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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE



Every effort has been made by the authors and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, and so on.


We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


FalconGuides
Reader Response/Editorial Department
246 Goose Lane, Suite 200
Guilford, CT 06437


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Preface



The two questions I hear most often as a hiking guide are: What makes your book worthwhile? Where can I hike in the Bay Area where no one else goes?


Two things make this book unique and an essential addition to a Bay Area hiker’s library. One, the information for each hike is comprehensive, with maps, directions, contact information, in-depth descriptions, and other important information. That’s a FalconGuide!


The second thing that makes this book unique is the description of each hike, designed to bring the trails to life with stories of both their human and ecological history. I hope these stories enhance your sense of discovery and adventure on the trail.


To answer the second question, try a permit-only or permission-required hike. The East Bay Municipal Utility District (EBMUD), Peninsula Open Space Trust (POST), the Marin Council of the Boy Scouts of America, and other agencies in the Bay Area offer hiking on access-restricted trails. Some require a fee, others just a phone call. This red tape definitely keeps the masses away. Hike the trails in between. The Bay Area Ridge Trail (375 miles and growing! https://ridgetrail.org), the California Coastal Trail (the goal is a continuous 1,200-miles along the state’s coastline! http://www.californiacoastaltrail.info) provide many possibilities. Other ways to avoid the crowds are hiking on weekdays, during off-season, in the morning hours, or in poor (but not dangerous) weather conditions that may keep others from venturing out.


I feel lucky to have hiked in this area since I became a hiker at the age of six. On that day, I was one mad six-year-old. Sitting cross-legged in a circle, I listened frustrated to the other first graders rattle off their religions. I didn’t know what mine was. With hands on hips, I confronted my mother. To my surprise, our family had a religion, and she told me what it was. I couldn’t wait to share this revelation at school.


The next day, when the topic came up again, I was ready. Pulling back my shoulders, I declared proudly, “I’m a pedestrian.”


My mispronunciation has become the truth. Walking is my self-declared doctrine. I love the outdoors, wildlife, and exercise. It is no wonder I wound up writing this book.


It seems an appropriate basis for a religion, if you think about it. Hiking feeds the spirit. Doctors write about its capacity to heal mind, body, and soul. Coexisting with the wilderness requires rules of behavior that translate well into positive ways of living. And I can’t think of a prettier cathedral than a forest of 2,000-year-old redwood trees.


Born and raised in the East Bay, I watched the San Ramon Valley grow from scattered ranches and countryside to thriving cities and suburbs—and traffic jams. People sometimes don’t believe me when I tell them that we didn’t know what a traffic backup was when I was first driving in 1981.
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Golden Gate Bridge, symbol of San Francisco. PHOTO BY SUPERCHILUM




Many people associate hiking with wilderness areas like the Sierras, and not a major metropolitan region like the Bay Area. But right here, just beyond our cities, sandwiched between our towns, is a wild, diverse, and beautiful landscape.


Taking a closer look at the hills and trails I adore, I found the history and spirit of the San Francisco Bay Area embodied in its open space. Still alive in our parklands are the stories of peaceful native life, of exploration, of survival and destruction, of staking claim and prospering in a new land, of the tough physical existence of western living and the genteel traditions of the San Francisco elite.


I am grateful for the experience of creating Best Hikes San Francisco. I hope that in sharing this book, I can guide you to places of magic and beauty you can only see by foot. You too may join me in saying, “I’m proud to be a pedestrian.”


Happy hiking!










Introduction



Welcome to the wild variety of hiking in the San Francisco Bay Area. No other metropolitan area in the world offers so much open space so close to a major city. Whether you like it wet, dry, high, low, perfectly level, or mountain goat steep, there’s something nearby for you.


Hiking is a wonderful way to discover the beauty of the Bay Area. Beyond the daily commute, beyond the bustling cities and sleepy suburbs, beyond the familiar tourist attractions, there are places where no roads go, where you can look out at nothing but hillsides or ocean, or take in the sights of the city from a lofty perch. Reach out and touch the trunk of a giant redwood or stick your hand into cool creek water, and you can almost feel the rich history of this place. The trails in this guide lead you to roaring waterfalls, silent glades, and wind-whipped mountaintops. They’ll show you quiet meadows covered with wildflowers and swarming with butterflies, 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 anew.


