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Introduction



What follows is a collection of my favorite easy day hikes in and around Salem and Eugene, or the mid to southern Willamette Valley. It’s an area often overlooked by hikers heading into the Gorge, up to the mountains, or over to the coast. But there are some magnificent easy day hikes sprinkled throughout this area of the valley, and because they aren’t as well-known, your chances for solitude at some of these locations are greatly increased.


That said, the hikes in this guide run the gamut: in town and out of town, from the Coast Range to the Cascade foothills; paved paths, traditional trails, multiuse, dog-friendly, kid-friendly, somewhat obscure as well as some of the more popular. Please consider that “easy” is a subjective term. The hikes I’ve included cover a wide range of what might qualify as easy, and in many cases, there are options for easier or more difficult outings at each location.


In order to aid in your assessment of each hike, things like mileage, elevation gain, and type of path or trail have been included in the initial description. Also, note that all of the hikes described in this book are on trails that are open year-round. This was done purposefully so that whenever you visit these locations, the hikes described will be accessible unless unforeseen factors cause them to be closed. In many cases, particularly at national wildlife refuges (NWRs), a number of other trails will be open/closed seasonally. So depending on when you visit, you’ll potentially have more options at your disposal.


And this is just the tip of the iceberg. Even if you hit every hike in this book, you’ll have just scratched the surface of what the region holds. If you’re looking for more, consider the Oregonhikers.org online field guide as a great jumping-off point. I also recommend that you revisit these places in different seasons, under varying weather conditions, and even at different times of the day. There is always something new to see.



How to Use This Guide

The hikes in this book are grouped by area: Salem, Eugene, and the In-Between. Each hike is laid out in the same format: a brief introduction, a list of specifics (distance, elevation gain, difficulty, etc.), directions to the trailhead, a description of the hike, a map, and the exact mileage and directions for the hike. I have also included GPS coordinates for the trailheads and critical points of navigation for each hike.


A lot of effort has gone into giving the best driving and hiking directions possible. However, trail conditions change regularly. Trails can be rerouted and access roads closed for any number of reasons. It’s a good idea to check weather, road, and trail conditions before any hike.





Responsibility and Stewardship

In the years since I wrote my first hiking guidebook, a lot has happened. Many of Oregon’s hiking trails and natural wonders have become popular to the point of detriment. The population in the region has grown exponentially, and so has tourism. People want to see and experience Mother Nature in all her glory. This is a good thing. However, not everyone who visits understands how to be a good steward of the land, and some don’t care. That’s a bad thing.


It’s important to realize that we all have a responsibility to adhere to regulations and restrictions, whether we like them or not. To leave no trace, to be mindful of our impact on the environment and each other. There are times and places for off-trail explorations. It isn’t at crowded, established day-use hiking areas. In many cases, some of Oregon’s more popular outdoor areas are being trampled to death. Please refrain from going where you are clearly told not to. Also, as a way of doing more, consider joining a work party with Trail Keepers of Oregon, the Salem Area Trail Alliance, Obsidians, or other local trail stewardship groups.


Authors have a responsibility as well. I realize that in writing things like this book, I’m inviting hundreds if not thousands more people to come out and run around on what might be your favorite trail or a local piece of heaven. That’s why I am more careful than ever about what I write and how I write it. It’s why I want to encourage you to hike off-seasons and off-hours. Personally, I promise to do my best to have balance in my approach to getting people onto the trails. To shed light but not overexpose. To educate and prepare to the best of my ability, myself as well as all of those that I encourage to get outdoors.





For Your Safety

It’s important to have a very healthy respect for Mother Nature when hiking. Conditions in Oregon are notorious for changing rapidly and with little or no warning. The “expect the best but prepare for the worst” adage is a great thing to keep in mind when you’re preparing to go into the wilderness.


Always let somebody know where you’re going and when you plan on being back. Know your limitations, and err on the side of caution. If conditions of any sort are making you uncomfortable, that’s a good sign to head back or take appropriate action. You can always return at a later date; it’s best if you live to hike another day. Also, be prepared. I understand that we are dealing with mostly urban and mostly easy day hikes here, but having the ten essentials of hiking on hand is never a bad idea. Here is a list of the updated essential “systems” hikers should consider bringing along, especially if you’re heading into the wilderness:



	Navigation: A map and a compass are mandatory. These can be augmented with things like altimeters and GPS units, but always have a map of the area and a compass.

	Sun protection: Bring sunglasses, sunscreen, and proper clothing, including a hat.

	Insulation: Will there be a blizzard on Opal Creek in July? Probably not. However, you should have whatever it takes to survive the worst conditions that can be reasonably expected. No matter the season, start your outfit with wicking gear—clothing that is not made of cotton and that can wick moisture away from the body. Dress in layers, especially in cooler weather. Pack extra socks. If things are going to be cold or wet, bring additional layers and rain gear. Whatever the conditions are, avoid cotton.

	Illumination: Flashlights, headlamps, and LEDs all work. It’s good to have a backup or spare batteries.

	First-aid supplies: It’s up to you whether or not to bring such things as allergy pills or latex gloves. At the very least you will need some gauze, bandages, tape, and pain meds. There are many prepackaged kits available that include everything from bare-bones basics to an outdoor aid station.

	
Fire: This includes waterproof matches, disposable lighters, and chemical heat tabs.

	Repair kit and tools: A knife or multi-tool is fairly standard. Depending on what you’re doing, duct tape and rope can be handy as well.

	Nutrition: At least enough food for an extra day and night in the wilderness. Nutrition bars, jerky, nuts, and the like all work.

	Hydration: Always have at least a water bottle or water bladder/reservoir system. You should also have some sort of water treatment or filtration on hand.

	Emergency shelter: If you’re backpacking, the tent you’re carrying covers this one. If you’re taking a day hike, consider a space blanket, rain gear, or even a trash bag.






Hiking Courtesy

Hiking has its own set of written and unwritten laws that are good to know and adhere to. These courtesies help to ensure a pleasant experience for everyone. Here’s a brief list:



Pack it in, pack it out. Do your best to leave no trace. This goes beyond littering: Little things like nutshells or discarded orange peels should go out with you as well.


Share the trail. Walk single file. On wider paths, you can occasionally stroll side by side, but never take up more than half of the trail. Always yield to the hiker heading uphill. Pass slower hikers on the left, and give them a verbal greeting. It’s not nice to sneak up on people.


Stay on the trail. Always stay on the established trail and never cut switchbacks. Hike quietly. Keep noise to a minimum and conversations at a reasonable volume unless you’re hiking in bear country. Then announce your presence often.


Take only pictures. Don’t pick flowers, collect rocks, or otherwise disturb flora and fauna. The generations after us are going to want to see the wildflower meadows as well.


Check trailhead guidelines. Trails occasionally have very specific rules. It’s a good idea to give trailhead signage a once-over. In addition to guidelines, there are often important announcements about things like trail conditions and wildlife sightings.


Follow guidelines for pets. Most trails allow dogs, but some do not. Check before bringing your pets. Also, follow leash laws. There are some trails that don’t require dogs to be on a leash, but most do. And for the love of all that is decent, please clean up after your pet and pack it out.


Finally, be nice. You don’t have to have a full-on conversation with everyone you pass, but a cordial greeting doesn’t hurt anything. We’re living in a society.
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