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    MEET YOUR GUIDE


  




  Day hiking was our most frequent family activity when I was a child, mostly in the Sierras during summer. Then, one Saturday during my high school years, I drove to below the South Gate of Mount Diablo and hiked to the peak. It was my rite of passage, having grown up in the mountain’s rolling foothills and shadowed valley. But it wasn’t until my adult life that I really started to explore the incredible open spaces around the Bay Area. I was amazed at the diversity and vastness and stories of the land, which were so like the people who live here.
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  Raising a family of my own, we’ve created many treasured memories in our Bay Area parklands: the first kiss with my to-be-husband on Mount Tam, our pre-schoolers awed by thousands of undulating ladybugs in Redwood Regional Park, the kids and their friends counting over 300 banana slugs along the trail in Butano State Park, walking through history on Angel Island, and laughing together with our growing young men creekside down Steep Ravine to Stinson Beach.




  I hope you too will enjoy discovering the forests, marshes, streams, lakes, beaches, canyons, and hillsides of this rich landscape, along with all its flora and fauna and intriguing history.




  Linda Parker Hamilton is also the author of Best Hikes Near San Francisco, Camping Northern California, and the Camping Activity Book for Families: The Kid-Tested Guide to Fun in the Outdoors.




  

    FIVE BAY AREA HIKING TIPS


  




  Since my first Bay Area hiking guidebook in 2003, people have asked me these questions: Where can I find a trail away from people? How do I get my kids into hiking? What is your favorite Bay Area hike? How do I get the most out of this book? How do I get the most out of each hike?




  Here are the answers, my five tips for hiking in the Bay Area:




  1. Where can I find a trail away from people?




  To boldly hike where no man has hiked before—or at least feel that way—try watershed land. The East Bay Municipal Utility District, or EBMUD (www.ebmud.com/recreation/east-bay/east-bay-trails/), requires a reasonably priced permit, which makes trail users more infrequent. The San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (www.sfwater.org/index.aspx?page=134) offers docent-led hikes on the Fifield-Cahill Ridge Trail (10 miles) between CA 92 and Sweeney Ridge above Crystal Springs, with plans for expansion and possibly more open trails.




  Try the spaces in between. The Bay Area Ridge Trail (over 375 miles and growing) connects our Bay Area parklands as well as those in the North Bay and South Bay (http://ridgetrail.org).




  [image: Sunol Regional Wilderness MIGUEL VIEIRA (FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/MIGUELVIEIRA/)]




  Set your alarm and hike early in the day. You will see fewer people, have better parking, see more wildlife, and have the rest of your day to go to nearby restaurants and attractions.




  Don’t let a little bad weather stop you! A light rain will keep less hearty hikers at home, making the trail yours. An added benefit is the presence of colorful fungi that arise in the moisture overnight.




  2. How do I get my kids into hiking?
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  Here are the golden rules for positive family hiking experiences:




  • Don’t hike too far. Go the kids’ pace, giving them time to explore. (See the Trail Finder chart for family-friendly hikes and “Alternate routes” at the end of longer feature hikes in this book for shorter versions.)




  • For goodness’ sake, don’t call it a hike. Call it an adventure or family outing or nature trip, anything that doesn’t imply lots of walking.




  • Bring snacks, snacks and more snacks, and fun ones at that. Stop often along the way to distribute water and snacks. Think Hansel and Gretel, without the wicked witch, of course.




  • Choose hikes with cool features or destinations: rocks to climb, hollow Exploring on Mount Tam trees to enter, labyrinths, ruins, fossils, geocaching, wading and swimming holes and beaches are among the many features discoverable in the Bay Area.




  • Remember the journey is the experience. Start with a fun car ride (music, road games, books-on-tape) and consider songs, conversation, and games on the trail. You’ll find lots of ideas in the Camping Activity Book for Families: The Kid-Tested Guide to Fun in the Outdoors.




  3. What is your favorite Bay Area hike?




  I adore the Oakland Hills hikes, Steep Ravine, Berry Creek Falls Trail, Butano, the Craig Britton Trail in Purisima, and anywhere on Point Reyes. Most important is to find your favorites and repeat them at different times of the day and year for entirely new experiences (see the “Top Five Hikes” section).




  4. How do I get the most out of this book?




  Stories are powerful: They create connections to people, to history and to the land. I’ve tried to include both human and ecological stories for each of the featured hikes in this book. Hopefully this enhances your hiking experience. It does mine.




  Also, use each suggested trail, including the many Bonus Hikes, as a guide to finding even more trails in that area or adjoining areas and ones that best suit your mood. We are so fortunate to have the Golden Gate Recreational Area, the largest urban park in the world, as well as all the national, state, and well-managed regional parks in the Bay Area.




  5. How do I get the most out of each hike?




  Come prepared. In the Bay Area, you can go from 50 degrees and foggy to 80 degrees and sunny in a matter of an hour. Poison oak is common, so be alert, wear long pants, or bring products like Technu to wash on the trail. Bring a map or this book. Carry plenty of water (for you and your dog), sunscreen, and snacks, especially for longer hikes.
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  Take pictures, bring friends, print out online bird or flower or nature guides, give yourself extra time on the trail to look around, take in details, vistas, and imagine this beautiful land in its past. Really take advantage of hiking in the Bay Area by coupling your hike with a new restaurant, bookstore, museum, or attraction in this vibrant and diverse Bay Area.




  Finally, we are all caretakers of our open spaces. Feel the ownership. Stay on developed trails. Mutt-mitt your dog’s waste to a garbage can. Leave no trace. And bring an extra feel-good bag in your backpack to pick up any garbage you see along the trail.




