

[image: frn_fig_001]





[image: frn_fig_002]

Kids explore Moonstone Bluff with views of the Cambria State Marine Conservation Area.
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MEET YOUR GUIDE

In a sheltered redwood canyon on the coastline of Big Sur, Shelly Rivoli enjoyed her first camping trip as a parent with her husband and daughter of three months. She quickly learned from day hikes, camping trips, lengthy road trips, and overseas travel with her growing family, that getting out the door with children isn’t easy—but exploring the wonders awaiting on its other side is everything.
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Shelly Rivoli with the Boole Tree, Sequoia National Forest. ROSALYN RIVOLI.



Shelly’s award-winning travel writing has guided families on adventures throughout her home state of California and abroad. Her family travel tips and advice have been quoted in numerous publications, including Redbook, Real Simple, Parents, Fit Pregnancy, The Globe and Mail, The Boston Globe, and the LA Times. She’s the founder of TravelswithBaby.com and FamilyTravel411.com, where she continues to share travel advice for adventurous families. When not traveling, she hangs her hat in the Bay Area with her husband, three kids, and well-traveled standard poodle.




INTRODUCTION

When I set to work outlining Hiking with Kids Southern California, I knew there were two possible directions I could go. The first would be what many people might expect from a title referencing Southern California—a collection of hikes in and around the major Southern California metropolises. But that, I quickly realized, would only address the southernmost third of the state—leaving out numerous incredible California hiking experiences that families should have on their radars (if not their bucket lists).

Instead, this more “geographically ambitious” book includes family-friendly hiking adventures throughout the southern half of California. You’ll find hikes ranging from easy to strenuous (most are easy or moderate) throughout five different regions with personalities as diverse as the people who call California home: The Central Coast, Southern Sierra, California Deserts, Los Angeles and Surrounding Area, and San Diego and Surrounding Area.

I confess, there were plenty of times during our thousands of miles of road tripping that went into the creation of this book that I wondered if I’d made the right call. But there were also those moments that suddenly made it all clear that I had: listening to my kids squeal as dolphins led us out to the Channel Islands, watching them eat sandwiches on the summit of a granite dome high in the Sierras, holding my breath as we each climbed a long ladder down a dry waterfall in the Mecca Hills Wilderness.

Now, as my firstborn prepares to leave us for college, I’m especially grateful our whole family was able to share these experiences together, and that we could lay the groundwork to help lead families like yours to (and through!) some of the best hiking experiences to be had with kids in Southern California.

Happy hiking!




BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL

While each individual “hike chapter” in this guide includes helpful planning tips, a map, and details specific to that trail, this section includes overall information to help you plan your family’s hikes in general and get the most from this guidebook.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE HIKES

Each hike in this guidebook offers at least one of the following opportunities: excellent chances of wildlife sightings, intriguing geology, a better understanding of California’s history (and prehistory), or a better appreciation of California’s natural spaces. The hikes cap out at 5 miles, with most falling between 2 and 3.5 miles, with difficulty ratings from easy (some even stroller- and wheelchair-friendly, as noted) to moderate/strenuous.

Please note: Difficulty for these hikes should not be determined by distance alone. Important factors such as elevation gain, terrain, and recommended ages on foot (e.g., 3 years+ or 5 years+) are included in each hike overview to help you decide when your unique child may be ready to tackle each of these explorations.

Keep in mind, a 2-mile hike in the desert may feel longer than a 2-mile hike by the ocean. And a hike with an elevation gain of 200 feet or more (approximately 18 stories), which starts at an elevation above 6,000 feet, will not feel “easy” to the average sea-level-dwelling Californian just arriving in the mountains (pace yourselves and allow time to acclimate).

The Trail Finder section will help lead you to the Best Hikes with Kids Under 5, Best Hikes with Dogs, Best Hikes for Family Adventure, and other themed hikes in this guidebook for easy reference. Where possible, I’ve also included hike-specific suggestions for great places to stop and rest or enjoy a picnic lunch along the way.

WEATHER AND SEASONS

Southern California is blessed with incredible hiking opportunities every month of the year. The most important factors to keep in mind for timing your hikes are:

1. Extremely hot days can happen in any of these regions, even in the milder Mediterranean climate of the Central Coast (and even in winter months), so check the weather forecast and be sure to avoid hiking in extreme heat and get a nice early start to avoid hiking in the hottest, least shady times of day.