The purpose of this guide is to offer readers an opportunity to explore the San Francisco Bay Area’s many facets. It was hard to create a perimeter for the hikes. The beauty of Northern California continues in all directions. 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 from there one-way. Within this range, the book features the most diverse, exhilarating, and beautiful hikes around the bay, hikes that do justice to the region’s history, natural diversity, and character. The hikes are geared for every level of experience, some with options for families and longer treks. Though all are day hikes, many chapters provide ideas for exciting overnight excursions.




Bay Area Weather


Possibly no other region in this country displays as many varieties of weather simultaneously as does the San Francisco Bay Area. The weather is every bit as varied as the landscapes. 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 the same time. 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, including the area’s unique combination of forest, river, ocean, bay, and elevations, come together to influence the weather, one of the most prominent phenomena being the jet stream that brings the famous summer fog pouring over the Golden Gate Bridge.


That thick summertime fog, along with mild winters, helps buffer large temperature swings and accounts for the milder climate in the coastal regions that sustains the temperate rain forest of coastal redwoods. Hikers should remember that the chilly fog, which can occur in winter, too, often lies thick on the mountains in the morning and comes in fast in the afternoon. The average temperature in San Francisco ranges from 50º F to 60º F year-round. Averages are 5° to 10° higher as you head inland from the Golden Gate Bridge.
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Fog in Point Reyes. PHOTO BY MIGUEL VIEIRA




Flora and Fauna


With so many microclimates and diverse weather patterns, it’s no wonder the Bay Area’s vegetation and wildlife vary as much as they do. Of the 5,000-plus 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, sword ferns carpet the forest floor, occasionally making room for clover-like redwood sorrel. Shady hills may feature a mixture of madrone, tan oak, bigleaf maple, and pungent California bay laurel. The coastal bluffs alternate between brushy chaparral, coastal scrub, and forested headlands, depending very much on the local microclimates. In Point Reyes National Seashore, 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 meager precipitation and intense summer heat.


Wildlife in the region is easily as impressive as the flora. Invertebrates, many endemic, are abundant in the muddy sediments of the San Francisco Bay estuary, an area rich in plant life and wildlife. The marbled murrelet and spotted owl, for example, are limited to old-growth forests. Wetlands, scattered along the coast and inland areas, provide important feeding and breeding grounds for migratory birds traveling the Pacific Flyway. Sandhill cranes, snow geese, and American coots all stop here. Ospreys nest in the tops of tall trees near the rivers they fish. 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.




[image: chpt_fig_006]


Dolphin in the Pacific frolicking near Alamere Falls in Point Reyes National Seashore. PHOTO BY CHRISTIAN VON TOERNE




Tule elk, once numbering in the tens of thousands, were hunted to near extinction before being protected. On the road to recovery, they now survive on Tomales Point in Point Reyes. Mountain lions, seldom seen, roam wherever deer are abundant. Bobcats, coyotes, ravens, raccoons, and skunks are also common.


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 State Park and Reserve. Whale watchers can observe the yearly migrations of the gray whale from a high spot along the coast, like Point Reyes and Bodega Head.


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.


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 saltmarsh harvest mouse, and the red-legged frog.




Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations


The San Francisco Bay Area has a combination of 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 allow human use without compromising the health and character of the wilderness.


Regulations vary, so it’s important to check out rules about dogs, parking, fees, and trail use before departing. They are almost always posted at trailheads. Call ahead about backpacking rules and restrictions. Please heed this advice, follow regulations, and get required permits. It may seem like a pain, but with millions of people living in or visiting the Bay Area, wilderness is becoming an increasingly precious commodity. Help keep the wilderness wild.


As you take advantage of the spectacular scenery offered by the San Francisco Bay Area, remember that our planet is very dear, very special, and very fragile. All of us should do everything we can to keep it clean, beautiful, and healthy, including following the Green Tips you’ll find throughout this book.










How to Use This Guide



Take a close look and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike in the San Francisco area. Stuffed with useful information, Best Hikes San Francisco features forty mapped and detailed hikes and twenty honorable mentions.


Here’s an outline of Best Hikes San Francisco’s major components.




