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Introduction



  




  Selecting the seventeen best easy day hikes in Boise and the vicinity is an exciting yet challenging task. From the forested mountains and the lush river valley to the surrounding high desert of the Snake River plain, there are so many outstanding choices within a 60-mile drive of Idaho’s capital city.




  The present-day drainage system of the Boise River, with cities lining its banks and the swath of agricultural land between Mountain Home to the east and Payette near the Idaho-Oregon border to the west, is commonly known as the Treasure Valley. Federal public land managed by the Boise National Forest and the Bureau of Land Management border Boise and the surrounding areas.




  Trails in the City of Boise’s Boise River Greenbelt system are noteworthy for their convenience and tranquility. City managers had the foresight to protect the river corridor for future use as a public trail system. The Boise River Greenbelt stands as a role model for Idaho urban trail systems. Additionally, the cities of Boise, Garden City, and Eagle each have a system of greenbelt pathways along the banks of the Boise River. Toss in city, county, and state public land, and the hiking possibilities bloom.




  Numerous property-access agreements with private landowners in the Boise foothills helped create the Ridge to Rivers Trail System. Currently consisting of more than 192 miles of public-use trails, the system constantly increases in length and variety. Hikers easily access trails from various trailheads along the Boise foothills and surrounding area.




  Included in the Ridge to Rivers Trail System are two nationally designated trails. The Oregon Trail Historic Reserve Trail System is part of the 2,170-mile Oregon National Historic Trail. Hulls Gulch Interpretive Trail, a pedestrian-only trail, is a designated National Recreation Trail.




  Geology strongly defines the Treasure Valley. Eight to nine million years ago, a lake—named Lake Idaho by geologists—formed between the Boise Ridge to the north and the Owyhee Mountains to the south. The old lake was nearly 35 miles wide and 200 miles long. Indications of the lake’s wave-cutting actions on the landscape are clearly visible from vantage points high above the vast valley. Various layers of volcanic and lake sediments consisting of sand, clay, and pebble remain today. These materials, carried in by river activity and deposited in Lake Idaho, reached greater than 4,000 feet in thickness.




  The north edge of the Boise Ridge comprises granodiorite of the Idaho Batholith, with an overlay of volcanic rocks and boulder gravel. Shafer Butte, the highest point in the Boise Ridge, was created by a fault in the area that raised the rocks in the east side of the valley and tipped the rocks downward in the western part of the valley.




  Not only is the geology readily visible, it is part of the everyday vocabulary of trail users. During each spring, when vegetation is prolific, cattle and hikers share the draw—a shallow gully. After a steep uphill climb, hikers step onto a saddle, the low area connecting two higher points on the ridge. Emigrants on the Oregon Trail were desperate to find a way off the terrace and down to the lush river valley below.




  Benches in Boise and to the south of the valley were once the bottom of the old lake and are approximately the same height. Additionally, there are several other river terraces in the Treasure Valley formed by river downcutting. Outlying perimeter benches contain basalt. Other benches are within or near the Boise River’s hundred-year floodplain.




  Hikers in the foothills tread on the edge of the old shoreline of the lake while viewing the extensive valley and terraces below. Stand atop Table Rock, the remains of the bottom of the long-lost lake. Learn more about the geology of the Treasure Valley at the Idaho Museum of Mining and Geology, next to the Old Idaho State Penitentiary near the Table Rock–Old Penitentiary trailhead.




  The trails described in this book provide a sampling of the endless hiking opportunities in the Boise vicinity. Shaded hikes on smooth paved trails along the glittering Boise River or upland hikes through sagebrush with stunning valley views represent just a few of the options. Discover sand dunes, mountain streams, or historical wagon train trails. It is all there for modern-day explorers.


  

Weather


  




  Boise is famous for its high-desert climate with steady sunshine, more than 200 days per year, and low humidity averaging near 30 percent in summer. Annual rainfall averages 12 inches, with the majority of precipitation occurring October through March.




  Winters are often moderate in town, with snow remaining on the ground only for a day or two. In the mountains, snow falls from October through May and is usually associated with foggy conditions. Fog frequents the valley from late November through mid-February during times of temperature inversions. Higher elevation trails in the foothills and the trails beyond Boise enable hikers to rise above the inversion for a shot of sunshine.




  July is the hottest month in Boise, with average daytime temperatures around 91°F and nighttime lows around 60°F. In general, plan for hot weather on Boise foothills hikes during late spring, summer, and early fall. On the hottest days, temperatures can hit 100°F by midday and remain hot until late evening after the sun goes down. Temperatures can be even hotter during heat waves, soaring as high as 111°F.




  Spring and autumn months are cooler for hiking, as are early-summer mornings. Come January, the coldest month, daytime temperatures average about 37°F, with nighttime lows around 22°F.




