


National Monuments (84) are intended to preserve at least one nationally significant resource. They are usually smaller than and lack the diversity of attractions of National Parks.


National Parkways (4) preserve roadways in scenic areas from commercial development. They are not designed for high-speed travel, but rather as routes for leisurely driving. Some national parkways travel through other units of the National Park System.


National Preserves (19) are established primarily for the protection of certain resources. Activities like hunting and fishing or the extraction of minerals and fuels may be permitted if they do not jeopardize the natural values.


National Reserves (2) are similar to National Preserves. Management may be transferred to local or state authorities.


National Rivers (4) and Wild and Scenic Riverways (10) preserve free-flowing streams and their immediate environment with at least one remarkable natural, cultural, or recreational value. They must flow naturally without major alteration of the waterway by dams, diversion, or other alteration. Besides protecting and enhancing rivers, these areas provide opportunities for outdoor activities.


National Seashores (10) and National Lakeshores (3) preserve the natural beauty of shoreline areas and islands, while providing water-oriented recreation. Although national lakeshores can be established on any natural freshwater lake, the existing three are all located on the Great Lakes.


National Scenic Trails (3) are generally long-distance footpaths winding through areas of natural beauty.


AREAS OF HISTORIC IMPORTANCE


National Historic Sites (74) preserve places of historic importance. They are usually smaller than National Historic Parks (61), which have greater physical extent and complexity. The lone International Historic Site (Saint Croix Island, ME) is important to both U.S. and Canadian history.


National Battlefields (11), National Battlefield Parks (4), National Battlefield Sites (1) and National Military Parks (9) curate areas associated with American military history.


National Memorials (31) are sites or structures that are primarily commemorative.


National Recreation Areas (18) were originally areas surrounding reservoirs impounded by dams built by other federal agencies. In recent years, they have come to include other lands and waters set aside by Congress for recreational use, many of them in urban centers.
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CALIFORNIA




Yosemite National Park


It’s hard to believe that pictures don’t do justice to a place that has been photographed as extensively as Yosemite. But your first glimpse of Yosemite Valley proves that no Ansel Adams calendar can fully convey the majesty, the grandeur, the spectacle that is Yosemite.


There’s something about seeing Yosemite in person that causes even seasoned world travelers to come to a screeching halt. In fact, so many people were doing exactly that on the Wawona Road leading into the Valley that the Park Service had to add a Tunnel View parking lot and pedestrian promenade to accommodate all the visitors taking selfies of the view Adams made famous. El Capitan, Cathedral Rocks, Tenaya Canyon, and Bridalveil Falls—names you’ve heard for years—start to fill the horizon. Then your eyes settle on Half Dome, that bisected ice-cream scoop of granite that is the definitive feature of Yosemite. It’s no wonder that 90 percent of Yosemite visitors spend all their time in this tiny but riveting sliver of the park.


Many, especially those with strollers, make a beeline for Lower Yosemite Falls. A wheelchair-accessible path meanders through a grove of cedars and ponderosa pines before depositing visitors at a spacious viewing area where they can feel the spray from North America’s tallest waterfall. Spring is the best time to enjoy this view; by mid-summer, this gushing cascade slows to a trickle before drying up completely each fall.
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Yosemite Valley, as seen from Tunnel View




Fast Facts


Established: 1890


Acreage: 761,748 (308,268 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 4,422,861


Visitor Centers): Big Oak Flat Information Station, Mono Basin Scenic Area, Tuolomne Meadows, Wawona (summer only), Yosemite Valley


Nearest Major Airport: Fresno Yosemite Intl. (FAT)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-41, CA-120, CA-140


Fees: $35/vehicle.


Accessibility: Download the park’s comprehensive accessibility guide from nps.gov/yose for information about access to attractions and facilities for people with a variety of disabilities. Yosemite also has a Deaf Services Program and a visitor’s guide for people with aphasia.


Contact Information:
209-372-0200
www.nps.gov/yose





The ambitious might pursue the six-hour trek to Upper Yosemite Falls, or spend all day scaling Half Dome (permits, available only through a lottery, are required, so plan far in advance). Mere mortals, on the other hand, can take the gentle four-mile trail around Mirror Lake, with its stunning views of Half Dome. The Mist Trail and the John Muir Trail are two of the Park’s most popular hikes. Both trails take visitors 2.4 miles (3.9 km) and 1,000 vertical feet (305 m) to Vernal Fall and continue another 3 miles (4.8 km) and 1,000 more vertical feet to the top of Nevada Fall.


Like all things of beauty, the Valley is exceedingly popular. Particularly on weekends, everything fills up quickly: the campgrounds, parking lots, even the shuttle buses that are meant to reduce traffic in the Valley. Weekends are a good time to get out of the Valley and explore the rest of park, which encompasses over 1,100 square miles (184,031 sq km).
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Yosemite Falls is at its most active in the spring.
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The best views of iconic Half Dome are from Glacier Point.


Crowds disappear amid the towering sequoias at the Mariposa Grove of Giant Trees at the southern end of the park. An easy three-mile trail meanders through the trees (literally through the trees, as several redwoods have hollowed-out bases wide enough to walk through).
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Giant trees at Mariposa Grove are big enough to walk, or even drive, through.
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The Ahwahnee Hotel seems almost carved out of the surrounding rock.


Glacier Point Road, which traces the south rim of the valley, is typically buried under snow from October to May, accessible only for cross-country skiing. In summer, though, it’s a leisurely hour-long drive to Glacier Point, which offers glorious vistas of the entire Valley below. (Late afternoon is the perfect time for photos with Half Dome in the background.) Similarly grand views can be had by hiking the mostly uncrowded trails that branch off from Glacier Point Road. The trailhead at McGurk Meadow is the jumping off point for the four-mile round-trip walk to Bridalveil Creek and the more strenuous 8.2-mile (13.2-km) round-trip hike to Dewey Point.


You’ll have even more pristine wilderness practically to yourself if you visit during the short window between the opening of the Tioga Road (late May or early June, depending on snowfall) and the summer onslaught. A spectacular driving tour in and of itself, the 47-mile (75-km) road cuts through the north edge of the Valley and brings you to lightly visited areas of the park like Siesta Lake, White Wolf Campground, Tenaya Lake, and Tuolumne Meadows. The view of the back side of Half Dome from Olmsted Point is like nothing you’ve ever seen on a calendar.


No visit to Yosemite is complete without a stop at the Ahwahnee Hotel, perhaps the most famous of all National Park lodges. Built in 1927 as a way to lure the rich and famous to Yosemite and persuade them to support the National Park System (it worked!), it occupies the premier perch in the Park, with drop-dead gorgeous views of the surrounding Valley. The interior sights aren’t too shabby, either: walk-in fireplaces made from the same granite as the impressive façade, ceilings built from logs twice the size of telephone poles, and fine Native American artwork throughout. Room rates are as steep as the trek up El Capitan ($600 a night in high season), but there’s no charge for being a looky-loo and non-guests can still enjoy lunch or dinner in the Ahwahnee Dining Room.




Don’t Miss This . . . Suggested Yosemite Itineraries


Day One: Start your day at Lower Yosemite Falls, North America’s tallest waterfall. Then rent bikes at Yosemite Valley Lodge and see the Valley on two wheels. Stop for lunch at The Ahwahnee Hotel. Spend the afternoon climbing the Mist Trail to Vernal Fall, or even keep going all the way to Nevada Fall. Get back in your car and make the hour-long drive up Glacier Point Road in time to take photos of Half Dome at sunset.


Day Two: Pack a lunch and drive south to the Wawona section of the park. Walk the easy 2-mile (3-km) Grizzly Giant Loop, which passes by Yosemite’s oldest living tree, and through the California Tunnel Tree. For a longer hike, follow the 6.2-miles (10-km) Mariposa Grove Loop past the Telescope Tree, to the top of Wawona Point, and back. In the afternoon, head to Wawona Stables for a two-hour horseback ride along a pioneer wagon road, or a five-hour ride to Chilnualna Falls.


Day Three: Spend the morning walking the Valley Loop Trail, for knockout views of El Capitan and Bridal Veil Falls. The full loop is 6.6 miles (11 km) but you don’t have to go all the way around if you’d prefer a shorter outing. In the afternoon, take the shuttle bus to Curry Village and rent a raft for a 3-mile (5-km) float down the Merced River.