  




  [image: Map Legend Municipal Interstate Highway US Highway State Road Local Road State Boundary Trails Featured Trail Trail or Fire Road Optional Trail Route Steps/boardwalk Water Features Body of Water Marsh River/Creek Intermittent Stream Waterfall Spring Symbols Airport Bridge Building/Point of Interest Campground Cemetery Gate Inn/Lodging Lighthouse Mileage Marker Parking Pass Peak/Elevation Picnic Area Ranger Station/Park Ofce Restroom Scenic View Stables Telephone Town Trailhead Tunnel Visitor/Information Center Water Wheelchair Accessible Land Management National Park/Forest National Monument/Wilderness Area State/County Park National Seashore/Marine Reserve]




  [image: ICON LEGEND]




  

    TRAIL FINDER


  




  [image: BEST PHOTOS FAMILY FRIENDLY WATER FEATURES DOG FRIENDLY FINDING SOLITUDE POINT REYES 1. Point Reyes National Seashore: Mount Wittenberg and Bear Valley to the Sea Loop • • • 2. Point Reyes National Seashore: Tomales Point • • 3. Point Reyes National Seashore: Lighthouse and Chimney Rock Trails • • • 4. Point Reyes National Seashore: Palomarin Trailhead to Alamere Falls • • 5. Tomales Bay State Park: Heart’s Desire Beach to Shell Beach • • • • 6. Samuel P. Taylor State Park: To the Top of Barnabe Peak • BONUS HIKES POINT REYES A. Point Reyes National Seashore: Inverness Ridge • B. Kule Loklo & the Earthquake Trail • MOUNT TAMALPAIS AND ITS FOOTHILLS 7. Muir Woods: Bootjack Trail to Dipsea Trail Loop • • 8. Phoenix Lake: Tucker and Bill Williams Trails • • • • 9. Steep Ravine Loop to Stinson Beach • • • 10. Mt. Tamalpais: East Peak Loop • • 11. Marin Headlands: Miwok Trail to Point Bonita • • • • 12. Marin Municipal Water District: Kent Trail along Alpine Lake • • • • 13. Mount Burdell Open Space Preserve • • 14. Ring Mountain Open Space Preserve •]




  [image: BONUS HIKES MOUNT TAMALPAIS AND ITS FOOTHILLS C. China Camp State Park: Shoreline-Bayview Loop Trail • D. Cataract Trail • • • SAN FRANCISCO AND THE BAY 15. Angel Island State Park: Mt. Livermore • • • 16. Golden Gate National Recreation Area: San Francisco’s Lands End • • • • 17. Sweeney Ridge: San Francisco Bay Discovery Site • 18. San Bruno Mountain State Park: Summit Loop Trail • BONUS HIKES: SAN FRANCISCO AND THE BAY E. Golden Gate Park • • • • F. The Presidio: Lovers’ Lane and the Ecology Trail • • SAN MATEO COUNTY COASTLINE 19. Pescadero Marsh Trail • • • 20. Butano State Park • • • • 21. Año Nuevo State Park • • • 22. McNee Ranch at Montara State Beach • • • 23. James V. Fitzgerald Marine Reserve: The Tide Pool Loop • • • 24. San Pedro Valley County Park • • • BONUS HIKES: SAN MATEO COUNTY COASTLINE G. Mori Point • • • H. Crystal Springs Regional Trail • • •]




  [image: THE NORTHERN SANTA CRUZ MOUNTAINS 25. Big Basin Redwoods State Park: Berry Creek Falls Trail Loop • • • 26. Castle Rock State Park: Saratoga Gap/Ridge Trail/Castle Rock Trail • • 27. Portola Redwoods State Park: Slate Creek/Summit/Iverson Loop • • 28. Purisima Creek Redwoods Open Space Preserve: Craig Britton and Purisima Creek Loop • • • BONUS HIKES: THE NORTHERN SANTA CRUZ MOUNTAINS I. Huddart County Park and Phleger Estate • • J. Wunderlich County Park • • K. Windy Hill Open Space Preserve • L. Russian Ridge Open Space Preserve • M. Skyline Ridge Open Space Preserve • • • • N. Monte Bello Open Space Preserve • • O. Rancho San Antonio Open Space Preserve and County Park • • P. Pescadero Creek County Park • • • Q. Henry Cowell Redwoods State Park • • • • MOUNT DIABLO AND LAS TRAMPAS FOOTHILLS 29. Las Trampas Regional Wilderness • • • 30. Mount Diablo State Park: Donner Canyon to the Falls Trail • • • 31. Black Diamond Mines Regional Preserve • • • 32 Mount Diablo: Rock City to the Summit • •]




  [image: BONUS HIKES: MOUNT DIABLO AND LAS TRAMPAS FOOTHILLS R. Las Trampas Regional Wilderness: The Eugene O’Neill Loop • S. Mount Diablo State Park: Wall Point—Pine Canyon Loop • T. John Muir National Historic Site: Mount Wanda • • • U. Brushy Peak Regional Preserve • • THREE RIDGES: SAN PABLO, THE OAKLAND/BERKELEY HILLS, AND SUNOL RIDGE 33. Tilden Regional Park: From Jewel Lake to Wildcat Peak • • • • 34. Briones Regional Park • • 35. Robert Sibley Volcanic Regional Preserve • • • 36. Huckleberry Botanic Regional Preserve • • 37. Redwood Regional Park: Stream Trail, from East Ridge to West Ridge • • • • 38. Joaquin Miller Park: Sequoia Bayview Trail and Big Trees Loop • • 39. Anthony Chabot Regional Park • • • 40. Sunol Regional Wilderness • • • • • BONUS HIKES: THREE RIDGES: SAN PABLO, THE OAKLAND/BERKELEY HILLS, AND SUNOL RIDGE V. Mission Peak Regional Preserve • W. Coyote Hills Regional Park • • • X. Claremont Canyon Regional Preserve • Y. Tilden Regional Park—Greater Tilden • • • • Z. Briones Reservoir • • • • •]