2. California’s deserts are no place to hike in summer months—with kids or without. And many locations have serious risks of flash flooding or falling rocks during their rare rains. Each desert hike in this guide includes a recommended window of time when you’re likely to experience the best conditions and trail contact information so you can confirm conditions closer to your visit.
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Plan desert hikes early or late in the day for the most comfortable temperatures and best chances of shade. Shown above: Mojave National Preserve.



3. Parts of the Southern Sierra and the higher elevation mountains east of Los Angeles can get snowy and icy any time between October and April. This can lead to trail closures in some cases and road closures in others. Kings Canyon Scenic Byway (the east-most portion of State Route 180) reliably closes every winter—though when the closure or reopening occurs can change each year. For hikes October through early April, it’s wise to call the trail contacts ahead of time to confirm trails (and roads) will be open during your visit.

FLORA AND FAUNA

From giant sequoias and Torrey pines to the Channel Island fox and San Bernardino flying squirrel, few places offer as spectacularly diverse—and even unique—a collection of plants and animals as hikers can find in Southern California.

When hiking with children, it’s especially convenient to have quick illustrative guides to the native plants and animals in the regions you’ll explore, and it can be a fun incentive to photograph and log which wildflowers and creatures you spot in your family’s hiking adventures (you can even make an “animal bucket list” to check off as you go).

Wildflowers and Trees to Please

Throughout Southern California’s diverse desert landscapes alone, you may hike among Joshua trees, California fan palms, ocotillo, or buckhorn cholla. And whether it’s a superbloom year or not, California’s wildflowers can dazzle and delight hikers from coastal bluff to mountain summit.
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Wildflowers and palms at Anza-Borrego Desert State Park.



Generally spring months are the best time to see wildflowers anywhere—and you might find them pretty much everywhere hikes are included in this book. As a general rule:

• Desert blooms often begin earliest in February and are generally at their peak in March and April.

• In the Southern Sierra and higher elevations outside of Los Angeles, the spring bloom starts later, often in May, and may last into August, depending on the weather.

• And while coastal wildflowers throughout Southern California are generally best in April, you’re likely to find “late bloomers” of several varieties into late summer.

Yet as fun as it is to identify hummingbird sage, whiskerbrush, and mariposa lily out on the trail, it’s also important for kids to learn to recognize—and steer clear of—the unpleasantries of close encounters with poison oak and cacti as well. Most trails in this guide are well maintained and should offer clear passage past these, but any hikes where extra attention may be needed for these are noted in the hike details.

California’s Creatures Great and Small

From the 3-inch Townsend’s big-eared bat to the 5,000-pound northern elephant seal, Southern California is home to an array of wild creatures that capture the imagination. This guidebook will lead your family on hikes with excellent opportunities to spot wildlife both on land and offshore.

A few hikes in this book are even dedicated to seeing these fascinating creatures in their native habitats and offer opportunities to learn more about the fascinating lives they lead—and some of the challenges they may face (see hikes #2 for elephant seals, #7 for monarch butterflies, and #21 for the Salt Creek pupfish). A couple of low-tide hikes are included as well that will give your family a close-up view of the impressive tidepools and tidal creatures of southern California (see hikes #6 and #45).

Of course, California is home to some creatures worthy of extra caution, as well. When hiking with kids in the habitats of black bears, rattlesnakes, or mountain lions, it’s especially important to stick together on the established trail (no loose cabooses at the back of the track or rushing racers outpacing your pack).

If your dog is along for the adventure, remember that a leash of reasonable length, while generally required, may also be the key to keeping it safe in case of coyotes. And always be sure to follow any local or park guidelines concerning food storage and advice for what to do if you see these creatures during your hike.
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A chuckwalla rests along the trail to Darwin Falls.



FEES AND PASSES

No permits are necessary for family-sized groups undertaking the day hikes included in this book. While many of these hikes do not require fees to park near the trailhead or enjoy the trail, others may have a day-use fee or, in the case of the national parks included, a weekly vehicle pass good for entry and re-entry up to seven days.

