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			An incense cedar towers over a trail on the Tahoe rim.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			It happened over the dinner table. I mentioned that I’d always wanted to hike the Tahoe Rim Trail, and the young woman sitting across from me said, “Let’s do it.”

			So we did. Well, not all of it. We were stymied by late September storms and an unwillingness to endure hardship. We had goals, and they included having a good time. We logged 89 miles of the 165-mile loop around Lake Tahoe ridgelines, and immersed ourselves in the nature and culture we encountered along the way. The beauty of our failure: We get to come back. Again and again, if we choose. 

			With the fresh dust of the Sierra embedded in my wandering shoes, I found myself culling through a wealth of new routes to include in this guide, as well as new perspectives on paths already walked. In the grand scheme of things, the dilemma posed by having to select the best hikes in the Reno–Lake Tahoe area is minor. Given the grandeur of California’s Range of Light and the variety of trails that weave through it, once again, there was no way to go wrong. Luckily my choices the first time around were solid: This was a light edit by request, and I hope the additions—a handful of hikes and insights culled from the rim—strengthen the selection.

			What was true when I pulled together the first edition of this guide remains true today: The Sierra Nevada feed my spirit, and the miles I’ve logged over the years are a wellspring for my well-being. I’ve also gotten to know the place pretty well. Routes in this guide range from super-short wheelchair-accessible interpretive trails to thigh-burning treks to high-altitude destinations. They ramble through scree fields above tree line, wind into thick yellow pine forests, and climb into desert scrublands. They lead to viewpoints, wildflower fields, beaches, historic sites, and summits. They are informed by water, whether by Lake Tahoe itself, or by waterfalls, or by the Truckee River, or by smaller streams and lakes. The guide is not comprehensive, but I’ve written about places that resonate with me, and love the idea that much remains to be explored, both by me and other wanderers.

			Most trails around Lake Tahoe feature climbing—they are in the Sierra Nevada, after all. But none will bust a gut. You may encounter comparable steepness on tracks in Reno, but the lesser altitude eases the load. Spectacular mountain backdrops and potential weather wildcards lend a wilderness feel to even the more urban treks around the city.

			Routes in this guide are intended to be day hikes, though many of the trails extend farther into the wilderness or link to other paths leading to remoter regions. With a good map, a little planning, and the right gear, you can use many of these trails to launch weekend backpacking trips or treks lasting a month or more. Climb onto the Pacific Crest Trail and you can head north through the Cascades to Canada, or south to Yosemite, Mount Whitney, and the Mexican border.

			A mecca for the outdoorsy, Lake Tahoe boasts a healthy population of year-round residents that swells with visitors on weekends in summer and winter. Summer draws the boaters and hikers; winter brings the skiers and snowboarders. The influx from Sacramento and the San Francisco Bay Area is huge, and residents of Reno head upslope regularly as well. The good news for hikers is that, despite the popularity of Tahoe’s trails, if you hike in the off-season (especially fall), and during the week, you stand a great chance of missing the crowds.

			Reno, the self-proclaimed Biggest Little City in the World, is bounded on the west by the same Sierran peaks that embrace Lake Tahoe and on the east by the imposing high desert ranges of the Great Basin. While its downtown casinos draw tourists year-round, Reno is also a university town, with industry and agriculture fortifying its economic base. The population of nearly 250,000 is diverse, but sharing a love of the outdoors is almost universal. Living in the shadow of the Sierra will inspire that.

			Trails have linked Reno and Tahoe for thousands of years. Washoe Indians abiding in the Truckee Meadows (where Reno would later be established) traveled up through the canyons to summer hunting grounds around Lake Tahoe. In colonial years some of those trails became routes for American settlers headed West, as dictated by manifest destiny. For nearly a century, from the time Spain established its first mission in San Diego in 1769 to the mid-1800s, the trails through the mountains were traversed almost exclusively by natives and by mountain men such as Jedediah Smith and John Frémont. 

			The discovery of gold and silver in the mid-nineteenth century changed everything. Trails once passable only in season became year-round travel routes for the forty-niners and those who followed them. And new trails were blazed, to facilitate the booming timber and mining industries and to help move the massive quantities of water needed by both. Once the booms went bust, wildland lovers moved in—renowned advocates such as John Muir, one of the founders of the Sierra Club—and the trails became paths for modern-day explorers, women and men seeking to reconnect with their own natures by soaking in the beauty of the Sierran high country.