  

    TOP FIVE HIKES
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  9. STEEP RAVINE LOOP TO STINSON BEACH




  It’s entrancing: the bridges criss-crossing Webb Creek through the redwoods, the unique ladder descent (or climb), vast coastal views, and ending up at Stinson Beach to play in the surf and have a nice lunch.
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  37. REDWOOD REGIONAL PARK: STREAM TRAIL, FROM EAST RIDGE TO WEST RIDGE




  With the descent into a serene redwood forest, the views along the ridge, rabbits scurrying across the trail, seasonal ladybugs, and hidden geocaches, this dog-friendly and kid-friendly trail is an East Bay favorite.




  20. BUTANO STATE PARK




  Butano has it all: redwoods and banana slugs, knobcone pine ridges with views, and even a bat house, and it can be coupled with a drive to Pescadero Marsh and State Beach (with a stop in the town of Pescadero for signature artichoke bread or artichoke soup).
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  23. JAMES V. FITZGERALD MARINE RESERVE: THE TIDE POOL LOOP




  To be able to hike through wind-leaning cypress trees and then see so much colorful, moving aquatic life makes you grateful for the earth and oceans—and wishing to do everything you can to protect them.
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  25. BIG BASIN STATE PARK: BERRY CREEK FALLS TRAIL LOOP




  You have to earn these waterfalls with the out-and-back hike, but Berry Creek Falls in the spring will leave you smiling for a mile and feeling like you just visited a mini Yosemite.
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    BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


  




  STATE/REGION OVERVIEW




  The San Francisco Bay Area is home to more parks, beaches, and open spaces—an estimated 1.1 million acres—than any other major urban area in the United States. No other metropolis in the world offers so much open space so close to a major city. This is the result of over one hundred years of advocacy by park lovers, hikers, and environmental groups. Few areas offer such a variety of ecosystems to explore as the Bay Area, from riparian, forest, and canyon environments to pastoral hillsides, marshes, coastal ridges, and sandy beaches. Whether you like it wet, dry, high, low, perfectly level, or mountain goat steep, there’s something here for you. Diversity is a Bay Area theme, in its land and its people.




  The trails in this book lead you to roaring waterfalls, silent glades, and wind-whipped mountaintops. They’ll show you quiet meadows covered with wildflowers, swarming with butterflies, or crawling with ladybugs, and deep, verdant forests where ferns grow lush and colossal trees stand like pillars holding up the sky. And they’ll take you to places to breathe, beyond the daily commute, beyond the sleepy suburbs, and beyond the familiar tourist attractions. You can also experience flora and fauna found only in and around the Bay Area. There are hikes here for every level of experience, with options for families, longer hikes, and even backpacking.




  Hiking Bay Area parklands is also a great way to discover the human history of the area, from our native Ohlone and Miwok past, to the land’s stint as Mexican rancheros, to the gold rush that changed everything and still defines this area, to wars, industrial revolution, reaching for the American Dream through immigration, and all the way to the present day.




  And, of course, this is an urban center, so after hiking there are fun attractions and shops and museums to take in and opportunities for great places to eat or stay the night. You can create an entire multifaceted adventure starting with a hike in this book.




  It was hard to create a perimeter for the featured hikes. The beauty of Northern California continues in all directions from the Bay Area, one of the many reasons people love to live here. Nonetheless, the epicenter, if you will, is the San Francisco Bay Bridge, and all the hikes, with only a couple exceptions, are within an hour and a half’s weekend drive. Within this range, this book features some of the most diverse, exhilarating, and beautiful hikes around the bay, hikes that do justice to the history, natural diversity, stories, and character of this region. Enjoy your hike!
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  BAY AREA OPEN SPACE AND PARKLAND




  Here’s a rundown on some of the major agencies in the Bay Area featured in this book:




  Golden Gate Recreational Area




  It is one of the most visited national park areas in the United States and one of the largest urban parks in the world, hosting more than 15 million visitors a year. It protects 82,027 acres, nineteen distinct ecosystems, over 2,000 plant and animal species, and hundreds of miles of trails.




  Point Reyes National Seashore




  This is a 71,028-acre park preserve with over 1,500 species of plants and animals.




  California State Parks




  Within the greater Bay Area (extending a bit north and south beyond the boundaries of this book), the state park system contains all these types of parkland with hundreds of miles of trails:




  • 3 national wildlife refuges




  • 1 state forest




  • 1 national seashore




  • 3 state reserves




  • 2 state wildlife areas




  • 25 state parks




  • 2 national historic sites




  • 2 historic buildings




  • 1 national recreation area




  East Bay Regional Park District




  The system comprises 121,030 acres in seventy-three parks, including over 1,250 miles of trails.




  San Mateo County Parks Department




  This county system encompasses 17,000 acres and numerous trails.




  Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District




  This growing open space includes 63,000 acres of public land and twenty-six open-space preserves with over 220 miles of trails.




  SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA WEATHER




  Possibly no other region in this country displays as many varieties of weather simultaneously as does the San Francisco Bay Area. With the area’s diverse landscape, sharp topography, and maritime surroundings, the area experiences numerous microclimates. It can be sunny on the Las Trampas Ridge, raining on Mount Tamalpais, snowing on Mount Diablo, foggy on Sweeney Ridge, and windy on Montara Mountain all at once. On any one hike you can experience severe changes in temperature and humidity as trails take you abruptly from one ecosystem to the next. Atmospheric forces and geologic formations come together to form the area’s unique combination of forest, river, ocean, bay, and hills, one of the most prominent phenomena being the jet stream, which causes the famous summer fog that pours over the Golden Gate Bridge.
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  Overall, the area is said to have a Mediterranean climate, generally characterized by moist mild winters and dry summers.