Each hike chapter includes information on whether it requires a day-use or other fee and which passes, if any, might be used (see pass details for more information). Since fees can change from year to year, they’re noted in this guidebook by dollar signs according to this scale:

$ = $1–$5

$$ = $6–$15

$$$ = $16–$25

$$$$ = $25+

Some annual, multi-park passes might save your family money as well as eliminate surprises of not having correct cash on hand, and some might even give you a chance to skip the line at some popular parks in peak seasons. The best multi-park and recreational passes for families hiking in Southern California include:

America the Beautiful Pass—For entry into all national parks and federal recreation lands requiring a visitor fee, valid for 12 months nationwide. Note: For your child’s fourth grade year and the summer that follows, your family can get this pass free through the “Every Kid Outdoors” program. Details at https://NPS.gov.

Adventure Pass—For recreational sites in Southern California’s national forests providing certain amenities (restrooms, picnic sites, and possibly interpretive signs) that require a day-use fee. Includes San Bernardino, Angeles, Los Padres, and Cleveland National Forests. Note: An America the Beautiful pass may be used instead at these same locations. Valid for 12 months. Details at www.fs.usda.gov/main/r5/passes-permits.

California Explorer Pass—For nearly all California State Parks requiring day-use fees throughout the state, including its popular Southern California State Beaches in the Orange, Los Angeles, and San Diego areas (which often have higher-than-average day-use fees). Note: The Golden Poppy Pass is less expensive but excludes most state parks in Southern California and is therefore not recommended for the purposes of this guidebook. Valid for 12 months. Details at https://store.parks.ca.gov.

California State Park Adventure Pass—For fourth graders and their families, this pass gives free entry to nineteen state parks during the school year and summer that follows fourth grade. Although most parks included are in northern California, this free pass includes Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (hike #31) and several other great parks worth visiting (and for free!). Details at www.parks.ca.gov/AdventurePass.

TEACHING KIDS TO EMBRACE “LEAVE NO TRACE”

As the saying goes, “Take only photos, leave only footprints.” In a region enjoyed by as many local, out-of-state, and international visitors as Southern California, this couldn’t be more critical when it comes to protecting our outdoor spaces. Just ask your child what would happen if each of the roughly 1 million people who visit Sequoia National Park in a year took home just one pinecone as a souvenir?
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A young hiker adds to her digital wildflower collection at Charmlee Wilderness Park.



Thanks to our cellphones and digital cameras, it’s never been easier to “collect” the specimens that most excite us out on the trail. Whether it’s rose quartz sparkling in a desert wash or the shell of a keyhole limpet in a tidepool, taking photos enables us to bring these treasures home with us without even touching them.

And once home, this digital treasure trove can be a great way for kids to further identify and learn about the wildflowers, animals and insects, shells or geological formations they’ve seen in their adventures. It also makes it easy for them to share their discoveries with friends and relatives (and teachers assigning projects!), whether printed for a scrapbook they can compile of My Adventures in Nature or arranged in a slideshow.

In addition to leaving natural objects where they are for others to enjoy (including future generations), here are the seven Leave No Trace Principles that all day hikers and camping enthusiasts—young and old—should embrace when venturing into our precious outdoor spaces.

1. Plan ahead and prepare. Know the type of terrain and possible weather conditions you might encounter. Minimize impacts by keeping groups small and avoiding high-use times for the trail. Walking single file and avoiding shortcuts will limit damage to the trail and surrounding ecosystems.

2. Travel and camp on durable surfaces. Focus activity on resilient ground. Surfaces consisting of sand, gravel, rock, snow, or dry grass are durable and can withstand heavy use. Walk through mud/puddles to avoid widening the trail.

3. Dispose of waste properly. Pack it in, pack it out! This includes not only food wrappers, but also biodegradable waste such as banana peels, etc. Also practice “negative trace” by picking up trash left by others. Dispose of human waste in catholes dug 6–8 inches deep in soil at least 200 feet from any water source. Pack out all toilet paper and hygiene products.

4. Leave what you find. You can look, but please don’t take. Leave everything that you find in the wilderness where it belongs. Avoid moving rocks, picking plants, and disturbing cultural or historic artifacts.