What You’ll Find in This Guide


Each region begins with an introduction, where you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. Each hike begins with an overview. These short summaries give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and any surprises each route has to offer. Following the overview, you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike: where the trailhead is located; hike length; approximate hiking time; difficulty rating; type of trail surface; other trail users; canine compatibility; land status; fees and permits; trail hours; map resources, trail contacts, and other information that will help you on your trek.
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Grizzly Peak bench. PHOTO BY NICKTON


Finding the trailhead gives you dependable driving directions from a nearby city right to where you’ll want to park and directions by public transportation where available. The hike description is the meat of each trail selection. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail.


In the Miles and Directions section, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. The Hike Information (if it appears) section is a hodgepodge that might include trail hotlines (for updates on trail conditions), hike tours, and special events or attractions in the area. Each regional section ends with an Honorable Mentions section detailing some of the hikes that didn’t make the cut, for whatever reason—in many cases it’s not because they aren’t great hikes, but because they’re overcrowded or environmentally sensitive to heavy traffic. Be sure to read through these. Jewels lurk among them.


Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails mapped here. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to dive into the San Francisco Bay Area’s backcountry and discover new routes for yourself. One of the simplest ways to begin is to turn the map upside down and hike the course in reverse. The change in perspective is often fantastic, and the hike should feel quite different. It’s like getting two different hikes for one.


You may wish to copy the directions for the course onto a small sheet to help you while hiking, or photocopy the map and cue sheet to take with you. Otherwise, just slip the whole book in your backpack and take it all with you. Enjoy your time in the outdoors and remember to pack out what you pack in.




How to Use the Maps


Overview Map: This map (see page vi) shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number (or in the case of Honorable Mentions, by letter).


Route Map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, towns, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.










Getting around San Francisco





Area Codes


The Bay Area is split into six area codes: 415 (San Francisco and North Bay), 510/341 (Oakland/Berkeley/Richmond), 925 (East Bay/San Ramon Valley), 408 (South Bay including San Jose and Silicon Valley), 831 (Santa Cruz), and 650 (San Mateo County). The North Coast (Sonoma and Napa) area code is 707.




Roads


In California, call CalTrans at (800) 427-ROAD (7623) or visit them at http://www.dot.ca.gov/cgi-bin/roads.cgi for road conditions, closures, and construction status.


To connect to a live operator for Bay Area transit system information or for recorded traffic and incident information, call 511 Info at (510) 817-1717 or visit https://511.org. You can also dial 511 for local travel information.




By Air


Area airports include San Francisco International Airport (SFO), Oakland International Airport (OAK), and San Jose International Airport (SJO). Construction at the airport has not ceased since its conception in 1927, so you may want to check https://www.flysfo.com for current development. Oakland (https://www.oaklandairport.com) and San Jose (https://www.flysanjose.com) are smaller airports than SFO and thus somewhat easier to navigate. Always leave time for airport security. Call your airlines for more details.




From the Airport


SFO Transportation Hotline (800-736-2008) provides information on transportation alternatives to and from SFO. You can find a list of operators at www.flysfo.com/transport/services/gt_tsv_search.asp. Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) Rapid Rail operates service to northern San Mateo County, San Francisco, and the East Bay directly from SFO. BART also provides a direct connection to Caltrain at the Mill-brae station. Caltrain provides rail service between San Francisco and San Jose. See www.caltrain.com for routes and schedules. For bus service to SFO from San Mateo County, call SamTrans at (800) 660-4287.


A designated Bart train runs from the Oakland Airport (8 minutes) to the Coliseum Station where you can get on the main line. Call (510) 465-BART (2278) or go to www.bart.gov for schedules. For other ground transportation to and from the Oakland airport, visit www.oaklandairport.com/ground_transportation.shtml.


For ground transportation to and from San Jose International Airport, go to www.flysanjose.com.


For complete travel information in the San Francisco Bay Area, including airport information, visit 511.org.





By Bus



Greyhound services most major towns and cities in California. Schedules and fares are available online at www.greyhound.com or by phone at (800) 231-2222. A few areas that are off the Greyhound routes are connected to the Greyhound network by local buses.