			To take a hike, I believe, is to renew the soul. I hope everyone who embarks on any trail near Reno or Lake Tahoe will find the same peace and sense of wholeness I feel in these places. Get out, take a hike, and let yourself be stunned, reverent, and healed.

			The Nature of Reno and Lake Tahoe

			Trails in the Reno-Tahoe region range from rugged and mountainous to flat and paved, and hikes in this guide cover the gamut. Regardless of the trail you choose, knowing a few details about the nature of the region will enhance your explorations.
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					The high desert on the east side of the Sierra, surrounding Reno and Carson City, blooms with wild rose and other wildflowers in spring.

				

			

			Flora and Fauna

			The Reno-Tahoe region encompasses several ecosystems, each with distinctive flora and fauna. 

			The high desert surrounding Reno is at the lowest elevation. The sagebrush scrub (or steppe) plant community thrives in the hot, dry climate, with big sagebrush, black sagebrush, and rabbitbrush dominating. Cactus and wildflowers bloom briefly in early spring, splashing color among the browns, grays, and greens of the landscape. 

			As you move up in altitude on the mountain slopes, the sage steppe becomes interspersed with junipers, piñon pines, and Jeffrey pines. Wildlife is abundant, including mule deer; coyotes and foxes; jackrabbits and cottontail rabbits; lizards and snakes; songbirds, grouse, and raptors; and a variety of cats including mountain lions. 

			Moving higher, you enter the montane zone. This forested ecosystem reaches from roughly 4,000 feet in elevation to 7,000 feet. The lower montane zone features a mixed evergreen forest composed of Jeffrey and ponderosa pines, white firs, and incense cedars; in the upper montane zone, lodgepole pine and red fir are the dominant species. Songbirds thrive in the lower montane zone; wildlife also includes deer, rabbits, squirrels and chipmunks, and black bears. Populations thin in the higher altitudes, though the golden-mantled ground squirrel can often be seen scurrying across trails ahead of hikers. Lake Tahoe, at 6,224 feet, sits square in the montane zone. Open yellow pine forest is typical of the lower montane zone outside Reno.

			The subalpine zone begins near 8,000 feet and reaches to tree line. The forest here, composed of whitebark pine and mountain hemlock, is stunted by wind and snowfall. Wildlife is scarce, but low-growing wildflowers enliven the meadows of the zone. 

			Finally, approaching the summits of peaks along the Sierra crest and the Carson Range, at about 10,000 feet and above tree line, you’ll enter the alpine zone. Here the plants and animals must contend with harsh conditions year-round. Noisy little pikas abide in rock fields and chirp warnings to each other. A variety of insects tolerate the extremes of the zone, including bees and crickets. Low-growing flowers and shrubs, including varieties of aster, buckwheat, sorrel, paintbrush, and clover, provide fodder for both bee and pika.

			Weather

			The hiking season around Lake Tahoe generally stretches from the first of May to the end of October, with trails at lower elevations melting off before those at higher elevations. Snow can fly in September, but generally doesn’t stick except up high. When a particular trail opens is dependent on the amount of winter snowfall and the speed of the snowmelt. Snowshoe hikers and cross-country skiers can travel into areas traversed by these trails during winter, weather and backcountry skills permitting.
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					Storm clouds gather on an autumn day in the Sierra.

				

			

			High temperatures in spring and fall range from the low 50s to the mid-70s. In July, August, and September, temperatures jump into the high 70s and 80s, with occasional hot spells. Overnight lows are in the 30s and 40s.

			Afternoon thunderstorms are fairly common in the summer months and taper off by autumn. Regardless of the season hikers should be prepared for changeable weather—rain, cold, snow, or heat—by wearing layers and packing waterproof gear.

			Reno’s high desert climate is dominated in the hiking season by low humidity and lots of sunshine. Spring and fall, when high temperatures range from the 40s to the 70s, offer the best hiking weather, but with a few caveats, you can hike in Reno year-round.

			Rainfall averages 7.5 inches annually, falling mostly in winter and during thunderstorms in spring. Snowfall averages 25 inches annually, mostly in small doses of 1 to 2 inches, and generally melts off quickly. Winter lows plunge into the 20s and 30s, while highs creep into the low 40s. Layers of clothing are a prerequisite for winter hiking.