  Localized thunderstorms are a weather hazard in the Boise foothills during late spring and summer. Short, intense precipitation combined with the foothills’ steep terrain can lead to flash flooding of creeks and streams in the basins. Check the weather reports before setting off on hikes or select an alternate trail—perhaps along the Boise River, where flows are dam controlled.




  While on mountain trails, be prepared for variable weather, including cool weather and the possibility of thunderstorms, which can develop quickly. On rare occasions, brief snow showers are possible in the high mountains in midsummer.




  To learn more about local weather, visit weather.gov/Boi. This handy website allows you to zoom in on the location of the trails for a detailed weather report. The Boise National Weather Service Forecast Office sends out warnings on extreme weather conditions and related hazards via television, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) weather radio, and the internet.


  

  Safety and Preparation


  




  Many of the trails in this guide are multiuse. Hikers may be sharing the area with mountain bikers, trail runners, equestrians, e-bikers, and all-terrain or four-wheel-drive motorized vehicles. Adhering to the following “Rules of the Road” will help all trail users have a pleasant and safe outdoor experience.




  

	Keep to the right side of the path when others are passing by.




	Pass slower folks by moving to the left to go by them.




	Control children and pets while on the trail, and pack out pet wastes.




	When encountering equestrians, speak to them so the horse knows you are human.




	Be sure to pack out everything carried in, keeping the trail litter-free for future users.







  You can usually hike year-round on some trails in the Boise foothills. During winter, trails freeze overnight and are still firm in the early morning, thus low impact to walk on. Temporary trail closures occur when ground moisture is excessive and trail damage could occur, typically during late winter and early spring. If the trails are wet and muddy, hike somewhere else, such as the paved Boise River Greenbelt. The land in the foothills is fragile, and using the trails in wet conditions leaves them rutted and eroded. Land managers may limit trail use to the early-morning hours during the freeze-thaw cycles.




  Though hiking in the Boise area is physically and mentally beneficial, there are a few health and safety considerations. In late summer, smoke from forest fires in Idaho and surrounding states finds its way to the Treasure Valley. During winter, as is typical in other metropolitan areas, temperature inversions occur. Air quality warnings are posted in the newspapers and reported via radio, television, and internet. Consider the air quality ratings when planning hikes.




  In summer and autumn, fire restrictions are posted at trailheads during dry conditions, particularly in the foothills and the mountains. Please refrain from smoking cigarettes, setting off fireworks, or starting campfires during fire-restricted times.




  Dress in layers for variable weather conditions. The layer closest to the body is generally a perspiration-wicking layer, followed by an insulating layer for warmth. A windbreaking outer layer helps add warmth in windy conditions, and a rain-shedding outer layer keeps you dry in wet conditions. The beauty of the layering system is the ability to add or subtract layers during the hike, maintaining a comfortable body temperature and protection from the elements. Proper footwear, such as sneakers designed for trail walking or light hiking boots, is essential.




  Clear, sunny days—even hazy ones—can lead to sunburn. Remember to slather on a broad-spectrum UVB/UVA protective sunscreen. Reapply every few hours, after sweating, and after swimming. Bring plenty of water; the low-humidity air contributes to rapid fluid loss, as do high temperatures.




  While hiking in the Boise foothills, you might encounter ticks. Consider wearing long pants to keep ticks off your legs during spring and early summer. Check your dog for ticks as well.




  Rattlesnakes and nonvenomous snakes are relatively common, particularly on rocky trails when the day heats up. Hikers usually see the snakes quickly slithering away, avoiding contact with humans. Make plenty of noise, look before you step, and leave the snakes alone.




  Deer, elk, and coyotes are often sighted in the foothills. They are shy creatures and avoid hikers. Bears and mountain lions inhabit some of the higher elevation public lands in the area, although encounters are unlikely.




  Zero Impact


  


  

  Trails in the Ridge to River Trail System and surrounding areas are increasingly popular. Trail users assure the ongoing quality of and existence of trails by following Zero Impact guidelines to lessen human impact on the trails. Here are some basic trail preservation guidelines:






	Pack out all trash generated during the hike, including biodegradable items such as apple cores. Consider packing out other trash left behind by less-considerate users.




	Do not approach or feed wildlife.




	Leave wildflowers, rocks, antlers, feathers, and other historic and natural objects for other hikers to enjoy. In some cases, it may be illegal to remove such items.




	Avoid damaging trailside soils and plants by remaining on the designated trail.




	Refrain from using or creating switchbacks and shortcuts, which promote erosion.




	Be courteous by not making loud noises while hiking.




	When on a multiuse trail shared with mountain bikers, e-bikes, trail runners, and equestrians, familiarize yourself with proper trail etiquette, yielding the trail when appropriate.




	Use the vaulted toilets at trailheads and along the trail.
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