  Summertime in San Francisco is characterized by cool marine air and persistent coastal stratus (low-level clouds) and fog, with average high temperatures between 60 and 70 degrees F, and lows between 50 and 55 degrees F. It gets warmer the farther east you go into the wind-sheltered valleys east of the Coastal Range. Trails in Oakland and Berkeley, for example, may experience some of that morning fog, but then clear to temperatures 5 to 10 degrees higher than San Francisco. East of the Las Trampas range, in the San Ramon and Silicon Valleys, there is little to no summer fog, and temperatures are 10 degrees higher still, with highs into the 90s (and more frequently, with global warming, into the low 100s).




  Winter temperatures in San Francisco are rather temperate, with highs between 55 and 60 degrees F and lows in the 45- to 50-degree F range. The range is similar inland, but a few degrees warmer generally. Skies are often cloudy in this rainiest time of year, but it can be crisp and clear in winter.




  Over 80 percent of San Francisco’s seasonal rain falls between November and March, occurring over about ten days per month. Only about 5 percent of the annual rainfall occurs between May and September. The yearly average is between 21 and 24 inches in the San Francisco Bay Area. However, with California being a drought state and subject to El Niño weather every few years or so, this varies.
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  Spring and fall produce the most cloud-free days in the San Francisco Bay Area, with the hottest days typically in the spring and especially in the fall. The entire region is subject to heat waves and periodic windstorms in the autumn.




  Snow is rare, with only ten documented instances of measurable snow in the past 143 seasons. However, there may be a very temporary thin covering of white on top of Mount Diablo and Mission Peak once every few winters.




  You can find up-to-date weather forecasts for the Bay Area at www.nbcbayarea.com/weather/?zipCode=95141 or https://weather.com (enter the nearest city or zip code).




  And for tide information, visit tidesandcurrents.noaa.gov or tides.net.




  FLORA AND FAUNA




  With the many microclimates and ecosystems in the Bay Area, it’s no wonder the vegetation and wildlife are abundant and varied here. This may seem even more amazing for an area touching so much human development.




  Of the over 6,300 native plants in California, more than a third of them are endemic to the state, a high percentage of those occurring in the Bay Area. The coast is famous for its redwood trees—the tallest living things on earth. Under the thick canopies of these giants, varieties of ferns carpet the forest floor, occasionally making room for clover-like redwood sorrel. Shady hills may feature a mixture of madrone, California bay, many types of oak, bigleaf maple, and pungent California laurel trees. The coastal bluffs alternate between brushy chaparral, coastal scrub, and forested headlands, depending very much on the local microclimates. In Point Reyes National Seashore alone, over 700 plants have been identified. South-facing sunny slopes often host oak savanna with wildflower-filled, grassy meadows. Sagebrush, manzanita, and knobcone pines are characteristic of dry sandstone ridges, where plants must be able to tolerate the meager precipitation and intense summer heat. Common flowers in spring include California poppies, Douglas iris, blue flax, cow parsnip, common star lily, calypso orchid, and crimson columbine.
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  Rare and endangered plants found only in the San Francisco Bay Area include—among others—the coast rock cress, Franciscan and Presidio manzanitas, the hairy San Francisco gumplant, coast iris, Michael’s Rein orchid, and Francisco thistle.




  [image: Mushrooms along the Skyline-to-the-Sea Trail in Big Basin MIGUEL VIEIRA (FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/MIGUELVIEIRA/)]




  Wildlife in the region is more diverse than almost anywhere in the United States, giving the Bay Area a reputation, according to the Audubon Society, “as an international biodiversity hotspot.” Invertebrates, many endemic, are abundant in the muddy bottom sediments of the San Francisco Bay estuary. The wetlands provide critical feeding and breeding grounds for migratory birds traveling the Pacific Flyway, as well as some 500 species of fish, mammals, and plants, which are either threatened or endangered.
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  Of the more than 600 bird species that have been spotted in California—making up two-thirds of all bird species in North America—most make appearances in the Bay Area. Sandhill cranes, snow geese, and American coots all stop here on their travels. You may readily spy a Canada goose, pied-billed grebe, double-crested cormorant, great blue heron, acorn woodpecker, California towhee, dark-eyed junco, and Anna’s hummingbird. The marbled murrelet and spotted owl are limited to old-growth forests. Grassy hillsides all over the Bay Area support raptors like red-shouldered hawks and golden eagles and the small mammals and birds upon which they feed.
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  Tule elk, once numbering in the tens of thousands, were hunted to near extinction before being protected. They now survive on Tomales Point in Point Reyes. Mountain lions, seldom seen, roam throughout the area, wherever deer are abundant. Bobcats, ravens, gray foxes, raccoons, and skunks are also common. Mammals most commonly seen on the trail include the brush rabbit, eastern fox and western gray squirrels, coyotes, California ground squirrels, and black-tailed deer.




  This region of the Pacific Ocean is home to diverse and abundant marine life. Seals and sea lions are a common sight along the coast and in coastal estuaries. Harbor seals are the most visible, but California and northern sea lions are also abundant. The largest of the lot, northern elephant seals, hang out and breed on the beaches of Año Nuevo. Whale watchers can observe the yearly migrations of the gray whale from a high spot along the coast, like Point Reyes and Bodega Head. Fitzgerald Marine Preserve has some of the best tide pools on the West Coast, full of sea anemones, sea stars, crabs, and even octopi.