			Summertime temperatures are usually not oppressive, with averages in the high 80s and 90s. Heat waves can drive temps into the 100s. Temperature variations can be extreme, however, with nighttime lows dropping into the 40s and 50s. Hiking in the morning or evening is recommended, offering lovely light and a greater opportunity to see wildlife. Because heat and low humidity can lead to rapid dehydration, hiking at midday is not recommended. 

			Etiquette for Animals

			You’ll encounter mostly benign creatures on trails around Reno and Lake Tahoe, such as squirrels, rabbits, lizards, and a variety of birdlife. More rarely seen are coyotes, deer, and raccoons. Encounters with wildlife that pose a potential threat to hikers—the black bear, mountain lion, and venomous snake—are rare but possible. Knowing what you might expect and how best to behave increases the odds for positive outcomes.

			Black bears are most commonly seen in the Lake Tahoe area, where they’ve learned that yummies can be found in cars, unsecured garbage cans, and the kitchens of homes and cabins. Encounters usually involve food. Bears have been known to remove windshields from automobiles to get at coolers, and to stroll through the open doors of homes to rummage in refrigerators. 

			If you encounter a bear on the trail, do not run. Stand still and make noise, and the bear will most likely scram. Avoid coming between a mama bear and her cubs if possible; if you see cubs, leave the area immediately. Stand your ground for a bluff charge, and if attacked, fight back.

			Nevada is home to five species of pit vipers, including the western diamondback and Great Basin rattlesnakes. Snakes generally only strike if they are threatened—you are too big to be dinner, so they typically avoid contact with humans. Keep your distance, and they will keep theirs. If you encounter a snake on the trail, back away slowly. Use caution when climbing over rocks or venturing into caves. Snakes are also known to seek shade under cars in hot weather.

			Mountain lions are most active at dawn and dusk. Like snakes they generally avoid contact with humans, but to further reduce the chances of an encounter, make noise while hiking. Don’t jog or ride a bike in areas where a lion has been sighted, as those activities mimic prey behavior. If you come across a mountain lion, make yourself seem as big as possible and do not run. If you don’t act or look like prey, you stand a good chance of not being attacked. If the attack comes anyway, fight back.
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					A lizard takes in the views from the Davis Creek Nature Trail outside Reno.

				

			

			Green Tips

			Given the great beauty of the parks, trails, and wildlands in the Reno–Lake Tahoe region, and especially given the heavy use they receive, it’s important we treat them gently to maintain their health and viability. The Green Tips scattered throughout this guide will help you do just that.

			Getting Around

			Reno and Lake Tahoe are separated by 50 to 60 highway miles and a drive of up to two hours (depending on the route you choose). The granite escarpment—a little less than 2,000 feet high—separating the city from the lake is the biggest impediment to travel, particularly when winter storms descend. But area residents and visitors easily ping-pong between the two destinations, depending on where they choose to play on any particular day. 

			Tahoe City, Incline Village, and South Lake Tahoe/Stateline serve as touchstones for directions to hikes around the lake, which are given from the scenic highway, variously designated CA 89, CA 28, NV 28, and US 50, that circumnavigates Tahoe. Directions to trailheads in Donner and Truckee are given from I-80.

			Most hikes in the Reno section are located in the Truckee Meadows and adjacent North and South Valleys, but some reach westward into the Sierra foothills and south into the Washoe and Carson River valleys. Two major highways intersect in Reno. I-80 runs east-west and links the city with Lake Tahoe in California. US 395 and I-580 run north-south and connect Reno to Carson City. Trailhead directions for Reno area hikes are given from these highways. McCarran Boulevard circles the metropolitan area, offering alternative access to trails. 

			In addition to I-80, Reno and Tahoe are linked by the Mount Rose Highway (NV 431), which hitches Reno’s southwestern suburbs to Incline Village. US 50 climbs from just south of Carson City over Spooner Summit onto Tahoe’s East Shore. Farther south, the Kingsbury Grade (NV 207) runs between Mottsville and South Lake Tahoe.

			Public Transportation

			Tahoe Area Regional Transit (TART) provides public transportation for north Lake Tahoe. For information on routes and fares, call (530) 550-1212 or (800) 736-6365, or visit www.placer.ca.gov/departments/works/transit/TART.aspx.

			The South Tahoe Area Transit Authority’s BlueGO provides public transportation around Tahoe’s South Shore. For more information call (530) 541-7149 or (775) 589-5500, or visit www.bluego.org.