MUNI provides service within the city and county of San Francisco with diesel buses, trolley buses, Muni Metro streetcars, historic streetcars, and the world-famous cable cars. Muni’s eighty-one routes include sixteen express lines. Bicycle racks are available on some buses. Service operates twenty-four hours daily. Call (415) 701-2311 or its 311 info number or visit www.sfmta.com.


AC Transit covers Alameda and Contra Costa Counties. Call (510) 817-1717 or visit wwww.actransit.org.


Golden Gate Transit provides regional bus service in San Francisco, Marin, and Sonoma Counties. Service is also available between Marin and Contra Costa Counties. Call (415) 455-2000 or 511 locally or visit www.goldengatetransit.org.


SamTrans covers the South Bay and the Peninsula. Call (800) 660-4BUS (4287) or go to www.samtrans.org.


For transit services in the Santa Clara Valley, including San Jose, contact the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority at (408) 321-2300 or visit www.vta.org.




By BART or Train


BART serves San Francisco, Alameda, Contra Costa, and northern San Mateo Counties with five interconnected rail lines and thirty-nine stations. There is bus service to all thirty-nine stations. Call (510) 465-2278 or visit www.bart.gov.


Regional rail services include Caltrain, a commuter line that runs down the San Mateo peninsula from San Francisco to San Jose and Gilroy. Call (800) 660-4287 or (650) 508-6448 or visit www.caltrain.org.


Altamont Commuter Express (www.acerail.com) operates rush hour service from Stockton to San Jose.


Amtrak’s Capitol Corridor trains provide frequent service between San Jose, Oakland, and Sacramento; Amtrak Thruway buses connect these trains to many other destinations, including San Francisco, Napa Valley, Santa Cruz, and Lake Tahoe. There’s a free shuttle for passengers between the Amtrak Emeryville station (the main station for the San Francisco Bay Area) and various San Francisco locations. Amtrak information and reservations are available online at www.amtrak.com or by phone at (800) 872-7245.


Amtrak’s Coast Starlight train starts in Los Angeles and serves Oakland, Sacramento, Redding, and Dunsmuir on its way to Seattle. The California Zephyr is a long-distance train that starts in Chicago and ends in Oakland, stopping in Sacramento and Truckee. San Joaquin trains run from Oakland to the Central Valley, with bus connections to Yosemite National Park and Los Angeles.


Muni is San Francisco’s bus and metro system that runs throughout the city, operating buses, trains, cable cars and the F-line heritage streetcar. Go to https://www.sfmta.com for routes and info.




By Ferry


Alameda/Oakland Ferry provides service to San Francisco (daily) and Angel Island (seasonal). Call (510) 522-3300 or visit www.transitinfo.org.


Harbor Bay Maritime provides weekday commuter ferry service between Harbor Bay Isle and San Francisco and seasonal service to Monster Park. Call (510) 769-5500 or visit www.alamedaharborbayferry.com.


Golden Gate Ferry provides round-trip service to the San Francisco Ferry Building from Larkspur and Sausalito in Marin County. Call (415) 455-2000 or visit www.goldengateferry.org.


Other services include the Angel Island–Tiburon Ferry Service (415-435-2131; www.angelislandferry.com); Blue and Gold Fleet ferries to Sausalito, Oakland, Angel Island, and Vallejo (415-705-8200; www.blueandgoldfleet.com); and Red and White Fleet ferries to Sausalito, Tiburon, and Angel Island (415-673-2900; www.redandwhite.com).




By Bicycle, Scooter, Car Pool, or Shuttle


For carpool, vanpool, bicycle, and other transit information and assistance call 511 or go to 511.org.
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Aerial view of Briones Reservoir




Emery Go-Round provides free shuttle service between Emeryville and the MacArthur BART station in Oakland. Visit www.transitinfo.org or www.emerygoround.com. Several privately owned, shared-ride vans provide service between SFO and passenger-specified locations.


Lyft and Uber are readily available around the Bay Area. Download the apps on your smart device in order to use these services.


There are numerous carpooling apps/companies operating in the Bay Area. You might check Yelp or Google for current options.


Ford GoBikes are also available to borrow and ride in parts of the Bay Area. Always wear a helmet. Go to https://www.fordgobike.com for information.