Day Four: Get out of the Valley and explore the quiet northwest corner of the park near Hetch Hetchy Reservoir. The 4.6-mile (7.4-km) Wapama Falls Trail traces the reservoir’s shoreline to (where else?) Wapama Falls, which flows almost year-round (unlike many of the cascades in the Valley, which dry up by summer). Or drive the entire 60-mile (100-km) length of Tioga Road (summer only), stopping along the way for unexpected perspectives of sights you’ve only seen from the Valley Floor, and for uncrowded walks around lakes and through wildflower-filled meadows. The Tenaya Lake Trail is an easy 3.4-mile (5-km) flat walk around the south shore of Tenaya Lake.
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Horsetail Fall usually flows only during winter.




Golden Gate National Recreation Area


If you’ve spent any time in San Francisco, chances are you’ve been counted among the tens of millions of people who visit the Golden Gate National Recreation Area every year. This massive urban park encompasses 37 different sites on both sides of the Golden Gate Bridge. Among its jewels are several other sites within the National Park System, such as Muir Woods National Monument, Fort Point National Historic Site, and The Presidio of San Francisco. It also includes Alcatraz Island, a.k.a. “The Rock,” where notorious prisoners like Al Capone and George “Machine Gun” Kelly Barnes served time. Ferries to the island prison leave hourly from Pier 33. The excellent self-guided audio tour (available in 11 languages) lends an eerie soundtrack to the former jailhouse.


The GGNRA is home to 19 different ecosystems and more than 2,000 plant and animal species. And it supports more activities than a Disney cruise. Hike 1,901 feet (579 meters) from sea level to the top of Montara Mountain at Rancho Corral de Tierra. Bike along the Bolinas Ridge Trail, a 10.5-mile (16-km) loop that starts in Samuel Taylor Park. View seals, whales, and porpoises as you ascend the short trail to the Point Bonita Lighthouse. Cast for salmon and lingcod on Baker Beach. Spot spotted owls and other wildlife at Muir Woods National Monument.
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Golden Gate Bridge at sunset




Fast Facts


Established: 1972


Acreage: 82,026 (33,194 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 15,002,227


Visitor Centers: Golden Gate Bridge, Lands End, Marin Headlands, Muir Woods National Monument, Presidio


Nearest Major Airport: San Francisco Intl. (SFO)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-1, US-101, I-80, I-280


Fees: None, except for Muir Woods National Monument and the ferry to Alcatraz.


Accessibility: www.nps.gov/goga/planyourvisit/accessibility.htm has extensive information for visitors with physical disabilities, hearing loss, impaired vision, and service animals.


Contact Information:
415-561-4700
www.nps.gov/goga
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Alcatraz Island
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Windsurfers and kiteboarders share the water below the Golden Gate Bridge.


Tour the Cold War–era Nike Missile Site in the Marin Headlands. Catch sunset (and maybe a glimpse of migratory raptors in fall) from Hawk Hill. Ride a horse to the ocean on the Tennessee Valley Trail. Scramble down the bluffs to the windy beach at Fort Funston. Tour the ruins of the Sutro Baths, an erstwhile indoor aquatic playground that once attracted tens of thousands of visitors every year. Step into the Camera Obscura in front of the Cliff House, a century-old (but now vacant) restaurant site on a dramatic perch at Lands End, the northwestern-most point of San Francisco. Marvel at the daredevil windsurfers and kiteboarders (you can join them if your skills are up to the challenge) who catch air underneath the Golden Gate Bridge. Or pack a picnic and spend the entire day at Stinson Beach.
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Cliff House
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The Marin Headlands are a mostly undeveloped stretch just north of the Golden Gate Bridge.


The opportunities for outdoor recreation don’t end at dusk. Beach bonfires are permitted (in fire rings) at Muir Beach from 9 a.m. to one hour after sunset, and at Ocean Beach from 6 a.m–9:30 p.m. between March 1 and October 31. Four different campgrounds in the Marin Headlands welcome overnight guests. With its secluded wooded setting and spectacular views of the bridge, Kirby Cove Campground fills up the fastest. The most accessible campground, Bicentennial, is just a short stroll from the Battery Wallace parking lot. The other two campgrounds require visitors to hike in. Haypress Campground is just ¾ miles (1.2 km) from the Tennessee Valley Trail Parking Lot; a stay at remote Hawk Campground involves a 2.5-mile (4-km) uphill hike. All four campgrounds are small, so reservations are a must.
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Crissy Field


GGNRA is perhaps the most dog-friendly unit in the National Park System, with dozens of trails and beaches that welcome canine friends, and a handful of locations where four-legged visitors can run free. The most popular of these is Crissy Field, a former military airfield that has been transformed into a greenbelt with walking paths, a tidal marsh, and a dog beach.




Joshua Tree National Park


Joshua Tree’s proximity to Los Angeles––the park is only about 150 miles (240 km) from America’s second-largest city––plays a large part in its popularity among visitors. But its unique rock formations and curious flora make it worth a trip from anywhere.


Start with the park’s namesake, Yucca brevifolia as it’s known in Latin. The local indigenous Cahuilla people called it humwichawa, the Southern Paiutes referred to it as sovarampi, and the Serranos deemed it choormartsh. All three groups prized the plant’s roots and leaves for making baskets and sandals; they also made food from the buds, flowers, and seeds.


The name Joshua Tree came from Mormons from Utah in the mid-19th century, who saw a likeness to the Old Testament figure with arms outstretched in supplication, leading acolytes to a new promised land. Twenty-first century visitors might observe a resemblance to truffula trees, the flora Dr. Seuss created for The Lorax.
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A lone Joshua tree in Joshua Tree National Park




Fast Facts


Established: 1936/1994


Acreage: 790,636 (319,949 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 2,988,547


Visitor Centers: Cottonwood, Joshua Tree, Oasis


Nearest Major Airport: Palm Springs Intl. (PSP)


Nearest Major Highways: I-10, I-40, CA-62, CA-177


Fees: $30/vehicle; $15/pedestrian or bicycle


Accessibility: www.nps.gov/jotr/planyourvisit/accessibility.htm has extensive information for visitors with physical disabilities, hearing loss, impaired vision, and service animals.


Contact Information:
760-367-5500
www.nps.gov/jotr
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Rock climbing is one of Joshua Tree’s most popular activities.


Joshua trees can be found throughout the American southwest, but rarely in such high concentrations as within this park. One could easily spend a day just wandering the park by foot, car, or bicycle, from one copse to another, in search of the tree with the most bizarre arrangement of branches.


Joshua Tree’s moon-like rock formations make it one of the premier climbing destinations in the country. Trashcan Rock (so named because the multiple cracks around the cylindrical perimeter evoke a grooved metal trashcan) is one of the most accessible spots, both for its abundance of beginner-level climbs and its proximity to Park Boulevard, Joshua Tree’s main drag. The White Cliffs of Dover require a little more walking to get to the base, but the reward is a wonderland of routes, with fanciful names like Ace of Spades, Popular Mechanics, and Search for Chinese Morsels.


There are also hundreds of other locations throughout the park where no climbing experience or gear is necessary to scramble from one pile of smooth granite to another in search of the finest perch. Short trails lead to landmark formations like Skull Rock (which truly lives up to its name), Split Rock, Cap Rock, Arch Rock, and Jumbo Rocks. Even driving through the park offers an exceptional viewing experience of this transfixing desert landscape.
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A short hike to Skull Rock is a great introduction to the park.
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Cholla cacti in the Colorado desert section of Joshua Tree.


What makes Joshua Tree unique is its location in the midst of three distinctly different ecosystems. The southern and eastern section of the park is Colorado Desert, an extension of Arizona’s Sonoran Desert. Cacti and other succulents thrive in its low elevation and hot, dry climate. The northern half of the park is Mojave Desert, high desert, subject to more frequent rainfall, and the habitat of the namesake Joshua trees. The third ecosystem, the Little San Bernardino Mountains, runs along the southwestern edge of the park. It is home to peaks topping 4,000 feet (1,200 m) in elevation and evergreens like pinyon pine and California juniper. It’s possible to drive through all three ecosystems in a single day, or even to hike through one in the morning and one in the afternoon.
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Arch Rock
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Joshua Tree allows views of the entire Milky Way.