  While threatened by logging, agricultural runoff, dams, and overdevelopment, a few of the Bay Area’s rivers still host seasonal trout and salmon runs. Coho salmon and steelhead trout make their way from the ocean up rivers and streams to spawn in the headwaters where they were born. Many of the reservoirs and lakes in the area host bigmouth and other bass, bluegill, and catfish. A few are annually stocked with rainbow trout.




  Among the area’s endangered species are the San Francisco garter snake, the California clapper rail, the California least tern, the San Joaquin kit fox, the salt marsh harvest mouse, the western snowy plover, the Mission blue butterfly, and the red-legged frog. Spotting these creatures—from afar so as not to disturb their habitats—is a real treat when hiking the San Francisco Bay Area.
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  WILDERNESS RESTRICTIONS/REGULATIONS




  The San Francisco Bay Area has a combination of city, county, state, and national parks, preserves and reserves, and open space. These lands have important biological, cultural, economic, and recreational value. Permits, access quotas, and fees are part of the effort to balance human use without compromising the health and wild character of the wilderness.




  Dogs are restricted in preserves and delicate wildlife areas, but most parks have made paved roads and some trails accessible for dog-walkers. The East Bay Regional Park allows dogs on most of their trails. Please respect the wilderness and other users by cleaning up after your pets—even when it’s tempting to leave their waste—and keep your dogs on leash (maximum 6-foot) unless in areas designated for your pets to run free. Service dogs are always allowed.




  [image: Elephant seal on Año Nuevo Beach]




  In this highly populated area, it is important to stay on designated trails. There could be sensitive plant life and wildlife off-trail. Don’t disturb any animals you may see, and never feed them human food.




  Our dry forests are prone to wildfires, so most parks do not allow smoking, limit fires to designated fire pits when deemed safe, and never allow weapons.




  Most parks in the San Francisco Bay Area do not allow drones, but a few have designated areas, so call each agency or research online before flying one.




  Regulations vary, so it’s important to check out restrictions and rules for the different park agencies concerning dogs, parking, fees, and trail use and closures before departing. Help keep the wilderness wild.
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    POINT REYES


  




  You can feel far away from the Bay Area at Point Reyes National Seashore, whether camping on the beach, staying in a quaint cottage, or visiting for the day. In one hike, it is possible to walk through thick forests of redwoods or Bishop pines and over shrub-speckled hillsides, see the ocean crashing through over rocks, and watch deer grazing on open grasslands. You may observe in one day hundreds of the 1,500 distinct species of plants and animals in Point Reyes, including giant elephant seals sunbathing on Drakes Beach, sandpipers scurrying along daintily over foamy, wet sand at the mouth of Abbotts Lagoon, and gangs of native tule elk roaming on Tomales Point. Rocks protect pools that at low tide reveal millions of sea creatures: starfish, anemones, and clams that cling to the watery stones and hide in crevices in this co-op home. Chimney Rock hosts one of the most spectacular wildflower displays on the West Coast.




  And everywhere there is human history too. Driving in, you can blink and imagine the dairy ranches in 1870 covering the entire Point Reyes Peninsula with 10,000 cows, the largest “Butter Rancho” in the country. You can stand on the epicenter of the great 1906 San Francisco earthquake where the North American Plate meets the Pacific Plate (the narrow peninsula shifts northward a few inches each year). You can wander into a reconstructed Miwok village and glimpse pre-European California. And you can enter a Victorian lighthouse and stand outside in the foggiest and windiest place on the Pacific coast and, perhaps, on a clear day, spot a gray whale spouting on its long, semiannual migration.




  Even with over 2 million visitors every year, you don’t feel crowded here or rushed. Artisans are drawn to Point Reyes for its living watercolors. Outdoor enthusiasts come for the hiking, kayaking, and bird-watching. But mostly, people travel to Point Reyes for serenity, contemplation, and the sheer beauty of the place.
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1. POINT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE: MOUNT WITTENBERG AND BEAR VALLEY TO THE SEA LOOP
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  WHY GO?




  The hike starts in a lush forest of Douglas fir and oak trees. You then follow the ridgeline, with views of Drakes Bay and the Pacific Ocean. The trail descends to the treeless, stark beauty of coastal bluffs. Have lunch on a tiny, idyllic beach. Then walk through wind-manicured scrub, with views of blue-rippled ocean. Head inland through a fairy-tale woodland of chalk-white alders, following a meandering stream. End up back at the Bear Valley Visitor Center.




  

    

      THE RUN DOWN




      Start: 0.2 mile up Bear Valley Trail from the end of the Bear Valley parking lot




      Elevation gain: 1,300 feet




      Distance: 12.3-mile loop




      Difficulty: Strenuous due to length and elevation gain




      Hiking time: About 6 hours




      Seasons/schedule: Sunrise to sunset year-round




      Fees and permits: None




      Trail contact: Point Reyes National Seashore, 1 Bear Valley Visitor Center Access Rd., Point Reyes Station 94956; (415) 464-5100; www.nps.gov/pore/index.htm




      Dog-friendly: No dogs allowed




      Trail surface: Steep and flat double-and single-track dirt trail




      Land status: National seashore




      Nearest town: Olema




      Nat Geo TOPO! Map: Inverness




      Nat Geo Trails Illustrated Map: Mount Tamalpais, Point Reyes #266




      Other trail users: Equestrians; bikers on Bear Valley and Coast Trails


    


  




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD




  [image: image] From US 101 take Sir Francis Drake Boulevard west to Olema. Turn north on CA 1, then make an almost immediate turn west onto Bear Valley Road. Continue on Bear Valley Road for less than a half mile to the Bear Valley Visitor Center. GPS: N38 2.23' / W122 48.3'




  WHAT TO SEE




  After taking off from the Bear Valley Visitor Center, a brief meadow jaunt brings you to the Mount Wittenberg Trail, the only uphill portion of the hike and your 1,300-foot climb. At 1,407 feet, Mount Wittenberg is the highest point on the Point Reyes Peninsula. It was named for a father and son who leased land here for a large—and hilly—dairy ranch in the 1860s.