Another way around the bay area is by electric scooter. Lime is available in several cities in the East Bay and South Bay, but as of May 2019 not San Francisco (https://www.li.me). This is also true of Bird Scooters (https://www.bird.co). Spin has scooters in Oakland (https://www.spin.app). In San Francisco, you can find electric scooters provided by Skip (https://skipscooters.com) and Scoot (https://scoot.co/san-francisco/).




With Disabilities


The Bay Area has a range of public transportation options for people with disabilities. For information call 511 or visit www.transitinfo.org/disabled/index.asp.




Visitor Information


You can get information for the whole Bay Area at the San Francisco Visitor Information Center, which is located at 749 Howard Street, San Francisco, CA 94103. Call (415) 391-2000 for information. https://www.sftravel.com.




Other Bay Area visitor bureaus include:


Half Moon Bay Coastside Chamber of Commerce and Visitors’ Bureau, 235 Main Street, Half Moon Bay; (650) 726-8380; www.halfmoonbaychamber.org.


Marin County Convention and Visitors Bureau, 1 Mitchell Blvd., Ste. B, San Rafael; (415) 925-2060; www.visitmarin.org.


Visit Oakland, 481 Water Street, Oakland; (510) 839-9000; https://www.visitoak-land.com.


Santa Clara County Convention and Visitors Bureau, 1850 Warburton Avenue, Santa Clara; (408) 244-8244; https://www.santaclara.org.


Santa Cruz County Conference and Visitors Council, 303 Water Street, #100, Santa Cruz, CA 95060; (831) 425-1234; www.santacruzca.org.


San Mateo County Convention and Visitors Bureau, 111 Anza Boulevard, Suite 410, Burlingame; (650) 348-7600; www.smccvb.com.


Tri-Valley Convention and Visitors Bureau, 5075 Hopyard Road, #240, Pleasanton; (925) 846-8910; https://visittrivalley.com.


For California visitor information or a travel brochure, contact Visit California (877-225-4367; visitcalifornia.com).
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Trail Finder











	Hike No.

	Hike Name

	Hikes for Anglers

	Hikes for Animal Lovers

	Hikes for Backpackers

	Hikes for Beach/Coast Lovers

	Hikes for Bird Lovers










	1

	Point Reyes National Seashore: Mount Wittenberurg

	

	

	

	•

	






	2

	Point Reyes National Seashore: Tomales Point (tule elk)

	

	•

	

	

	






	3

	Point Reyes National Seashore: Chimney Rock Trail

	

	•

	

	

	






	4

	Point Reyes National Seashore: Alamere Falls

	

	

	•

	•

	•






	5

	Tomales Bay State Park: Hearts Desire Beach to Shell Beach

	

	

	

	•

	






	8

	Phoenix Reservoir: Tucker and Bill Williams Trail

	•

	

	

	

	






	9

	Steep Ravine Loop to Stinson Beach

	

	

	

	•

	






	11

	Marin Headlands: Miwok Trail to Point Bonita

	

	

	

	•

	•






	12

	Marin Municipal Water District: Kent Trail along Alpine Lake

	•

	

	

	

	






	
20

	Pescadero Marsh

	

	

	

	•

	•






	22

	Año Nuevo State Park and Reserve

	

	•

	

	•

	






	24

	James V. Fitzgerald Marine Reserve: The Tide Pool Loop

	

	•

	

	•

	








	27

	Castle Rock State Park

	

	

	•

	

	






	34

	Briones Regional Park (San Pablo Reservoir)

	•

	

	

	

	






	38

	Sunol Regional Wilderness

	

	

	•

	

	






	39

	Tilden Regional Park: Jewel Lake to Wildcat Peak

	

	•

	

	

	






	40

	Anthony Chabot Regional Park (Lake Chabot)

	•

	

	

	

	






	O

	Russian Ridge Open Space Preserve (raptors)

	

	

	

	

	•






	P

	Skyline Ridge Open Space Preserve

	

	

	•

	

	•






	Y

	Coyote Hills Regional Park

	

	

	

	

	•
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Sanderlings on Limantour Beach. PHOTO BY CHRISTIAN VON TOERNE






Point Reyes and West Marin





Point Reyes National Seashore features unique elements of biological and historical interest in a spectacularly scenic panorama of thunderous ocean breakers, open grasslands, brushy hillsides, and forested ridges. The biological diversity stems from its favorable location in the middle of California and the natural occurrence of many distinct habitats. Nearly 20 percent of the state’s flowering plant species are represented on the peninsula, and over 45 percent of the bird species in North America have been sighted here.