The Bajada Nature Trail (0.25 miles/0.4 km) and the Cholla Cactus Garden (0.25 miles/0.4 km) both offer easy introductions to the variety of plants that thrive in the Colorado Desert’s forbidding environment. Wear closed-toe shoes—prickly chollas have sharp spikes! The short hike up Mastodon Peak (3 miles/4.8 km) loops around an old gold mine. To make a day out of it, tack on the Lost Palms Oasis Trail (7.5 miles/12 km total), which starts out easy, then descends into a canyon of California fan palms. The climb out of the canyon can be strenuous on hot days.


In the Mojave, warm up with a 30-minute stroll around Cap Rock, one of the best places to see Joshua trees. The Black Rock area at the northwestern corner of the park is home to several longer options, including the short but occasionally steep Hi-View trail (1.3 miles/2 km), the slightly more challenging West Side Loop (4.7 miles/7.6 km), or the 1,100-foot (335-m) climb to the panoramic views at Warren Peak (6.3 miles/10.1 km).


The best immersion into the Little San Bernardino Mountains range is on the 5.5-mile (8.9-km) drive from Hidden Valley up to Keys View. The amazing panoramic views take in more than 50 miles (80 km) of the San Andreas Fault, from Mount San Gorgonio to the Salton Sea.


Many of Joshua Tree’s most popular attractions are concentrated in the Hidden Valley area in the middle the park. The Barker Dam Nature Trail, an easy 1.1-mile (1.6- km) loop, passes one of the few areas where water collects after a winter rain. The seasonal moisture supports a variety of lush flora that in turn attracts wildlife like birds, reptiles, and the occasional bighorn sheep.


The hike to the summit of Ryan Mountain is just 3 miles (4.8 km) round trip, but gains 1,069 feet (326 m) in elevation. It’s a great place to take in the desert sunset, which is apt, since it’s often too hot to hike this trail in the middle of the day.


After the sun goes down, it’s time for stargazing. With minimal light pollution, the night skies around Joshua Tree enable visitors to witness the entire Milky Way. Orion is visible in winter, along with Gemini and Taurus. August consistently brings the Perseid Meteor Shower.




Point Reyes National Seashore


Point Reyes has been attracting visitors for nearly half a millennium, since Sir Francis Drake became the first European explorer to set foot on the peninsula. He encountered a land the Coast Miwok people had treasured for thousands of years for its plentiful food and fresh water. The Park Service has re-created a traditional Miwok village at Kule Loklo (Bear Valley), a short walk from the Bear Valley Visitor Center.


After Drake claimed the land for England, more explorers and traders followed, often with disastrous results. The treacherous waters and the thick fog claimed dozens of ships, starting with the Spanish galleon San Agustin, which wrecked on the beach across Drakes Bay in 1595 on its way back from the Philippines.
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Point Reyes is famed for miles of wild, undeveloped shoreline.




Fast Facts


Established: 1972


Acreage: 71,055 (28,755 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 2,265,301


Visitor Centers: Bear Valley, Kenneth C. Patrick, Point Reyes Lighthouse


Nearest Major Airport: San Francisco Intl. (SFO)


Nearest Major Highways: US-101, CA-1


Fees: $0


Accessibility: Download the 24-page accessibility guide at www.nps.gov/pore/planyourvisit/upload/guide_accessibility_2017.pdf


Contact Information:
415-464-5100
www.nps.gov/pore
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A steep staircase to Point Reyes Lighthouse


This tragedy-filled history was the impetus for one of the Seashore’s most enduring attractions: the Point Reyes Lighthouse, built by the U.S. Lighthouse Service in 1870. For 105 years, it helped mariners navigate the rocky shores, but it did not stop every ship from crashing into shore. The Point Reyes Lifeboat Station, built in 1889, housed the first responders of their era: men who went out in small boats to rescue wreck survivors.


Both the lighthouse and lifesaving station have been decommissioned and replaced by more modern technology. But they still serve as museums of Point Reyes’s history. They’re both at the far western end of the peninsula, a long pastoral drive from the main entrance. Visitors traveling between the two sites can descend a steep 54-step staircase to Sea Lion Overlook, where gray whales and nesting Brandt’s cormorants may also share the stage with a large population of California sea lions. Elephant Seal Overlook, located on Drakes Bay closer to Chimney Rock, is where females of the species come ashore each January to birth their pups and males throw their weight around to establish dominance.


Tomales Point, at the far northern reaches of the Seashore, is home to a different kind of wildlife: tule elk, a subspecies of elk native to California. Hunting and cattle ranching nearly drove the tule elk to extinction during the 1800s, but thanks to the preservation efforts of a single farmer, the statewide population has been restored to nearly 6,000. Since the Park Service reintroduced the elk to the Tomales Point reserve in 1978, the population has expanded to more than 600 animals, enough to populate hundred-strong sub-herds further south on Drakes Beach and Limantour Beach.
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Elephant seals return each year to Drakes Beach.


The best elk viewing is during the fall rut, or mating season (August–October), when males bugle, strut, and occasionally lock horns in pursuit of the most desirable females. It’s often possible to witness tule elk without even leaving the parking lot at Historic Pierce Point Ranch, a holdover from Point Reyes’s years of dairy cattle ranching. The elk are also attracted to the spring at White Gulch, reachable on foot via a relatively flat, 2-mile (3.2-km) hike on the Tomales Point Trail to Windy Gap. From there, it’s another 3 miles (4.8 km) to the 270-degree ocean views at Tomales Bluff. Wind, fog, steep ascents and descents, and a narrow trail that can be overgrown and hard to follow make this section for seasoned hikers only.
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Sculpture Rock Beach is prime tidepooling territory at low tide.


Birders flock to the 2-mile (3.2-km) round-trip hike through Abbotts Lagoon, where ducks, raptors, and black-shouldered kites are plentiful in fall and winter. Threatened western snowy plovers make their nests here. Spring brings wildflowers like California poppies and Tidy Tip asters to the open grasslands.


The Laguna and Coast Trails take different routes from the Point Reyes Hostel on Limantour Road to Santa Maria Beach, making it possible to link them together for a 5-mile (8-km) loop. The Coast campground at the south end of the beach has 12 sites that can accommodate up to six people each, and 2 larger campsites. All campgrounds in Point Reyes are backcountry sites accessible only by foot or boat; vault toilets, a water faucet, picnic tables, and charcoal grills are the only facilities.


Mt. Wittenberg, the highest point in the park at 1,407 feet (429 m) is accessible by several trails. The easiest way up is by taking the Sky Trail to the Horse Trail to the Z Ranch Trail, a 4.3-mile (6-km) round-trip with just 740 feet (226 m) of elevation gain. The ascent via the Bear Valley Trail is only a little bit longer in distance, but has twice the elevation gain (1,300 feet/396 m).


The Bear Valley trail is one of the most popular in the Seashore, in part because it begins at the Visitor Center at the main park entrance, in part because it’s the most direct route to the ocean, and in part because the first 3 miles (5 km) are open to bicycles. It’s about 5 miles (8 km)each way through Douglas fir forest and meadows to reach Kelham Beach and the Coast Trail that parallels the water.


Point Reyes boasts 80 miles (129 km) of magnificent beaches, but they’re mostly for admiring from shore. The rough waters that have claimed so many ships over the years also make swimming a risky proposition. The frigid temperatures (usually around 50°F/10°C) can cause hypothermia; sneaker waves can be strong enough to drag an adult out to sea; and rip currents can make it hard to get back to the beach. Falling rocks and landslides from the unstable bluffs above many of the beaches are a hazard of walking too close to the edge or the base of a cliff.