  [image: Looking back at Bear Valley from the Coast Trail MIGUEL VIEIRA (FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/MIGUELVIEIRA/)]




  Thick, lush Douglas fir and oak forest—with the occasional endangered Bishop pine—canopies a dirt trail textured with angular roots and surrounded by maidenhair, chain, and five-fingered ferns. It’s a fairly popular weekend trail, but less so than the flat, wide, and easy Bear Valley Trail.




  Sky Trail takes you along the ridge where you get your first glimpse of ocean to the northwest with Drakes Bay and the Estero de Limantour hugging the Limantour Spit. Tall Bishop pine trunks charred by the 1995 Mount Vision fire stand on hills to the west. But here and on Woodward Valley Trail, you can see young Douglas firs and Bishop pines reinvigorating the forest. Bishops, like Monterey and knobcone pines, are fire pines. It takes fire to “hatch” the seeds from their cones and start new growth. To identify them, note that Bishop pines have two long needles per cluster and large cones. Douglas firs have short needles that poke out from the branch like a bottlebrush and small, waxy-looking cones.




  The Woodward Valley Trail takes you through hillside valleys bathed with afternoon sunlight and a woodland of mostly new-growth Douglas fir. It opens up to a breathtaking view of the Pacific Ocean.




  The Coast Trail offers the stark beauty of the bluffs, the contemplative view of the Pacific, the salty smell of the sea, and the mesmerizing sound of the waves. Yellow and blue-purple coast bush lupine adds color in the spring, along with golden-yellow lizard-tail, coast fiddleneck, and gumplant. Pink bursts of sea thrift color the early summer.




  A short detour to Sculptured Beach offers a great lunch spot if the wind is calm. Winter rains feed two creeks, which stream across the sand into the ocean, creating a wet barrier that isolates the little coarse-sand beach that takes its name from the jutting, water-carved rocks exposed at low tide.




  The Coast Trail section of the hike ends near Arch Rock, which collapsed in 2015. Over the past 10,000 years or so, the ocean level has risen to inundate former valleys, leaving behind sea stacks, sea caves, and arches like the one that used to be here. That same rise is also wearing down the bluffs. Please keep your distance from the edge, as the area is unstable.




  [image: Cliffs from the Coast Trail MIGUEL VIEIRA (FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/MIGUELVIEIRA/)]




  The Bear Valley Trail heads inland, following Coast Creek, with its chalk-white alder trees, to Divide Meadow with picnic tables, log seats, and restrooms. In late August the far end of the meadow displays bright pink “naked ladies,” old-world amaryllis lilies probably planted by owners of the hunting lodge that once stood here. In the early 1900s, Bear Valley Road brought travelers from Olema by horse-drawn carriage to hunt. Presidents William H. Taft and Theodore Roosevelt belonged to the hunting club, which disbanded when Point Reyes became a preserve in 1976.




  Bear Valley beyond Divide Meadow is probably the single most traveled trail in Point Reyes, but near dusk, most tourists have already gone to town for cocktails and oysters. The path follows Bear Valley Creek, bordered with oak, bay, and Douglas fir, back to the visitor center.




  [image: image]




  [image: Mount Wittenberg and Bear Valley to the Sea Loop]




  

    MILES AND DIRECTIONS




    0.0 START from the parking lot at Bear Valley Visitor Center. Walk to the end of the lot, west toward the driveway to the old Morgan Ranch. The double-track Bear Valley Trail heads west across the meadow.




    0.2 Turn right onto Mount Wittenberg Trail.




    2.0 To continue on Mount Wittenberg Trail, turn left. It becomes Sky Trail toward Woodward Valley Trail.




    2.4 Trailhead for Sky Trail and Meadow Trail. Continue straight on Sky Trail.




    3.1 At the Woodward Valley trailhead, turn right.




    4.9 Turn left onto Coast Trail.




    5.4 Detour to Sculptured Beach. Turn left onto a single-track trail that leads to the beach.




    5.6 Reach Sculptured Beach. Return on the same path to Coast Trail.




    5.8 Turn right on Coast Trail. After the second wooden bridge, watch for Arch Rock. Pass the trailhead for Sky Trail.




    8.3 Trailhead for Bear Valley Trail. Turn left, heading inland along Coast Creek.




    10.7 Come to Divide Meadow. Continue on Bear Valley Trail.




    12.1 Bear Valley trailhead; continue to visitor center and parking lot.




    12.3 Arrive back at the Bear Valley Visitor Center and parking lot.


  




  Alternative route: For a pleasant family hike of 3.2 miles in Divide Meadow, take Bear Valley Trail to Bear Valley Creek Trail, returning to the visitor center on Earthquake Trail.




  [image: Fallen Arch Rock along the Coast Trail MIGUEL VIEIRA (FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/MIGUELVIEIRA/)]




  
2. POINT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE: TOMALES POINT




  [image: image]




  WHY GO?




  The stark beauty of this narrow coastal bluff, the ocean often appearing and disappearing in sheets of wispy fog, can be otherworldly and humbling in its implied vastness. Springtime wildflowers add bursts of color along the trail, and the tule elk, a timelessness. Though hikers, as a rule, are generally unsatisfied with a return-trip single trail, the crashing of the Pacific against the shore and the majestic rocky sculptures and sea cliffs offer a contemplative view that’s worth revisiting.