But Point Reyes is much more than this.




It’s a dramatic tectonic zone where the North American Plate meets the Pacific Plate, epicenter of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, a narrow peninsula that shifts northward a few inches each year. Ridges of damp redwood forests meet warm ocean beaches, with sandpipers scurrying along daintily over foamy sand, doubling their number in the reflection of the water. Rocks protect pools that at low tide reveal millions of creatures: starfish, anemones, and clams that cling to the watery stones and hide in crevices in this co-op home.




Point Reyes provides one of the most spectacular wildflower displays on the West Coast, thousands of acres once charred by fire that have grown back in inspired rebirth, young pine forests in thick clumps stretching branches up toward the sky. The northern point protects a herd of tule elk, grazing freely as they once did all along the Northern California coast when the Miwok Indians lived here. Elephant seals and harbor seals gather on the beaches. Artisans gather in the historic towns of Point Reyes Station, Inverness, Olema, and Bolinas, towns that feature unique cottages and inns and a variety of restaurants, locally made cheeses, and locally farmed oysters. Everywhere you look are living watercolors, impressionistic at misty dawn, photo-realistic at sunny noon, abstract in rain-drenched fading light. The lighthouse boasts that it protects the foggiest and windiest place on the Pacific, its light struggling to pierce the thick white mist, while across Tomales Bay, kayakers come to shore and sunshine bathes the grassy path as equestrians sway past on their horses.




This is Point Reyes.















1Point Reyes National Seashore: Mount Wittenberg and Bear Valley Loop








From the meadows of Bear Valley, the hike enters a lush forest of Douglas fir and oak trees. Follow the ridgeline, enjoying views of Drakes Bay and the Pacific Ocean, then descend to the treeless, stark beauty of coastal bluffs. Have lunch on a tiny, idyllic beach, then walk through wind-manicured scrub, with ocean views, before heading inland through a fairy-tale woodland of chalk white alders along a meandering stream. End back at the Bear Valley Visitor Center.





Start: Bear Valley Trailhead at the end of the Bear Valley parking lot




Distance: 12.3-mile loop




Approximate hiking time: 6 hours




Difficulty: Strenuous




Trail surface: A steep dirt path climbs up and down through forest and meadow. A dirt trail through scrub follows a strip of the Pacific, then a flat, wide, double-track dirt-and-gravel trail follows the creek back to the trailhead.


Other trail users: Equestrians on weekdays; mountain bikers on most of Bear Valley Trail


Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted


Land status: National seashore




Fees and permits: None




Schedule: Sunrise to sunset year-round




Maps: USGS Inverness; Drakes Bay. A park map can be picked up at the Bear Valley Visitor Center and is available for download at https://www.nps.gov/pore/planyourvisit/maps.htm




Trail contacts: Point Reyes National Seashore/ National Park Service; www.nps.gov/pore; Bear Valley Visitor Center, Point Reyes Station; (415) 464-5100




Finding the trailhead


By Car: From US Highway 101 or I-580 (Richmond/San Rafael Bridge), take Sir Francis Drake Boulevard west until it ends at Olema and Highway 1. Turn right (north) onto Highway 1, then immediately left (west) onto Bear Valley Road. Continue on Bear Valley Road for less than 0.5 mile. Turn left into the visitor center parking lot.


By Public Transportation: From the San Rafael Transit Center in downtown San Rafael, take the West Marin Stage North Route (Rte. 68). For times and more information, contact West Marin Stage at (415) 526-3239 or go to www.marintransit.org/stage.html.







The Hike


After taking off from the Bear Valley Visitor Center, take a brief meadow jaunt that brings you to the Mount Wittenberg Trail, the only uphill portion of the hike and a good 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.




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.
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Black-tailed deer. PHOTO BY CHRISTIAN VON TOERNE




Sky Trail takes you along the ridge to the Woodward Valley Trail where, through the trees, you might get your first glimpse of ocean to the northwest with Drakes Bay and the Estero de Limantour hugging the Limantour Spit. Douglas firs and Bishop pines in enthusiastic regrowth after the 1995 Mount Vision fire have grown tall on the hills to the west, blocking most of the ocean view. 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 Douglas fir woodland, opening up to a breathtaking view of the Pacific Ocean in the last 0.5 mile.




