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			Introduction

			I’ll admit it at the outset: Reno-area trails were mostly a mystery to me before I started researching this book. Years of hiking in the mountains on the Nevada side of Lake Tahoe offered tantalizing glimpses into the Truckee Meadows, Washoe Valley, and Carson River valley below, but not enough to lure me out of the magnetic Sierra Nevada.

			But it turns out Reno’s parks and open spaces are magnetic too. Step outside the doors of the casino—or the door of your home in the downtown area, the North Valleys, or the South Valley—and you’ll find an evolving network of pathways that ventures into the striking hills, ranges, and riparian zones that define the westernmost reaches of the Great Basin.

			The transition zone between the lower montane habitat of the Sierra and the high desert of the Great Basin is dynamic, and several trails in the guide skim in and out of this ecotone. On the high side the paths reach into yellow pine forests with a distinctly mountainous feel; on the low side they drop into a scrubland dominated by sagebrush, bitterbrush, and desert peach. After a thunderstorm or when in bloom, the desert plants perfume the air with a heady, savory-sweet fragrance.

			The Truckee River also informs Reno’s hiking landscape. Clear and swift, the Truckee runs right through the middle of town on its 110-mile descent from Lake Tahoe to Pyramid Lake. Trail planners have made good use of this asset, building popular routes that follow the riverbed and snake along its tributaries. The river and surrounding streams, including Galena, Whites, and Thomas Creeks, support complex riparian habitats and saturate wetlands that support a wealth of bird, plant, and animal life.

		

		
			The area’s history also underlays its trail system. Ditches—the Steamboat, Last Chance, and Highland to name a few—and flumes were used to transport lumber from the high country and power the mills of Nevada’s mining industry, including the famed Comstock Lode in the Virginia Range at historic Virginia City. When the silver ore of the Comstock played out, the ditches were used to irrigate the rangeland and support ranching and agriculture in the high desert valleys. These days, easy trails run alongside portions of the historic ditches, popular with hikers, cyclists, and trail runners alike.

			Each hike in this guide is unique for its ecology, history, topography, or natural beauty. My intent is for these routes to serve as gateways; if the trail described here doesn’t fit your needs, you can be sure another in that park or a neighboring open space will.

			From the banks of the glittering Truckee to the dry summits of the Huffaker Hills, from the Hole in the Wall to Deadman’s Overlook, I hope you find these treks as satisfying as I have.

			The Nature of Reno

			Reno’s trails range from the rugged and hilly to the flat and paved. Hikes in this guide cover the gamut. While by definition a best easy day hike is not strenuous and poses little danger to the traveler, knowing a few details about the nature of the Reno area will enhance your explorations.

			Weather

			Reno lies in the high desert at about 4,400 feet in elevation, with low humidity and lots of sunshine. The best weather for hiking is in spring and fall, when high temperatures range from the 40s to the 70s, but the weather, with a few caveats, is conducive to hiking year-round.

		

		
			An average of 7.5 inches of rain falls in the area annually, mostly in winter and during springtime thunderstorms. Snowfall averages 25 inches annually, mostly in small doses of 1 to 2 inches at a time, and generally melts off quickly. Winter lows plunge into the 20s and 30s, while highs creep into the low 40s. When hiking in winter, carry layers of clothing to insulate yourself from the cold and potential rain or snow.

			Summertime temperatures are not oppressive for a desert, with averages in the 80s and 90s. The occasional heat wave 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, since the combination of heat and low humidity can lead to rapid dehydration. No matter the trail’s length or the amount of shade along the route, carry plenty of water. Morning and evening hours not only mitigate the risks of heat-related illness, they offer lovely light and a greater opportunity to see wildlife.

			Critters

			You’ll encounter mostly benign creatures on these trails, 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 are even more rare but are definitely possible, so beware the black bear, mountain lion, and venomous snake.

			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 shelter 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 as big as possible and do not run. If you don’t act like or look like prey, you stand a good chance of not being attacked. If the attack comes anyway, fight back.

			Black bear encounters usually involve some kind of food, whether left in a car, a tent, a garbage can, or on a windowsill. They’ve 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, make noise, and the bear will generally scram. Never come between a mama bear and her cubs; if you see cubs, leave the area immediately.

			Be Prepared

			Hikers should be prepared for any situation, whether they are out for a short stroll along the Truckee River in downtown Reno or venturing into secluded Fay Canyon. Some specific advice:

		

		
			
					Know the basics of first aid, including how to treat bleeding, bites and stings, and fractures, strains, and sprains. Pack a first-aid kit on each excursion.

					Familiarize yourself with the symptoms of heat exhaustion and heatstroke. Heat exhaustion symptoms include heavy sweating, muscle cramps, headache, dizziness, and fainting. Should you or any of your hiking party exhibit any of these symptoms, cool the victim down immediately by rehydrating and getting him or her to an air-conditioned location. Cold showers also help reduce body temperature. Heatstroke is much more serious. The victim may lose consciousness and the skin is hot and dry to the touch. Call 911 immediately.

					Regardless of the weather, your body needs a lot of water while hiking. Consuming a full 32-ounce bottle is the minimum for these short hikes, but more is always better.

					Don’t drink from streams, rivers, creeks, or lakes without treating or filtering the water first. Waterways and water bodies may host a variety of contaminants, including giardia, which can cause serious intestinal unrest.

					Prepare for extremes of both heat and cold by dressing in layers.

					Carry a backpack in which you can store extra clothing, ample drinking water and food, and whatever goodies, like guidebooks, cameras, and binoculars, you might want.

					Some area trails have cell phone coverage. Bring your device, but make sure you’ve turned it off or got it on the vibrate setting while hiking. Nothing like a wake-the-dead–loud ring to startle every creature in the area, including fellow hikers. On longer hikes, turning off your phone also conserves the battery charge for use in case of emergency.

					Keep children under careful watch. Have them carry a plastic whistle; if they become lost, they should stay in one place and blow the whistle to summon help.
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