A visitor center, bathrooms, bookstore, and parking lot make Drakes Beach one of the Seashore’s most popular strands. An annual Sand Sculpture Contest takes place around Labor Day weekend. Intricate rock formations are the namesake sculptures at Sculptured Beach at low tide, making this area prime tidepooling terrain. Heavy surf pounds the broad sands all along Point Reyes Beach, also known as the Great Beach or Ten-Mile Beach, (even though it’s actually 11 miles/18 km long). Leashed dogs are permitted in multiple stretches, and people are welcome to stroll the entire length of this breathtakingly undeveloped shoreline. A short (0.6 mile/1 km) stroll along a marsh ends at the giant sand dunes at Kehoe Beach, at the northern end of Point Reyes Beach. The cliffs north of Kehoe Beach feature a dramatic transition from smooth Laird sandstone to rougher granite.


[image: image]


Tule elk abound on Tomales Point.




MORE TO SEE IN CALIFORNIA
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Cabrillo Point overlooks San Diego.


Cabrillo National Monument


Fast Facts


Established: 1913


Acreage: 159 (64 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 761,485


Nearest Major Airport: San Diego Intl. (SAN)


Nearest Major Highways: I-5, I-8


Fees: $20/vehicle; $10/pedestrian or cyclist


Accessibility: www.nps.gov/cabr/planyourvisit/accessibility.htm has extensive information for visitors with physical disabilities, hearing loss, impaired vision, cognitive issues, and service animals.


Contact Information:
619-557-5450
www.nps.gov/cabr


The intertidal habitats here are among the most sensitive in the world. The monument is named for Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo, the Iberian explorer who claimed this coast for Spain in 1542. Old Point Loma Lighthouse is restored to its most active period—the 1880s. Remnants of World War II coastal defense batteries dot the landscape. In winter, the monument’s high perch makes it ideal for spotting migrating gray whales.


César E. Chávez National Monument


Fast Facts


Established: 2012


Acreage: 117 (47 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 16,490


Nearest Major Airport: Los Angeles Intl. (LAX)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-58, CA-223, I-5


Fees: $0


Accessibility: Most facilities are wheelchair accessible, except the replica of a migrant worker’s camp home.


Contact Information:
661-823-6134
www.nps.gov/cech


Widely recognized as one of the most important Latino and labor leaders in the United States during the 20th century, César E. Chávez led farm workers and supporters in the establishment of the century’s first permanent agricultural union. His leadership brought sustained international attention to the plight of the U.S. farm workers and secured higher wages and safer working conditions.
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Channel Islands National Park


Channel Islands National Park


Fast Facts


Established: 1938/1980


Acreage: 249,561 (100,994 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 409,630


Visitor Centers: The main visitor center is on the mainland, in Ventura; visitor contact stations are located on Anacapa Island, Santa Barbara Island, and Santa Cruz Island.


Nearest Major Airport: Los Angeles Intl. (LAX)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-1, US-101


Fees: $0.


Accessibility: The remote and rugged character of the Channel Islands make them largely inaccessible to people with most physical disabilities. To protect indigenous wildlife, service animals must be screened before coming ashore on Santa Cruz, Santa Rosa, or San Miguel Islands. Some park brochures and publications are accessible to people with hearing loss or impaired vision.


Contact Information:
805-658-5700
www.nps.gov/chis


The park consists of five islands off southern California: San Miguel, Santa Rosa, Santa Cruz, Anacapa, and Santa Barbara, including the surrounding marine waters. Access to all of the islands is via Island Packers ferry (www.islandpackers.com) from Ventura or Oxnard Harbors or a Channel Islands Aviation flight (www.flycia.com) from Camarillo Airport. There are no services or lodging on any of the islands. Visitors must bring their own camping gear, food, and water. Nesting sea birds, sea lion rookeries, and unique plants inhabit the area. Archaeological evidence of substantial populations of Native Americans can be found throughout the islands.
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Moon over Death Valley


Death Valley National Park


Fast Facts


Established: 1933/1994


Acreage: 3,373,063 (1,365,030 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 1,740,945


Visitor Center: Furnace Creek


Nearest Major Airport: Harry Reid Intl. (LAS), Las Vegas, NV


Nearest Major Highways: CA-190, US-395, US-95 (Nevada side)


Fees: $30/vehicle; $15/pedestrian or cyclist. Entry valid for seven days.


Accessibility: Many facilities and attractions were built before current accessibility standards, so while they may be negotiable, they may not fully meet federal standards. Visit www.nps.gov/deva/planyourvisit/accessibility.htm for more information.


Contact Information:
760-786-3200
www.nps.gov/deva


The largest national park in the lower 48 states, this desert park contains mountain ranges, sand dunes, dry lake playas, and many desert springs. It includes the lowest elevation point in North America and holds the record for the hottest temperature ever recorded (130°F/54°C, in August 2020). The area includes the grandiose Scotty’s Castle, a Spanish Mediterranean mansion named for a famous local prospector and rogue of the 1930s. The Nevada section is home to the protected Devils Hole pupfish, a tiny desert fish endemic to this underground habitat.
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Basalt formations at Devils Postpile National Monument


Devils Postpile National Monument


Fast Facts


Established: 1911


Acreage: 800 (324 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 147,864


Visitor Center: Ranger station only


Nearest Major Airport: Reno-Tahoe Intl. (RNO), Reno, NV


Nearest Major Highways: US-395.


Fees: $8/adult, $4/children aged 3-15; (free for kids aged 2 and under) to ride the shuttle bus from Mammoth Lakes Village or Mammoth Mountain Adventure Center. $10/vehicle when shuttle is not running.


Accessibility: One campground and two bathrooms are ADA-compliant. Most trails are not wheelchair accessible. Contact Information:


760-934-2289
www.nps.gov/depo


Preserves and protects the glacially exposed columns of the Devils Postpile, the scenic Rainbow Falls, and the wilderness landscape of the upper Middle Fork San Joaquin River in the Sierra Nevada for scientific value, public interest, and inspiration. Hot lava cooled and cracked some 100,000 years ago to form basalt columns 40 to 60 feet (12 to 18 m) high resembling a giant pipe organ. The John Muir Trail and Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail traverse the monument.


Eugene O’Neill National Historic Site


Fast Facts


Established: 1976


Acreage: 13 (5 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 2,944


Visitor Center: Accessible only as part of a reservations-only tour.


Nearest Major Airport: Reno-Tahoe Intl. (RNO), Reno, NV


Nearest Major Highway: I-680


Fees: $0. All visitors must be picked up by a National Park Service shuttle from the town of Danville (reservations required).


Accessibility: All shuttle buses are equipped with wheelchair lifts. A video of the upstairs is available to visitors who cannot climb stairs. Visit www.nps.gov/euon/planyourvisit/accessibility.htm for more information.


Contact Information:
925-838-0249
www.nps.gov/depo


The playwright Eugene O’Neill and his wife Carlotta were living in a San Francisco hotel when they had this house built for them on a 158-acre (64-hectare) ranch. O’Neill lived here from 1937 to 1944, during which he wrote two of his most enduring plays: The Iceman Cometh and Long Day’s Journey Into Night.


Fort Point National Historic Site


Fast Facts


Established: 1970


Acreage: 29 (8 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 1,421,349


Nearest Major Airport: San Francisco Intl. (SFO)


Nearest Major Highway: US-101


Fees: $0


Contact Information:
415-556-1693
www.nps.gov/fopo


This classic brick and granite mid-1800s coastal fort is the only one of its style on the west coast of the United States.


John Muir National Historic Site


Fast Facts


Established: 1964


Acreage: 344


Visitors (2019): 40,725


Nearest Major Airport: San Francisco Intl. (SFO)


Nearest Major Highways: I-80, I-680, CA-4


Fees: $0


Contact Information:
925-228-8860
www.nps.gov/jomu


The site preserves and protects the home and portions of the Alhambra Valley agricultural estate where John Muir lived, worked, and was buried. It aims to memorialize and connect people with Muir’s global legacy as an influential naturalist, writer, and champion for protecting national parks and wild lands.
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Zumwalt Meadows in Kings Canyon National Park


Kings Canyon National Park


Fast Facts


Established: 1890/1940


Acreage: 461,901 (186,925 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 632,110


Visitor Centers: Cedar Grove, Grant Grove


Nearest Major Airport: Fresno Yosemite Intl. (FAT)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-180, CA-198, CA-245


Fees: $35/vehicle; $20/individual. Fee includes access to adjacent Sequoia National Park (see below).