			Public transportation for Reno is provided by the Regional Transportation Commission (RTC), which operates a number of bus routes in the city and to outlying communities, including Carson City. Route information is available at rtcwashoe.com. Call (775) 348-0400 for more information.

			Maps

			The pertinent USGS quad is listed for every hike. If the hike is so short or well defined that no map is necessary, or if an adequate map is provided at the trailhead by the land manager, that is noted in the hike description.

			There are several great regional maps available. They include:

			
					The US Forest Service’s Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit map, available at forest service visitor centers and from retail outlets around the region. 

					The National Geographic/Trails Illustrated Lake Tahoe Basin Map (#803) covers nearly every trail in the region. It is available at most area outdoor retail outlets, or at www.trailsillustrated.com. 

					The Tom Harrison Recreation Map of Lake Tahoe also includes most of the hikes in this guide. For more information call (415) 456-7940 or visit www.tomharrisonmaps.com.

			

		

	
		
			How to Use This Guide 

			This guide is designed to be simple and easy to use. Each hike is described with a map and summary information that delivers the trail’s vital statistics including length, difficulty, fees and permits, park hours, canine compatibility, and trail contacts. Directions to the trailhead are provided. Information about what you’ll see along the trail, as well as about the route’s natural and cultural history, is given in the hike description. A detailed route finder (Miles and Directions) sets forth mileages between significant landmarks along the trail.

			How the Hikes Were Chosen

			Hikes chosen for this guide range in difficulty from flat excursions along the Truckee River in downtown Reno to more challenging treks to mountaintops and highland lakes. I’ve selected hikes throughout the region, so regardless of your starting point you’ll find an option nearby.

			While these trails are among the best, keep in mind that nearby trails may be better suited to your needs. Potential alternatives are suggested in the Options section at the end of hike descriptions and in the Honorable Mentions at the end of each chapter.
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					Fontanillis Lake lies along the Pacific Crest Trail in the Desolation Wilderness.

				

			

			Selecting a Hike

			Terrain, altitude, weather, and your level of fitness should be taken into account when selecting a hike in the Reno-Tahoe region. I have rated these hikes (easy, moderate, strenuous) to give you an idea of what to expect, but these ratings are completely subjective. 

			
					
Easy: The route involves minimal elevation changes, is easy to navigate, and can be completed by most hikers in less than two hours.

					
Moderate: The trail includes some climbing and descending, may involve some route-finding, and can be completed in less than four hours.

					
Strenuous: The route includes significant elevation changes, may be narrow or exposed in sections, and takes longer than four hours to complete.

			

			Factors other than fitness that play into hike selection include the adequacy of your gear (primarily shoes), the ratio of trail length to elevation change (gaining 200 feet in 1 mile is easy; gaining 1,000 feet in 1 mile is strenuous), and the trail’s altitude (a lakeside hike at 6,000 feet above sea level is easier than climbing along the Tahoe rim at 9,000 feet). If you are hiking with a group, select a hike that’s appropriate for the least fit and prepared in your party.

			Hiking times are based on the assumption that on flat ground, most walkers average 2 miles per hour. Adjust that rate by the steepness of the terrain and your level of fitness (subtract time if you’re an aerobic animal and add time if you’re hiking with kids), and you have a ballpark hiking duration. Be sure to add more time if you plan to picnic or take part in other activities like birding or photography.

			Trail Finder

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Hike No.

						
							
							Hike Name

						
							
							Best Hikes for Lake Lovers

						
							
							Best Hikes for Great Views

						
							
							Best Hikes for Rivers & Waterfalls

						
							
							Best Hikes for Nature Lovers

						
							
							Best Hikes for Children & Dogs

						
							
							Best Hikes for History Lovers

						
							
							Best 

							Long Hikes 

						
							
							Best Urban Trails

						
					

					
							
							1

						
							
							Mount Judah

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
					

					
							
							2

						
							
							Lakeside Interpretive Trail at Donner Lake

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							3

						
							
							Sagehen Creek

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							4

						
							
							Martis Creek Wildlife Area

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							5

						
							
							Picnic Rock

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							6

						
							
							Mount Rose

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
					

					
							
							7

						
							
							Tahoe Meadows Interpretive Trail

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							8

						
							
							Incline’s Tyrolean Downhill

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							9

						
							
							Five Lakes Trail

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							10

						
							