5. Minimize campfire impacts. Keep your campfire small—or go without. Use previously constructed fire rings or mounds. Only burn small diameter wood found on the ground. Do not damage live or fallen trees. Be aware of the level of fire danger of the area. Make sure your campfire is completely smothered before you leave camp. Small camping stoves are much more efficient for cooking and leave no impact on the site.

6. Respect wildlife. Let the wild be wild. Keep your distance and do not attract or approach animals. Never feed them food intended for humans as this disrupts their natural foraging habits. Control pets in natural areas and always keep them restrained.

7. Be considerate of other visitors. Show respect for other trail users. Keep voices/noises from getting intrusively loud. Obey any posted trail rules including rights of way. Orient rest spots and campsites away from the trail.

For more information on Leave No Trace principles, visit www.LeaveNoTrace.org.




THE ART OF HIKING WITH KIDS

There is a tremendous difference between hiking with babies and hiking with kids. With babies, you can pretty much strap them to you and go wherever you please. As long as they’re sufficiently sheltered from the elements, nourished and hydrated, and re-diapered when necessary, babies are simply happy to be with you—especially when they sense your own happiness and pleasure in the hike at hand.

By two or three years, however, these once-portable travel companions need to be on their own two feet much—if not all—of the time. Yet they still lack certain selfpreservation instincts we can take for granted with older children, like staying away from brush that’s riddled with poison oak and not putting everything that looks like a berry into one’s mouth.

Their reactions and reflexes around wildlife and mountain bikes are also not nearly that of their protective parent counterparts. And not every trail labeled “kid friendly” by others may feel so with these young hikers. Fortunately, the age recommendations for hikes in this guide will lead you to more suitable hikes.

By three and four years, kids will also interject a new facet into your hiking trips: their own opinions. And no matter how many times you tell them in advance, they may still be unable to visualize the trip you have in mind—or how fun it will be—or understand how you’ve already thought through the picnic lunch and snacks and binoculars that will make it all the more fun. At this tender age, they will need to become planning partners on some level to ensure truly enjoyable family hikes.

As parents, it’s all too easy to take over the burden and responsibility of planning everything ourselves, but in planning for every possible detail we tend to miss one extremely important detail—letting our kids feel a part of the process! Allowing young children to help plan the snacks and think through aloud with you “What will we need if it’s very sunny?” and “What will we need if it’s very windy and cold?” can go a long way in helping them visualize—and feel confidence in—the upcoming adventure.

Here are a few other easy ways to help young hikers get in on the game:

• Show your child the trail map in this guide ahead of time, and show them whether you’ll walk in a big loop or a “lollipop” or hike out to a point and back.

• Where appropriate, point to the overlook on the map (as an example) and explain, “Here is where we’ll stop to eat our picnic—what kind of sandwiches shall we bring to eat when we get there?”

• Show them photos of the yellow-bellied marmot or flowering brittlebush you hope to see, and let them delight in the moment when they first spot it out on the trail for themselves.
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The author with son Theo on his first trip to Sequoia National Park. TIM RIVOLI.



By 9 or 10 years old, it’s a good idea for kids to start wearing their own lightweight daypacks when the family heads out on a hike and begin charging them with always carrying their own water, snacks, and a few essentials (including a safety whistle and small flashlight).

Little by little, they’ll start to know what else they want and should have with them when they head out on adventures in nature, which is a wonderful thing. Because by the time they’re teenagers, guess what? They’ll be gearing up to hit the trail without you. And as with so many things in life, you’ll want them as prepared as possible.




TRAIL FINDER
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Enjoy easy hiking with very young children and peaceful views over Morro Bay on the El Moro Elfin Forest Trail.