Accessibility: Visit www.nps.gov/seki/planyourvisit/upload/SEKI-Accessibility-Guide_03-2020-508.pdf for extensive information about accessible areas within the park.


Contact Information:
559-565-3341
www.nps.gov/seki


Administered jointly with the adjacent Sequoia National Park, Kings Canyon preserves an area of wilderness that includes two enormous canyons of the Kings River and multiple peaks of the High Sierra Nevada topping 10,000 feet (3,048 m). The wide range of elevations within the park supports a diversity of wildlife: birds, black bears, snakes, lizards, and mountain lions, but also bats, mule deer, and pikas: small, round relatives of rabbits.


Lassen Volcanic National Park


Fast Facts


Established: 1907/1916


Acreage: 106,589 (43,135 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 517,039


Visitor Center(s): Kohm Yah-mah-nee, Loomis Museum (summer only).


Nearest Major Airport: Sacramento Intl. (SMF)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-36, CA-44, CA-89


Fees: $30/vehicle in summer; $10/vehicle in winter; $15/pedestrian or cyclist year-round


Accessibility: Download the Lassen Accessibility Guide at www.nps.gov/lavo/planyourvisit/upload/Accessibility-site-bulletin-web.pdf


Contact Information:
530-595-4444
www.nps.gov/lavo


Lassen is home to all four types of volcanoes found in the world: shield, composite, cinder cone, and plug dome. The last cinder cone eruption was more than 350 years ago, but Lassen Peak’s plug dome erupted intermittently from 1914 to 1917. Steaming fumaroles, mudpots, sulfurous vents, and boiling springs attest to the smoldering volcanic activity that continues just below the surface.
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Snow on Mount Lassen


Lava Beds National Monument


Fast Facts


Established: 1925


Acreage: 46,692 (18,896 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 109,630


Nearest Major Airport: Rogue Valley Intl. (MFR), Medford, OR


Nearest Major Highways: CA-139; US-97


Fees: $25/vehicle; $15 individual


Accessibility: The caves and most of the trails have uneven surfaces and are not accessible to visitors in wheelchairs.


Contact Information:
530-667-2282
www.nps.gov/labe


Over the last half-million years, the Medicine Lake shield volcano has spewed forth molten rock and lava here, creating an incredibly rugged landscape with diverse volcanic features. Spelunkers can explore the caves left behind by the flowing lava. During the Modoc War, 1872–73, a small band of Native Americans used the area as a natural fortress.


Manzanar National Historic Site


Fast Facts


Established: 1992


Acreage: 814 (329 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 97,380


Nearest Major Airport: Fresno Yosemite Intl. (FAT)


Nearest Major Highways: US-395


Fees: $0


Contact Information:
760-878-2194
www.nps.gov/manz


Known as Manzanar War Relocation Center during World War II, this site in California’s Owens Valley was one of 10 camps where more than 110,000 Japanese Americans were relocated and interned. The replica buildings and exhibits of Block 14 recreate daily life of the interned population.


Mojave National Preserve


Fast Facts


Established: 1994


Acreage: 1,542,741 (624,325 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 841,516


Visitor Center(s): Barstow Headquarters, Hole-in-the-Wall Information Center, Kelso Depot


Nearest Major Airport: Harry Reid Intl. (LAS), Las Vegas, NV


Nearest Major Highways: I-5, I-40


Fees: $0


Contact Information:
760-252-6100
www.nps.gov/moja


This massive, minimally developed site protects the fragile habitat of the desert tortoise and other wildlife, vast open spaces little changed by humans, and historic mining, ranching, and railroad scenes such as the Kelso railroad depot. Other jewels of the desert include sand dunes, cinder cone volcanoes, a large Joshua tree forest, and carpets of spring wildflowers.


Muir Woods National Monument


Fast Facts


Established: 1908


Acreage: 554 (224 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 812,073


Nearest Major Airport: San Francisco Intl. (SFO)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-1, US-101


Fees: $15/person plus $8.50 to park or take the shuttle into the park from Sausalito, Marin City, and the Pohono Park & Ride Lot. Reservations are required.


Contact Information:
415-388-2596
www.nps.gov/muwo


This virgin stand of old growth coastal redwoods was named for John Muir, writer and conservationist. Part of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, its trails are popular day hikes for San Francisco residents and tourists or can be combined with trails in adjacent Mt. Tampalpais State Park to make a longer trek.
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Twilight at Pinnacles National Park


Pinnacles National Park


Fast Facts


Established: 1908/2013


Acreage: 26,686 (10,799 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 177,224


Nearest Major Airport: Norman Y. Mineta San Jose Intl. (SJC)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-146, CA-25, US-101. There is no route between the east and west entrances.


Fees: $30/vehicle; $15/individual


Accessibility: Visitor centers and restrooms are ADA accessible, but most of the trails are steep and rocky. An exception is the Prewett Point Trail, near the western entrance.


Contact Information:
831-389-4485
www.nps.gov/pinn


Volcanic eruptions 23 million years ago left behind spire-like rock formations 500 to 1,200 feet (152 to 366 m) high, as well as two talus caves and a landscape that serves as refuge for a wide variety of species. The unique rock formations attract climbers of all ability levels throughout the year. From March to May, the park is awash in wildflowers in a riot of colors.


Port Chicago Naval Magazine National Memorial


Fast Facts


Established: 2009


Acreage: 5 (2 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 830


Nearest Major Airport: San Francisco Intl. (SFO)


Nearest Major Highways: I-680, CA-242


Fees: $0. All visitors must take the shuttle from the John Muir National Historic site. Reservations are required.


Contact Information:
925-228-8860
www.nps.gov/poch


This memorial preserves the site of the deadliest home front disaster of World War II, honoring 320 Americans killed by a munitions explosion on July 17, 1944. Most of the dead were Black service members in the racially segregated Navy. The largest naval mutiny in U.S. history ensued, and the subsequent trial catalyzed desegregation of the U.S. armed forces.
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Giant redwoods at Redwood National Park


Redwood National and State Parks


Fast Facts


Established: 1968


Acreage: 138,999 (56,250 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 504,722


Visitor Centers: Crescent City, Hiouchi, Thomas H. Kuchel, Prairie Creek, Jedediah Smith


Nearest Major Airport: Rogue Valley Intl. (MFR), Medford, OR


Nearest Major Highway: US-101


Fees: $0


Accessibility: More than a dozen trails, campgrounds, or picnic areas are ADA accessible, but not all. A limited supply of beach wheelchairs with balloon-like wheels are available on a first-come, first-served basis.


Contact Information:
707-464-6101
www.nps.gov/redw


Coastal redwood forests with virgin groves of ancient trees, including the world’s tallest, thrive in the foggy and temperate climate. The park includes 40 miles (72 km) of scenic Pacific coastline, as well as vast prairies, oak woodlands, and wild rivers. Its vast size makes it a good park for exploring by car, bicycle, or electric bike, with scenic drives through a variety of ecosystems.
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Rosie the Riveter Museum


Rosie the Riveter/World War II Home Front National Historical Park


Fast Facts


Established: 2000


Acreage: 145 (59 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 50,404


Nearest Major Airport: San Francisco Intl. (SFO)


Nearest Major Highway: I-580


Fees: $0


Contact Information:
510-232-5050
www.nps.gov/rori


This site commemorates the contributions of the civilians, especially women and minorities, who supported World War II on the home front. Sites open to the public include the Rosie the Riveter Memorial, a shipyard, a Ford jeep and tank assembly plant, war worker housing, and the SS Red Oak Victory, the last surviving ship built in the Kaiser Shipyards.


San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park


Fast Facts


Established: 1988


Acreage: 50 (20 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 4,016,598


Nearest Major Airport: San Francisco Intl. (SFO)


Nearest Major Highways: I-80, US-101


Fees: $15 per person to board the historic vessels.


Contact Information:
415-561-7000
www.nps.gov/safr


A fleet of historic vessels at Hyde Street Pier in the Fisherman’s Wharf neighborhood commemorates the achievements of seafaring Americans. Other attractions include a small craft collection, a maritime museum and research center, and the WPA-era Aquatic Park historic district.


Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area


Fast Facts


Established: 1978


Acreage: 156,670 (63,402 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 707,566


Nearest Major Airport: Los Angeles Intl. (LAX)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-1, US-101


Fees: $0


Accessibility: Mostly inaccessible to wheelchairs.


Contact Information:
805-370-2301
www.nps.gov/samo


This recreation area in Los Angeles‘s backyard offers rugged mountains, a coastline with sandy beaches and rocky shores, chaparral-blanketed canyons with abundant wildlife, and the 67-mile (108-km) Backbone Trail. The area preserves L.A.’s rare Mediterranean-like ecosystem while also protecting historical sites like Paramount Ranch and the Satwiwa Native American Indian Culture Center.
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The General Sherman Tree at Sequoia National Park is the largest in the world.


Sequoia National Park


Fast Facts


Established: 1890


Acreage: 404,063 (163,518 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 1,246,053


Visitor Centers: Foothills, Giant Forest, Lodgepole, Mineral King Ranger Station


Nearest Major Airport: Fresno Yosemite Intl. (FAT)


Nearest Major Highways: CA-190. CA-198, US-395


Fees: $35/vehicle; $20/individual. Includes entry to adjacent Kings Canyon National Park.


Accessibility: Visit www.nps.gov/seki/planyourvisit/upload/SEKI-Accessibility-Guide_03-2020-508.pdf for extensive information about accessible areas within he park.


Contact Information:
559-565-3341
www.nps.gov/seki


Administered jointly with Kings Canyon National Park, Sequoia is home to great groves of giant sequoias, including the General Sherman tree, the world’s largest. Mount Whitney, the highest mountain in the continental U.S. and the most-climbed peak in the Sierra Nevada range, lies on Sequoia’s eastern edge (special permits required).


Whiskeytown National Recreation Area


Fast Facts


Established: 1972


Acreage: 42,503 (17,200 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 687,159


Nearest Major Airport: Sacramento Intl. (SMF)


Nearest Major Highways: I-5, CA-299


Fees: $25/vehicle; $15/individual.


Accessibility: The visitor center, park headquarters, restrooms, and two fishing piers are accessible to wheelchairs.


Contact Information:
530-242-3400
www.nps.gov/whis


The crystal clear waters of Whiskeytown Lake give the area its name and a multitude of outdoor recreation opportunities. Whiskeytown also preserves historic sites that highlight the dramatic effects of the Gold Rush on this rugged, mountainous landscape.
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THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST




Olympic National Park


Tucked into the Northwest, separated from the rest of the contiguous 48 states—and even the rest of Washington state—by a maze of bays, inlets, straits, and canals, Olympic National Park is a world unto itself. The park occupies the majority of the Olympic peninsula and includes a thin corridor along the Pacific Coast apart from the rest of its protected lands.


It’s often said that Olympic is three parks in one, but that’s understating the case by at least half. A towering 7,980-foot (2,432-m) snow-capped mountain peak at the center of the park, thousands of acres of temperate rain forest, and 65 miles (105 km) of wild Pacific coastline do indeed form three discrete environments. But in and around them are cozy pockets, coves, lakes, and passes, largely unconnected to one another except by the two-lane road (US-101) that rings the park. As you drive this loop, you’ll encounter half a dozen or more signature brown highway signs alerting you to yet another finger of the park for exploring. Almost anywhere you go in the park, keep an eye out for massive Roosevelt elk, which can grow to more than 1,100 pounds (500 kg).
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In spring and summer, wildflowers frame the view from Hurricane Ridge.


Start your visit at the park’s main visitor center, just south of the quirky gateway town of Port Angeles, reached via a three-hour drive from Seattle and Tacoma, or by 45-minute ferry ride from Victoria, BC, Canada, across the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Ask a ranger about visibility at Hurricane Ridge, a 45-minute drive up a narrow winding (but paved) mountain road. On a clear day, you’ll get magnificent views of the mountaintops to the south and west and the Canadian islands across the Strait to the north. But on a rainy or foggy day, don’t bother. All you’ll see is mist. You can check conditions on the park service webcam before setting out; just do a browser search for Hurricane Ridge Webcam.




Fast Facts


Established: 1909/1938


Acreage: 922,650 (373,384 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 3,245,806


Visitor Centers: Olympic, Hurricane Ridge, Hoh Rain Forest, Kalaloch Ranger Station, Quinault Rain Forest Ranger Station, Staircase Ranger Station, Storm King Ranger Station


Nearest Major Airport: Seattle-Tacoma Intl. (SEA), Seattle, WA


Nearest Major Highways: US-101 forms a ring around the park.


Fees: $30/vehicle; $25/motorcycle; $15 cyclist/individual. All passes are valid for 7 days. Campsites $20/night.


Accessibility: Visit www.nps.gov/olym/planyourvisit/accessibility.htm for an extremely detailed accounting of the accessibility of buildings, campsites, and trails.


Contact Information:
360-565-3130
www.nps.gov/olym





A handful of hiking trails leave from the Hurricane Ridge Visitor Center, some going up to nearby peaks, others descending into subalpine lakes and valleys. In spring, wildflowers sprout up in the subalpine meadows, often attracting blacktail deer. The Heart O’ the Hills Campground, 12 miles (19 km) back on the main road, is the nearest place to pitch a tent; Port Angeles also has numerous lodging options.
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Low nitrogen levels make the waters of Lake Crescent nearly transparent.


Twenty miles (32 km) west of Port Angeles sits the glacier-carved Lake Crescent, whose nearly transparent blue-green waters result from extremely low levels of nitrogen, limiting the growth of algae and other plants. You can see straight to the bottom, even at depths of 60 feet (18 m). Crescenti and Beardslee rainbow trout, two species found nowhere else in the world, are among the prized hauls for fly-fishers (catch and release only). The outstanding Certified Green Restaurant at Lake Crescent Lodge is an idyllic place for locally sourced breakfast, lunch, dinner, or any excuse to sit and enjoy the lake view. For a closer look, you can rent boats, canoes, or paddleboards at the front desk and travel the lake for several miles in either direction.


Two short but worthwhile walks leave from the lodge: the 0.6-mile (1 km) Moments in Time self-guided nature trail, and the 1.8-mile (2.9-km) round-trip through old growth forest to Marymere Falls (90 feet/27 m). Longer options include a steep (3.4 miles/5.5 km each way) climb to Aurora Ridge, and the paved, pancake flat Spruce Railroad trail on the opposite side of the lake. The railroad trail is open to bicycles and leashed dogs, so you’ll likely have company. Spruce Railroad is part of the Olympic Discovery Trail, a 70-mile/113-km (and growing every year) route between Port Angeles and the Pacific Coast, so you can travel as far as you like before doubling back. Most folks do that right around Devil’s Punchbowl, a favorite swimming hole about 1 mile (1.6 km) from the restrooms at the trailhead.


The Lake Crescent area is also a good base for exploring the Sol Duc River Valley just west of the lake. Turn off US-101 at Sol Duc-Hot Springs Road and head south for 8 miles (13 km) until you see signs for Salmon Cascades. In late summer, you might see chinook and coho salmon leaping up the Sol Duc River to spawn; cutthroat trout and steelhead swim upstream in winter and spawn in spring. Four miles (6 km) beyond this pullout is Sol Duc Hot Springs and Resort, a hotel and adjacent campground (open from March to October) with a full-service restaurant and a spa where you can get a massage, take a dip in the freshwater swimming pool, or soak in one of three large outdoor mineral pools fed by nearby hot springs. Admission to the pools is complementary for hotel guests; day trippers can pay for a 90-minute session.
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A short trail leads to Sol Duc Falls.


The resort and campground sit amidst the Seven Lakes Basin, an area of old growth rain forest rich with lakes and waterfalls. The most popular trail starts at the end of the paved road and meanders 0.8 miles (1.3 km) to Sol Duc Falls, one of the most iconic cataracts on the peninsula. For a longer hike, you can take the Lover’s Lane Trail from the resort to the falls. Both of these walks have minimal elevation gain. For an uphill hike, climb 2.6 miles (4.2 km) to Mink Lake or 3.8 miles (6.1 km) to Deer Lake.
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Heavily laden trees in the Hall of Mosses


Thru-hikers with backcountry permits can trek overland 23 miles (37 km) from Sol Duc Valley to the Hoh Rain Forest Visitor Center, cresting Bogachiel Peak along the way. But most visitors will need to drive back down to US-101, stray into the Olympic National Forest, then re-enter the park at Upper Hoh Road. The 72-mile (116-km) trip takes about two hours without traffic. Break up the drive with a stop in Forks, WA, the only town of any size on this side of the park, where you’ll find a full-service grocery store and a handful of lodgings and restaurants.
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In September, if you’re lucky, you might hear male elks bugling in search of a mate.