							Truckee River Trail

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
					

					
							
							11

						
							
							Page Meadows

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							12

						
							
							Ellis Lake

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							13

						
							
							General Creek Loop at Sugar Pine Point State Park

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
					

					
							
							14

						
							
							The Lighthouse and Rubicon Point

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
					

					
							
							15

						
							
							Skunk Harbor

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							16

						
							
							Spooner Lake Loop

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							17

						
							
							Marlette Lake

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
					

					
							
							18

						
							
							Vikingsholm and Emerald Point

						
							
							•

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
					

					
							
							19

						
							
							Eagle Lake

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							20

						
							
							Velma Lakes

						
							
							•

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
					

					
							
							21

						
							
							Cascade Falls

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							22

						
							
							Cathedral Lake

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							23

						
							
							Rainbow Trail

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							24

						
							
							Lake of the Sky Trail and Tallac Historic Site

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
					

					
							
							25

						
							
							Angora Lakes

						
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							26

						
							
							Gilmore Lake

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							•

						
							
					

					
							
							27

						
							
							Pacific Crest Trail at Echo Lakes

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							28

						
							
							Lam Watah Historic Trail

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							29

						
							
							Castle Rock

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							30

						
							
							Tahoe Rim Trail at Big Meadow

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							31

						
							
							Winnemucca and Round Top Lakes Loop 

						
							
							•

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							32

						
							
							South Side Interpretive Trail at Swan Lake

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							33

						
							
							Evans Canyon and Miner’s Trail Loop

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							34

						
							
							May Arboretum and Herman Pond

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							35

						
							
							Steamboat Ditch and the Hole in the Wall

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							36

						
							
							Hunter Creek Falls

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							37

						
							
							Downtown RiverWalk

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							•

						
					

					
							
							38

						
							
							Oxbow Nature Study Area Loop

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
					

					
							
							39

						
							
							Bartley Ranch Regional Park Loop

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
					

					
							
							40

						
							
							Lakeview Loop at Huffaker Hills

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							41

						
							
							Lower Whites Creek Trail

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
					

					
							
							42

						
							
							Jones–Whites Creek Loop

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							43

						
							
							Galena Creek Nature Trail

						
							
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							44

						
							
							Little Washoe Lake Trail

						
							
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							45

						
							
							Deadman’s Overlook Trail

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							46

						
							
							Pasture River–Mexican Ditch Trail

						
							
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							•

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							47

						
							
							Fay-Luther Interpretive Loop

						
							
							
							•
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			Lake Tahoe
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			A view of Lake Tahoe from the Tahoe Rim Trail below Freel Peak.

		

	
		
			Truckee and Donner

			From Donner Summit at the crest of the Sierra Nevada, ridgetops stretch away in all directions. The mountains hint at treasures tucked in their folds. Looking west, the long slide of I-80 is lost in the trees, but it reaches into Gold Country and California’s Great Valley. To the south the peaks climb higher and become more inaccessible, the realm of long-distance hikers on the Pacific Crest Trail and the John Muir Trail. To the north, beyond Castle Peak, the Sierra are wooded and gentle, merging almost imperceptibly into the Cascade Range near Lassen Peak. Look east and . . . well, that’s where Donner Lake and the high-country town of Truckee lie, with Lake Tahoe beyond. Donner Summit is the gateway.
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					Donner Lake sits below the east side of the Sierra crest.

				

			

			Donner Lake lies in an oblong bowl east of the pass. Members of the ill-fated Donner Party met unfortunate ends near the shore of the lake in the winter of 1846–1847. The snow fell early and heavy that winter, trapping the travelers, and as they slowly succumbed to the cold and starvation, some were cannibalized. As gruesome and tragic as their story was, the party’s name has been immortalized on the landscape.

			Truckee’s origins, like those of so many mountain towns, are linked to California’s gold rush and the subsequent discovery of the Comstock Lode in neighboring Nevada. It began as a way station on the long road from Sacramento over the Sierra crest and eventually into Virginia City, Nevada. The town boomed when the Central Pacific Railroad punched through, and served as a staging area for timber and other materials needed on the mighty transcontinental project. After the railroad was built, Truckee continued to thrive as a timber town, supplying lumber to growing cities such as Sacramento and Reno. These days the town’s livelihood is tied to tourism; its quaint main street, hotels, and restaurants attract skiers and hikers instead of lumberjacks and miners.