Get started! Best Hikes for Kids Under 5

2 Elephant Seal Vista Trail

3 Moonstone Beach Boardwalk

5 El Moro Elfin Forest

7 Pismo Boardwalk, Butterflies, and Beach

10 Douglas Family Preserve Bluff Trail

14 General Grant Loop

21 Salt Creek

29 Cholla Cactus Garden Nature Trail

40 Big Bear Lake Woodland Trail

42 Guy Fleming Trail

43 Los Peñasquitos Creek Waterfall

Best Hikes for Family Adventure

11 Cavern Point Loop to Potato Harbor

22 Golden Canyon to Red Cathedral

26 Rings Loop

30 Ladder Canyon and Painted Canyon

32 Bat Caves Buttes

41 Annie’s Canyon

Best Hikes with Dogs

1 Three Bridges Oak Preserve

9 Douglas Family Preserve Bluff Trail

12 Boole Tree Loop

33 Paradise Falls

34 Charmlee Wilderness Loop

36 Fern Dell Nature Trail to Griffith Observatory

39 Will Abell Memorial Trail

40 Big Bear Lake Woodland Trail

43 Los Peñasquitos Creek Waterfall

Best Hikes for Peak Experiences

11 Cavern Point Loop to Potato Harbor

16 Little Baldy

18 Moro Rock

25 Dante’s Peak

37 Inspiration Point

44 Cowles Mountain Trail

Best Hikes for Waterfalls (when flowing!)

17 Tokopah Falls

20 Darwin Falls

31 Borrego Palm Canyon

33 Paradise Falls

38 Eaton Canyon Waterfall
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Whiskerbrush in bloom on Little Baldy Trail.



Best Hikes for Wildflowers (in season)

1 Three Bridges Oak Preserve

12 Boole Tree Loop

13 North Grove and Dead Giant Loop

16 Little Baldy

31 Borrego Palm Canyon

34 Charmlee Wilderness Loop




MAP LEGEND
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Looking up the coast from the Montaña de Oro Bluff Trail.






CENTRAL COAST

With its favorable Mediterranean climate, California’s Central Coast boasts year-round hiking opportunities from San Simeon down to Channel Islands National Park.

Along its 100 miles of Pacific coastline, you’ll find the widely varied landscapes of weathered coastal bluffs, wetlands and lagoons, sand dunes, and ancient layered seabeds lifted by the clash of Pacific and North American plates.

Inland along the Central Coast, you’ll also find wide-ranging backdrops for family hikes. Explore shady riparian corridors and sheltered oak woodlands. And hike over the rolling hills of San Luis Obispo County and up the rugged mountains of Los Padres National Forest to rewarding ocean views.

For wildlife enthusiasts the Central Coast offers prime viewing and photography opportunities. With stops on both the official Whale Trail and the Pacific Flyway, and one of the most populous monarch groves and elephant seal rookeries in North America, you’ll want to be sure to have binoculars on hand and keep your camera at the ready.

This section includes eleven family hikes ranging from easy to moderate/strenuous that will guide your family through some of the Central Coast’s most scenic and memorable locations.
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Start with the shady Oak Woodland Trail with creekside sycamores.






1 THREE BRIDGES OAK PRESERVE

Hike through four of California’s distinct habitat zones in a single morning, and enjoy a panoramic vista at the top of the trail. As you traverse through prime examples of sycamore riparian woodland, blue oak woodland, mixed chaparral, and coast live oak woodland, you’re likely to spot wildflowers and wildlife along the way as well.


Start: At the gate beside the informational kiosk at the south end of the parking area

Elevation gain: 673 feet when hiked in full (see options)

Distance: 3.8-mile, 2-stem lollipop with shorter options

Difficulty: Moderate

Hiking time: About 2 hours 15 minutes

Ages on foot: 4 years+

Seasons/schedule: Open seasonally, typically Apr through Dec when Atascadero Creek is low enough for crossing, though earlier in dry years (check website for status updates)

Fees: Free

Trail contact: Atascadero Land Preservation Society, PO Box 940, Atascadero 93423, info@supportalps.org, www.supportalps.org

Trail surface: Dirt and some rock

Land status: Nature preserve

Nearest town: Atascadero

Dogs: Yes, on leash

Toilets: None; try public restrooms at Atascadero Lake Park less than 10 minutes away

Maps: See website and/or take a photo of the map at the trailhead—note that the Atascadero Land Preserve’s map is presented “upside down” with reverse north/south orientation.

Other trail users: Equestrians and mountain bikers on lower trails


FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_001]From Atascadero, take CA 41 / Morro Road south to San Gabriel Road (approx. 1.6 miles south of US 101). Turn right (northwest) onto San Gabriel Road and drive 0.5 mile to Monita Road. Turn left (southwest) onto Monita Road, then


THE HIKE
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MILES AND DIRECTIONS
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