Unless you arrive early in the day, you’ll probably be surrounded by other visitors as you walk the 1-mile (1.6-km) Hall of Mosses loop. It’s popular for a reason; it has one of the densest concentrations of old growth forest. Several kinds of mosses blanket the hemlocks, spruce, red cedars, and the occasional Douglas fir, while multiple species of ferns carpet the forest floor. Many of the trees in the Hall of Mosses are so jacketed they look like the haunted forest from The Wizard of Oz. The mossiest trees are usually maples, which are able to share more nutrients with the mosses than the evergreens. Sometimes maple branches will break from the weight of so much moss. In September, the rain forest is a propitious place to hear male elk bugling during their mating season.


The nearby Spruce Nature Trail makes a nice complement to the Hall of Mosses, traversing an amazing variety of terrain over its short 1.2 miles (1.9 km). It’s replete with nurse logs: fallen timbers out of which new trees have taken root. In some cases, the original log has rotted away, and tall offspring stand in a straight line called a colonnade. The Hoh River, which runs parallel to the Spruce Trail, and is cloudy with glacial snowmelt. It stands in stark contrast with crystal clear Taft Creek, which streams through the Nature Trail and the Hall of Mosses, its waters having been filtered of detritus by the rain forest soil, sand, and gravel.


To experience the mystical beaches at the far western edge of the park, you’ll want to keep an eye on the tides. The beaches are best viewed at low tide, when there’s little chance of getting trapped by incoming waves. The parking lots at most beaches list the tide schedule, but there’s little point in driving all the way out to the edge of the country if there’s no beach to walk on. Rialto Beach, 14 miles (23 km) west of Forks, is the quintessential Olympic beach, with sea stacks rising up from the ocean and shores littered with giant drift logs that flowed down river only to be returned to the beach by the ocean’s pounding waves. Enterprising visitors have built rudimentary forts and miniature cabins out of fallen logs. From Rialto, you can walk 1.5 miles (2.4 km) north past Split Rock to the sea-carved arch of Hole-in-the-Wall.
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Rialto Beach is the quintessential Olympic beach.


Ruby Beach, 27 miles (43 km) southwest of Forks, is another iconic beach, and a terrific place to spot bald eagles. The prosaically named Beach 4, another 4 miles (6.4 km) south, is prime tidepooling territory. Sea stars, anemones, and other marine wildlife get trapped in the rocks until the next high tide can wash them back out to sea. Wear sturdy shoes.


The Lake Quinault region, in the southwest corner of the park, is popular throughout winter for its world-class trout and salmon fishing, but in other seasons, it’s a little less frenetic than other parts of the park. It has something for everyone: fishing and boating in the lake, which is warm enough for swimming in summer; nature trails through the rain forest; waterfalls that wouldn’t look out of place in Hawaii; the world’s tallest Sitka spruce tree (perhaps not as impressive as it sounds); hiking and backcountry camping in the delightfully named Colonel Bob Wilderness; and the 1926 Lake Quinault Lodge. Franklin Roosevelt’s 1937 stay at the Lodge is often cited as the impetus for Olympic’s designation as a National Park a year later; the lodge’s dining room is named in his honor. Some of the terrain in the Quinault region is technically Olympic National Forest, rather than the national park, and the lake itself is administered by the Quinault Indian Reservation.
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Building a driftwood fort is a cherished pastime on many of Olympic’s beaches.
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Olympic beaches are stellar spots for spotting marine life at low tide.
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The gauge outside Lake Quinault Lodge measures rain in feet, not inches.




Mount Rainier National Park


America’s fifth National Park often feels like a massive game of Chutes and Ladders. The ladders are the dozens of hiking trails that ascend the 14,410-foot (4,392-m) mountain from all sides. The chutes, meanwhile, are the countless waterfalls that carry snowmelt from the summit down to pristine streams, rushing rivers, and glassy lakes. In spring and late summer, wildflowers turn the meadows a different brilliant color each month.


Tying them all together is the Wonderland Trail, a 93-mile (150-km) route that encircles the mountain, climbing and falling through the various regions of the park as it makes its circuit. Much of the Wonderland Trail traverses terrain far from the nearest roads, but it darts in and out of some of the park’s more accessible areas, enticing visitors to sample its numerous charms. Even if you’re only up for a mile-long hike, you’re likely to overlap some portion of the Wonderland Trail.
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Visit Reflection Lakes early on a sunny morning to see the mountain reflected in the lake’s surface.


Most visitors arrive from Seattle, Tacoma, and other points west, entering the park at the Nisqually Gate; they’re rewarded with a knockout view of the majestic mountain just 6 miles (10 km) later, usually from the front porch of the National Park Inn, the only lodging in the park that’s open year-round. The adjacent Longmire Museum is named for the man who developed his mining claim here in the 19th century and saw its potential as a vacation destination. The 0.7-mile (1-km) Trail of the Shadows loop is a sort of outdoor museum, meandering past the springs that first attracted visitors and the cabins and other structures they left behind.




Fast Facts


Established: 1899


Acreage: 236,381 (95,660 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 1,501,621


Visitor Centers: Henry M. Jackson (Paradise), Longmire Museum, Sunrise, Ohanapecosh, Carbon River Ranger Station


Nearest Major Airport: Seattle-Tacoma Intl. (SEA), Seattle, WA


Nearest Major Highways: I-5, US-12 (south side), WA-123 (east side), WA-165 (northwest side), WA-706 (main entrance)


Fees: $30/vehicle; $25/motorcycle; $15 cyclist and individual. All passes are valid for 7 days. Campsites $20/night.


Accessibility: Buildings are generally accessible but even paved trails are usually too steep for visitors to negotiate in wheelchairs.


Contact Information:
360-569-2211
www.nps.gov/mora





Christine Falls is easily visible from the main park road, tempting many drivers to stop and gawk. Don’t be one of them. There’s a parking area just beyond the falls, where you can stroll to a viewpoint that’s better (and safer) than on the narrow bridge. Eight miles (13 km) beyond Christine Falls is Narada Falls, popular enough to have its own full-sized parking lot. One of the nicest aspects of Mt. Rainier is how many of its trails connect points of interest to one another. Case in point: the 1.6-mile (2.6-km) segment of the Wonderland Trail that connects Narada Falls to Reflection Lakes. Take this hike early in the morning for two views of the mountain: one above the waterline and another upside down on its glassy surface.
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Christine Falls


From Narada Falls, it’s a winding 3-mile (5-km) drive up the serpentine road to the Paradise area, the unofficial center of the park, and home to the main Henry M. Jackson Visitor Center. The ever-popular Skyline Trail leaves from the visitor center; the 1-mile (1.6-km) round-trip walk to Myrtle Falls is paved but too steep for wheelchairs to negotiate without assistance. More adventurous hikers can climb the steep (1,700 feet/518 m of elevation gain over just 1.5 miles/2.4 km) trail past a vista of the Nisqually Glacier to Panorama Point, with its 360-degree views of the Tattoosh Range. On a clear day, the snow-capped peaks of Mt. Adams, Mt. St. Helens, and Oregon’s Mt. Hood are visible in the distance. A variety of other trails intersect the Skyline Loop, allowing hikes of 6 miles (10 km) or more. A less crowded option is the 5-mile (8-km) Lakes Trail Loop, which links Paradise with Reflection Lakes and Lake Louise but lacks the mountain view.
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The popular Skyline Trail ends at Panorama Point and its 360-degree views of the Tattoosh Range.
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Some trees in the Grove of the Patriarchs are more than 1,000 years old.