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 walk takes you to Kelham Beach and Sculptured Beach, 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. Such natural carvings are typical of Northern California’s coastline, where in the past 10,000 years or so the ocean level has risen to inundate former valleys and has left behind sea stacks, sea caves, and arches. Rangers often inspect the bluffs, which can still give way as the landscape continues to reinvent itself.
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The Bear Valley Trail heads inland, following Coast Creek, with its chalk white alder trees, to Divide Meadow. Here you will find 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 stood here long ago. 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.




Miles and Directions






0.0Start from the parking lot at Bear Valley Visitor Center. Walk to the west end of the lot. The double-track Bear Valley Trail heads west across the meadow.




0.2Turn right (west) onto Mount Wittenberg Trail.




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


2.4Reach the trailhead for Sky Trail and Meadow Trail. Continue straight (south) on Sky Trail for 0.7 mile to Woodward Valley Trail.


3.1Reach the Woodward Valley Trailhead. Turn right (southwest), heading 1.8 miles to Coast Trail. Option: For a shorter hike, continue straight on Sky Trail. Turn left onto Old Pine Trail, left onto Bear Valley Trail, and head back to the visitor center (a 6.7-mile loop).




4.9Turn left (south) onto Coast Trail.




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




5.6Look for beach access trail to Sculptured Beach. Return on the same path to the Coast Trail.


5.8Turn right (south) onto the Coast Trail. Pass the trailhead for Sky Trail.




7.8Beach access trail to Kelham Beach.


8.3Reach the trailhead for the Bear Valley Trail. Turn left (east), heading inland along Coast Creek.


10.7Reach Divide Meadow. Continue on Bear Valley Trail.


12.3Reach the Bear Valley Visitor Center, parking lot, and starting point.




Option: Visit Kule Loklo, a re-created Coast Miwok village that is an easy 0.5-mile walk from the Bear Valley Visitor Center. For more information call the visitor center at (415) 464-5100.


Hike Information


Local Information: Point Reyes National Seashore Association, Point Reyes Station; (415) 663-1200; www.ptreyes.org. Also visit www.pointreyes.net














2Point Reyes National Seashore: Tomales Point






Hiking Tomales Point is invigorating and mysterious. Though hikers are sometimes unsatisfied going back and forth on a single trail, the crashing of the Pacific against the shore and the majestic rocky sculptures and sea cliffs at the point offer a contemplative view that’s worth revisiting. Add to that the stark beauty of the coastal bluffs, often appearing and disappearing in sheets of wispy fog, the whitewashed buildings of Pierce Point Ranch, isolated and haunting on the green hills, and springtime wild-flowers, and herds of tule elk, and you’ve got a trail worth visiting again and again.





Start: To the right of the historic Pierce Point Ranch at the end of Pierce Point Road


Distance: 9.2 miles round-trip


Approximate hiking time: 4.5 hours


Difficulty: Moderate


Trail surface: Double-track dirt trail that rises and falls moderately through grassland and scrub. A single-track dirt trail (1.6 miles) leads to the point. WARNING: Stay away from cliff edges. They are prone to collapse.


Canine compatibility: Dogs not permitted


Land status: National seashore


Fees and permits: None


Schedule: Open year-round sunrise to sunset


Maps: USGS Tomales; Drakes Bay. A park map can be picked up at the Bear Valley Visitor Center and is available for download at https://www.nps.gov/pore/planyourvisit/maps.htm.


Trail contacts: Point Reyes National Seashore/ National Park Service, www.nps.gov/pore; Bear Valley Visitor Center, Point Reyes Station; (415) 464-5100




Finding the trailhead






By Car: From US Highway 101 or I-580 (Richmond/San Rafael Bridge), take Sir Francis Drake Boulevard west until it ends at Olema and Highway 1. Turn right (north) onto Highway 1 toward Point Reyes Station. In about 2 miles, turn left (west) onto Sir Francis Drake Boulevard. Drive about 5 miles, past the town of Inverness. Bear right (north) on Pierce Point Road and follow it for 9 miles to the Pierce Point Ranch and parking lot.
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