		

	
		
			
			1 Mount Judah

			Straddling the crest of the Sierra above Donner Lake, Mount Judah is an easy, accessible peak with summit views that stretch east over Donner Lake and west down the long wooded slopes toward California’s Great Valley.

			Start: At the Sugar Bowl Academy parking area on historic Donner Summit

			Distance: 5.3-mile lollipop

			Hiking time: 4–5 hours

			Difficulty: Strenuous

			Trail surface: Dirt singletrack, ski area service roads

			Best season: Summer

			Other trail users: None

			Trailhead amenities: Parking. If the lot is full, park carefully along the dirt road that leads to the trailhead and the Pacific Crest Trail.

			Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

			Fees and permits: None

			Schedule: You can access the trail from sunrise to sunset daily in late spring, summer, and fall, when the Sugar Bowl Ski Resort is not operating.

			Maps: USGS Norden CA

			Trail contact: Sugar Bowl Resort; (530) 426-9000; www.sugar bowl.com

			Finding the trailhead: From Truckee, head west on I-80 for 12 miles to the exit for Soda Springs and Norden. Head back east on Old Donner Pass Road to the summit of historic Donner Pass. Park in the lot for the Sugar Bowl Academy/Mount Judah. GPS: N39 18.878' / W120 19.630'

			

The Hike

			Gone are the days when ski areas went quiet after the snow melted in springtime. Now most Tahoe area ski resorts host a variety of summertime activities. Riding mountain bikes on trails looping down ski runs is perhaps most popular, but other activities include riding gondolas to mountaintop restaurants and activity centers, including hiking trail systems. All this for a fee, of course. Hiking the slopes of the Sugar Bowl ski area to the top of Mount Judah, however, is free of charge. This might be because the ski area lies farther afield, not in the Tahoe basin proper but on the Sierra crest near Donner Pass; whatever the reason, it’s a nice perk.

			The hike begins with a relatively steep climb up stony switchbacks. Fall color is vibrant along this stretch, and interesting views open at each switchback. This is the lollipop stick part of the route, which also follows a section of the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT). 

			By the 0.5-mile mark views open across the broad ski area bowl onto Lake Mary and west down the I-80 corridor (there is some road noise here, but that fades as you climb away). The climb is a juxtaposition of ski area development and relatively untouched alpine woodland, with traverses through dense forest interspersed with crossings of ski slopes and side trails leading to ski lift stations.

			Where the trail forks at 1.1 miles stay right, traveling the loop portion of the route in a counterclockwise direction. At the 2-mile mark reach a junction at a sharp switchback. Bear sharply left on the trail to Mount Judah; the PCT continues right, to Judah’s neighbor Mount Lincoln and beyond.

			A series of quick switchbacks and long traverses leads onto and then up along the shoulder of Mount Judah. The views are spectacular and panoramic. Plugs of rock line the trail, conglomerate masses of bulbs and nodes in black and pink erupting from the slope. The trees grow more stunted, cowed by winter wind and snowfall.

			Ski area boundary signs line the trail as you near the summit. The distinctive and aptly named Castle Peak dominates the northern skyline. Round the final switchbacks, passing a pimply rock outcrop, and arrive on the wide, flat summit plateau, where you can look down on Donner Lake and into the Martis Creek Wildlife Area to the east, south along the Sierra crest, and north over the I-80 corridor to Castle Peak and beyond.

			Drop through a saddle; a side trail leads to the secondary, northern summit if you choose. To complete the loop, descend on the right-hand trail, dropping swiftly along the northeast-facing slopes of the mountain. If the summit was too windy to permit a lunch break, rock outcrops along the downhill stretch of trail offer perfect rest stops, with views of Donner Lake and Donner Peak.  
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					Looking south from near the summit of Mount Judah to neighboring peaks on the Sierra Crest.

				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					The forest thins as you approach the summit of Mount Judah.

				

			

			At the junction with the trail to Donner Peak, continue on the Mount Judah Trail, which leads left. A short section follows an overgrown service road, then the singletrack resumes at an unsigned break to the right. The path drops into a flat, wooded area where you may have to do a bit of route-finding: Cross the water bar and look for a white triangle on a high stump to stay on track. Traverse the mountain’s west-facing slope back to the junction with the PCT, where you’ll close the loop. From there, retrace your steps to the trailhead.
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			Miles and Directions

				0.0	Start by walking down the dirt road for about 0.1 mile to the signed trailhead on the left.

				0.5	Reach the top of the first set of switchbacks.

				1.1	Cross a streamlet, then traverse a ski slope. At the trail junction stay right, remaining on the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) to hike the loop section in a counterclockwise direction. 