  

    

      THE RUN DOWN




      Start: Right of the historic Pierce Point Ranch at the end of Pierce Point Road




      Elevation gain: 390 feet




      Distance: 9.2 miles out and back




      Difficulty: Moderate




      Hiking time: About 4.5 hours




      Seasons/schedule: Sunrise to sunset year-round




      Fees and permits: None




      Trail contact: Point Reyes National Seashore, 1 Bear Valley Visitor Center Access Rd., Point Reyes Station 94956; (415) 464–5100; www.nps.gov/pore/index.htm




      Dog-friendly: No dogs allowed




      Trail surface: Mostly double-track, some single-track dirt trail




      Land status: National seashore




      Nearest town: Inverness




      Nat Geo TOPO! Map: Tomales




      Nat Geo Trails Illustrated Map: Mount Tamalpais, Point Reyes #266




      Other trail users: Hikers only




      Special considerations: There are no facilities at the ranch. A short drive will take you to restrooms and the trailhead to McClures Beach. A short, steep, downhill 0.6-mile walk brings you to this small cove with its intense surf.


    


  




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD




  [image: image] From US 101 take Sir Francis Drake Boulevard west to Olema. Turn north on CA 1, then make an almost immediate turn west onto Bear Valley Road. At the end of Bear Valley Road, turn left on Sir Francis Drake Boulevard. Pass the town of Inverness. Turn right on Pierce Point Road, where you see the sign for Kehoe and McClures Beaches and Tomales Point. Take it to the Pierce Point Ranch.




  GPS: N38 11.23' / W122 57.15'




  WHAT TO SEE




  Tomales Point’s rich pasture caught the eye of a farmer named Solomon Pierce, who began a dairy here in 1858. Pierce and his son Abram produced fine butter, which was shipped to San Francisco from a wharf they built on Tomales Bay. In post–gold rush San Francisco, if a proprietor displayed the sign “Point Reyes Butter,” shoppers knew they were getting the best. For seven decades, the point remained in the Pierce family.




  [image: Endangered tule elk OLEG ALEXANDROV]




  The walk begins at Upper Pierce Point Ranch at the Pierce family house, barn, and outbuildings, now maintained by the National Park Service. The path, the old ranch road, wanders over the green hills, which are seasonally sprinkled with yellow-orange poppies and tidy tips, orange fiddleneck, and purple iris.




  Tomales Point, the northernmost boundary of Marin County and Point Reyes National Seashore, can make you feel as if you’ve reached the end of the world. The point is literally splitting away from the Bolinas Ridge, separated by Tomales Bay, which follows the San Andreas Fault line. The fault is where the Pacific and the North American tectonic plates move past each other in opposite directions.




  Views from this trail are superb, starting with the beach and surf to the west, with an occasional fishing vessel bobbing on the ocean. In February and March you can spot molting elephant seals on isolated beaches below the cliffs. As you crest the ridge, you can see little Hog Island to the east in the bay, and the village of Dillon Beach, oyster central. The old ranch road descends to the site of Lower Pierce Ranch, marked by a pond and a eucalyptus grove. The narrowing trail takes you out to a high vista point that looks down on Bird Rock, occupied by cormorants and white pelicans. From there, you’ll reach the very top of Tomales Point for stirring views of Bodega Head and Tomales Bay.




  [image: Hiking Tomales Point Trail MIGUEL VIEIRA (FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/MIGUELVIEIRA/)]




  If you are trekking with children or are short on time, you can turn around at any point on the hike and still see the highlight of this trail: the tule elk. For thousands of years, as many as 500,000 tule elk thrived in California. The Miwok Indians lived peacefully with the herds on Tomales Point, but following the gold rush of 1849, the new settlers hunted the elk nearly to extinction and took over their habitat for agriculture and livestock grazing. By 1870, fewer than ten tule elk survived.




  In 1874 ranch workers draining a marsh to create new agricultural fields near San Luis Obispo discovered a last remaining herd. Initially protected by a private landowner near San Luis Obispo, the state awarded the elk complete protection in 1971. In the spring of 1978, two bulls and eight cows were brought into Point Reyes from the San Luis Island Wildlife Refuge. They obviously liked their new coastal views; six of the cows bore calves that summer. By 1998, over 500 elk lived on the bluffs and more than 3,000 in different parts of California. The Point Reyes herd is one of the largest in the state.




  [image: image]




  [image: Tomales Point]




  [image: Tomales Point . . . the end of the world OLEG ALEXANDROV]




  The point is also home to an amazing number of hawks and falcons that rest on the scrub looking for moles and rabbits. Big black ravens sit in pairs on the blanched rock outcroppings that give the grassy ridgetop a sort of Stonehenge feel.




  

    MILES AND DIRECTIONS




    0.0 START from the parking lot at Upper Pierce Point Ranch.




    1.0 Reach Windy Gap; Driftwood Beach is below.




    2.0 The highest point on the hike is at 535 feet. To the east is Tom’s Point, jutting out into Tomales Bay; to the north, Brazil Beach.




    3.0 Come to Lower Pierce Ranch. A sign leads to Tomales Bay. To the east is Sand Point, with the town of Dillon Beach just north. Between the two is the University of Pacific Marine Station of Biological Science.




    4.0 Trail to western edge of point overlooking Bird Rock. Several faint trails heading northwest lead to Tomales Bluff, the tip of the point.




    4.6 Reach Tomales Point (255 feet above sea level) and a view of Bodega Bay. Turn around and head back the way you came.




    9.2 Arrive back at Upper Pierce Point Ranch’s parking lot.


  




  3. POINT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE: LIGHTHOUSE AND CHIMNEY ROCK TRAILS




  [image: image]




  WHY GO?