Two well-traveled attractions welcome visitors who enter the park via the Stevens Canyon Entrance in the park’s southeast corner: the Grove of the Patriarchs (1.3 miles/2 km round-trip) and the Silver Falls Trail (1-mile/1.6 km round-trip). Parking in this area is tight, so be prepared for a hike from your car even before you hit the trailhead. The shady Grove of the Patriarchs trail through old growth forest is a perfect escape on a hot day. The oldest (1,000 years) and tallest (300 feet/91 m) trees, at the far end of the trail, are reached via an idyllic but rickety, one-person-at-a-time suspension bridge over the crystal clear waters of the Ohanapecosh River. On a busy day, the wait to cross can add a half hour to your itinerary.
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A pedestrian suspension bridge leads to the Grove of the Patriarchs.
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The Tipsoo Lake area is popular for hiking and picnicking.


The Silver Falls Trail starts on the other side of the park road, descending 300 feet (91 m) through evergreens of the same sort as in the Grove of the Patriarchs, but only half as old and not nearly as tall. The designated viewpoint is impressive, but an even better view awaits 600 feet (183 m) farther down the trail. Visitors staying at the Ohanapecosh Campground can also hike the other way up the trail, 1.1 miles (1.7 km) to the falls.


The west-facing views of the mountain from the Tipsoo Lake area are simply breathtaking. The trail around the lake is about a mile (1.6 km), but the 3-mile (4.8 km) loop around Naches Peak is well worth the extra effort. The path doesn’t actually go over the peak, but you won’t mind.


The White River Entrance on the east side of the park is the gateway to the Sunrise area, which opened to tourism 25 years later than the rest of the park and is open only from July to late September. The views of Mount Rainier practically slap you in the face as you round the hairpin turn at Sunrise Point. There’s usually more snow visible on Rainier’s peak from this angle, which is slightly removed from the mountaintop. In their rush to get to the Sunrise Visitor Center, most people jump back into their cars as soon as they get the perfect selfie from the Sunrise Point parking lot. In doing so, they miss out on the lovely Palisades Lake Trail. This trail is more of a chute than a ladder, descending 500 feet (152 m) into a thickly wooded dell dotted with alpine meadows. It’s 1.5 miles (2.4 km) each way to Clover Lake, or 3 miles (5 km) each way to Hidden Lake. Look for wildflowers here (and practically everywhere nearby) in the spring and early summer.


Almost everyone who continues to the Sunrise Visitor Center at the end of the road walks the 1.5-mile (2.4-km) round-trip Sunrise Nature Trail, which boasts knockout views of the summit. The nature trail connects to longer trails along Sourdough Ridge: 1.5 miles (2.4 km) each way to Frozen Lake, 2.4 miles (3.9 km) to 1st Burroughs Mountain, and 3.0 miles (4.8 km) to 2nd Burroughs Mountain. To make a loop out of any of these walks, return to the visitor center via a different section of the Wonderland Trail past Shadow Lake. The 2-mile (3.2-km) Silver Forest Trail heads east, away from the mountain, so you get the views on the way back. Stop at the Emmons Vista Overlooks (0.6 miles/1 km from the trailhead) to see the White River dropping out of the Emmons Glacier.
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Sunrise Point has one of the best views of Mount Rainier.


Rainier is first and foremost a hiker’s park. But the well-maintained roads are a pleasure to drive, because they were intricately planned to enhance the natural setting rather than pave over it. The roads are open to bicycles, but they’re too narrow for most cyclists to relax while riding alongside heavy summer traffic. Bikes are prohibited on all trails except the Westside Road to Klapatche Ridge. But there are no places to rent bikes anywhere in the park. Fishing and boating are permitted in the park’s various lakes, but you’ll need to bring your own boat.


There are also precious few places to get food in the park. The national park lodges at Longmire, Paradise, and Sunrise have sit-down dining rooms as well as cafes selling prepackaged sandwiches and other snacks. Other than that, the only options are a few restaurants in Ashford, outside the Nisqually Entrance, or in Packwood, 12 miles (19 km) south of the Stevens Canyon Entrance. If you’re planning to camp at the park, stock up before you arrive.


Nearly two-thirds of Mount Rainier’s visitors arrive in the short summer season between Memorial Day and Labor Day. Many of the trails are frozen until late May, but there’s a spectacular, less-crowded window in September before the snow returns. The park remains open in winter for cross-country skiing and snowshoeing, but not much else.




Crater Lake National Park


The eruption and subsequent collapse of Mount Mazama some 7,700 years ago created the deepest lake in the United States (1,943 ft/592 m) and a spectacle that can take your breath away. Crater Lake is fed by rain and snowmelt, but no rivers or streams carry sediment into the caldera, making it the cleanest large body of water in the world.


As gorgeous as the lake may be (and it is indeed awe-inspiring), it’s a bit like the hole in the middle of a donut. There’s only one way to get down to water’s edge, and it requires hiking down a steep, 1.1-mile (1.7-km) trail to the shore. For that reason, most visitors prefer to admire its beauty from afar.
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Discovery Point


The best way to do that is by circumnavigating the historic Rim Drive. The full 33-mile (53-km) loop is usually open from July through October, but snow (an average of 43 feet/13 m every year) can make portions of the drive impassable almost any time of year. Only the 7 miles (11 km) between the two visitor centers remains open year-round, and sometimes plows have trouble keeping even that much clear. The rim drive is narrow, winding, often slowed by congestion . . . and marvelous. A total of 30 overlooks are designed to highlight specific views of the lake. Most of the pullouts are unnamed and therefore attract fewer visitors than the more popular named stops.




Fast Facts


Established: 1902


Acreage: 183,224 (74,148 hectares)


Visitors (2019): 704,512


Visitor Centers: Rim (summer only), Steel (closed until 2023)


Nearest Major Airport: Rogue Valley Intl.-Medford (MFR), Medford, OR


Nearest Major Highways: US-97, OR-62


Fees: $30/vehicle; $25/motorcycle; $15 cyclist and individual. Vehicle and motorcycle fees are reduced by $10 from Nov. 1 to May 21. All passes are valid for 7 days.


Accessibility: All commercial facilities, most restrooms, and some picnic areas are accessible, but most of the park is in the backcountry and inaccessible to visitors with impaired mobility.


Contact Information:
541-594-3000
www.nps.gov/crla
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Pumice Castle Overlook shows off a different side of the caldera.


Start your circuit at Crater Lake Lodge, a historic 1915 hotel with 71 rooms perched on the edge of the crater. The views from the lodge’s dining room are so exceptional that you might decide not to get back in your car at all. Assuming you do, though, head clockwise from there to Discovery Point, where gold prospector John Hillman became the first European American to set eyes on what he dubbed “Deep Blue Lake” in 1853. Watchman Overlook is another highlight, delivering the best views of Wizard Island. The island is a cinder cone within the lake that erupted some 400 years after the initial explosion, and which itself has a crater in its middle.
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Phantom Ship Island is the smaller of the two islands within Crater Lake.


Pumice Castle Overlook shows off a different side of the caldera: some visitors see the shape of a medieval castle in the eroded coral-colored pumice. The turnoff for this overlook is unmarked; look for it 1.1 miles (1.8 km) west of Cloudcap Overlook or 2.4 miles (3.9 km) east of Phantom Ship Overlook, which is the best place to catch a glimpse of the lake’s other, much smaller island. Pinnacles Overlook requires a 6-mile (10-km) detour from Rim Drive, but its views of colorful 100-foot (30-m) spires are worth it. The turnout for Vidae Falls leads not only to a 100-foot (30-m) waterfall over a glacier-carved cliff, but also to Grayback Drive, a gravel road popular with bikers because it is closed to motor vehicles. Bikes are also allowed on Rim Drive, but this is no leisurely ride; there are a lot of hills (3,800 ft/1,158 m of elevation change) and no shoulders.
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Pinnacles Overlook is worth a detour off the rim drive.


If you don’t want to do the driving yourself, hop aboard the ADA-compliant Crater Lake Trolley (www.craterlaketrolley.net; $29/adult aged 14 and older; $26/senior; $18/child aged 6-13). The two-hour tour hits all the highlights, with narration that helps visitors understand the geologic history of the park. Reservations are recommended.
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Hike 700 feet (213 m) down to the water’s edge to take a boat tour of the lake.
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