				1.25	Cross a service road, picking up the obvious trail on the other side.

				1.5	A side trail breaks off to a ski lift station. Stay left, continuing uphill.

				2.0	At the trail junction, bear sharply left to continue on the Mount Judah Trail. The PCT continues to the right.

				2.75	Arrive on the summit plateau. Begin the descent by heading north along the ridgeline.

				2.9	At the north end of the saddle, the trail splits. The left path leads to the northern summit; go right to begin the descent.

				3.5	At the junction with the trail to Donner Peak, go left on the Mount Judah Trail.

				4.0	After a brief walk on an overgrown roadway, take the unsigned but obvious trail that breaks right. Drop into a flat, wooded area; stay left and cross the water bar. A white triangle on a high stump marks the route.

				4.3	Reach the junction with the PCT to close the loop portion of the lollipop.

				5.3	Arrive back at the trailhead.

			Hike Information

			Local information: Soda Springs and Norden, while supporting a healthy winter recreational industry, are small and primarily residential in summer. Truckee is the nearest large town. The Truckee Donner Chamber of Commerce and California Welcome Center are at 10065 Donner Pass Rd., Truckee, CA 96161; call (530) 587-8808; www.truckee.com.

			Local events/attractions: Sugar Bowl Ski Resort hosts summer camps for kids. Contact the resort at (530) 426-9000 or visit www.sugarbowl.com for more information.

			Camping: Donner Memorial State Park offers camping during the summer months. The park’s 154 sites are equipped with metal bear boxes, where all food should be stored. Some sites are suitable for RVs, but they cannot exceed 28 feet in length. Campers have access to all park facilities. A fee is charged. For more information call (530) 582-7892. Online reservations can be made by visiting the Donner Memorial State Park page at www.parks.ca.gov or www.reservecalifornia.com.

		

	
		
			
			2 Lakeside Interpretive Trail at Donner Lake

			Deep blue Donner Lake hosts a wonderful interpretive trail focused on both the lake’s spectacular alpine setting and the history of the infamous pass that shares its name.

			Start: In the picnic area parking lot in Donner Memorial State Park

			Distance: 2.4 miles out and back

			Hiking time: About 2 hours

			Difficulty: Easy

			Trail surface: Dirt singletrack, barrier-free

			Best seasons: Late spring, summer, fall

			Other trail users: None

			Trailhead amenities: Parking, restrooms, picnic facilities, trash cans. Information, water, and campsites are available elsewhere in the park.

			Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted in developed picnic areas, but not at China Cove

			Fees and permits: A day-use fee is charged.

			Schedule: Sunrise to sunset daily. Visitor center hours are from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily.

			Maps: USGS Truckee CA and Norden CA; park trail map available at the entrance station and on an information board at the entrance

			Trail contact: Donner Memorial State Park; (530) 582-7892; www.parks.ca.gov

			Other: Other park amenities include the Emigrant Trail Museum, the Pioneer Monument, and the Murphy family cabin site (a remnant of the Donner Party expedition).

			Finding the trailhead: From Truckee head west on I-80 to the Donner Pass Road exit (about 0.7 mile west of the CA 89 interchange). Go left (south) on Donner Pass Road to the well-signed park entrance on the left (south). Follow the park road past the entrance station and across the bridge, staying right at the gated campground road. The signed lot is on the right. GPS: N39 19.415' / W120 14.220'

			

The Hike

			The story of the Donner Party is part of the lore of the West: Trapped by deep snow that buried the Sierra Nevada in the winter of 1846–47, a wagon train of emigrants endured madness, despair, and cannibalism in their fight to survive. More than thirty souls perished in the scattering of cabins and camps established around Donner Lake in that long winter. Two of those cabin sites are within the boundaries of Donner Memorial State Park.

			No worries of encountering similar hardships on this hike, however—it is barely arduous enough to bring on a hankering for a handful of trail mix. Interpretive signs along the route satisfy any curiosity about how this rugged country was eventually tamed, with panels describing settlement and industry in the area and the construction of the railroad and highway that would make travel over the pass easy, even in winter.
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