  The Chimney Rock Trail is a short, easy hike that boasts one of the best wildflower displays on the coast and is the site of shipwrecks dating to 1585. The trail traces a bluff above 500-foot cliffs, providing spectacular coastline scenery. Add a visit to the Point Reyes Lighthouse, full of history, great whale watching, and 310 steep steps, for additional exercise.




  

    

      THE RUN DOWN




      Start: Two short hikes start at the end of Sir Francis Drake Highway in Point Reyes National Seashore.




      Elevation gain: 250 feet




      Distance: 1.2 miles out and back and 1.8-mile loop




      Difficulty: Easy




      Hiking time: About 2 hours for both




      Seasons/schedule: Sunrise to sunset year-round




      Fees and permits: None for parking or hiking; fee for shuttle bus December 30 to mid-April (ages 16 and over)




      Trail contact: Point Reyes National Seashore, 1 Bear Valley Visitor Center Access Rd., Point Reyes Station 94956; (415) 464-5100; www.nps.gov/pore/index.htm




      Dog-friendly: No dogs allowed




      Trail surface: Paved road, lighthouse stairs, single-track dirt trail




      Land status: National seashore




      Nearest town: Point Reyes Station




      Nat Geo TOPO! Map: Drakes Bay




      Nat Geo Trails Illustrated Map: Mount Tamalpais, Point Reyes #266




      Other trail users: Hikers only




      Special considerations: Wind and fog are likely.


    


  




  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD




  [image: image] From US 101 take Sir Francis Drake Boulevard west to Olema. Turn north on CA 1, then make an almost immediate turn west onto Bear Valley Road. At the end of Bear Valley Road, turn left on Sir Francis Drake Boulevard. Continue on Sir Francis Drake Boulevard for about 20 miles until it ends at the lighthouse parking lot. The driving time from the Bear Valley Visitor Center is about 45 minutes.




  Chimney Rock GPS: N37 59.43' / W122 58.46'




  Lighthouse GPS: N37 59.52' / W123 0.43'




  December 30 through mid-April on weekends and holidays, you’ll need to park at Drakes Beach and take the shuttle to Chimney Rock and the lighthouse. The migration of gray whales and return of mating elephant seals on the beaches bring more travelers to Point Reyes. Weekdays and all days the rest of the year, you can drive to the trailheads. To reach Drakes Beach, follow Sir Francis Drake Boulevard toward the lighthouse, but turn left onto Drakes Beach Road. Follow it to the parking lot and Kenneth C. Patrick Visitor Center at the end. Check details and the schedule at (415) 464-5100, ext. 2 (then press 3 and then 1); www.nps.gov/pore/planyourvisit/shuttle.htm.




  Drakes Beach GPS: N38 1.41' / W122 57.42'




  [image: Stairs to the lighthouse MADISONGARDEN, STOCK FREE IMAGES]




  WHAT TO SEE




  The lighthouse is known as the foggiest place on the West Coast and one of the windiest, so check the weather before you go. The lighthouse walk starts with the Lighthouse Visitor Center offering some fascinating history of the building and facts about whales. Those strange cement domes across from the visitor center were built in 1870 for catching and storing rain for drinking water and steam for energy up here when lightkeepers kept their lonely watch.




  The sea adventures of Henry Dana, Jules Verne, and Robert Louis Stevenson come to mind as you descend the 310 stairs to the isolated whitewashed lighthouse on its narrow precipice. There is more learning to be had inside before the return climb.




  On the Chimney Rock bluffs along the trail, especially in spring, you will see a beautiful West Coast wildflower display. Yarrow, baby blue eyes, cobweb thistle, flowering flax, purple Douglas iris, yellow footsteps of spring, violet and yellow bush lupine, orange California poppy, red Indian paintbrush, large star linanthus, and seaside daisy grow in thick clumps on the hillsides sloping to the sea.




  [image: Chimney Rock trail view MIGUEL VIEIRA (FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/MIGUELVIEIRA/)]




  To your left as you face the Chimney Rock trailhead is Drakes Bay, named for sixteenth-century explorer Sir Francis Drake. An easy walk on the single-track trail to the end of the bluff brings you to Chimney Rock, a rock outcrop resembling a chimney stack that marks the meeting point of Drakes Bay, the headlands, and the sea. On isolated beaches below, you can observe elephant seals molting or mating.




  This bluff and the nearby lighthouse platform are among the best places in Northern California to see migrating whales. When whale spotting, look for spouting (that’s when a whale exhales air through its blowhole and the air rises 10 to 15 feet, condensing into a white vapor). Or, if you’re lucky, you may see a whale 30 to 50 feet in length breaching, hurling itself out of the water and landing smack on its back. Bring binoculars.




  Along the Pacific side of the bluff, waves crash against the cliffs below you. You are at times only 5 feet from the edge. Be safe and stay on the trails. Hiking on the Overlook Trail on a clear day offers views of the Farallon Islands 20 miles off the point. The 948-nautical-mile area between the point and the islands became the Gulf of the Farallones National Marine Sanctuary in 1981. It includes marshes, mudflats, a tidal zone, and deep ocean waters, and is home to numerous seabirds, diving birds, Steller and California sea lions, elephant seals, porpoises, dolphins, whales, harbor seals, flounder, halibut, Pacific herring, and invertebrate species.




  These shores have also known many shipwrecks during the last few centuries, dating back to the first reported wreck, the San Agustin in 1595. Despite the dangers, a lot of trade and commerce used to take place here. Ships would motor or sail over the sandbar during high tide into Limantour and Drakes Bay to a little inlet called Scooter Bay. Area dairy workers would meet the ships on scooters, carrying butter, cheese, and dairy products that the vessels would take back to San Francisco.
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