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North Coast

This region stretches south along the California coastline and includes waterfalls in Del Norte, Humboldt, and Mendocino Counties. You can reach these beauties from Crescent City, Eureka and Arcata, Fort Bragg, and Gualala. The landscape is rugged from coastline to coastal mountains, and stands of old-growth coast redwoods, the signature species of the North Coast, tower over most of these waterfall hikes. Be prepared for fog, wind, and rain: You’re not always in sunny California when you’re rambling the North Coast.


[image: On the trail to Fern Falls in Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park (hike 1).]
On the trail to Fern Falls in Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park (hike 1).







3 Trillium Falls

A shady loop links the bridge overlooking Trillium Falls to Elk Meadow, where odds are good you’ll see a member of California’s largest herd of Roosevelt elk.

Height: 25 feet

Beauty rating: ★★★★

Start: Elk Meadow Picnic Area trailhead

Distance: 2.7-mile lollipop

Difficulty: Easy

Hiking time: About 1.5 hours

Seasons/schedule: Year-round; sunrise to sunset

Fees and permits: None

Trail contact: Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park, 127011 Newton B. Drury Pkwy., Orick, CA 95555; (707) 464-6101 or (707) 488-2039; www.parks.ca.gov

Canine compatibility: No dogs allowed.

Trail surface: Dirt singletrack

Land status: Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park. Note: When Redwood National and State Parks were created in 1968, the boundary encircled three California state parks. Jedediah Smith, Del Norte Coast, and Prairie Creek Redwoods are embedded inside the national park. The state of California and the National Park Service operate the parks in partnership.

Nearest town: Orick

Other trail users: None

Maps to consult: USGS Orick CA; park map available at the entrance station or online

Water availability: None

Amenities available: Restrooms, picnic sites, trash cans, and information signboards

Cell service: Marginal but possible

Trail conditions: The trail is well maintained.

Finding the trailhead: From Eureka head north on US 101 for about 45 miles, through the hamlet of Orick, to the signed junction with Davison Road (also signed for Gold Bluffs Beach). The junction is about 3 miles north of Orick, with Elk Meadow sprawling along the west side of the highway. Turn left onto Davison Road and travel 0.2 mile to a left turn into the paved Elk Meadow parking lot and trailhead. Trailhead GPS: N41 19.387’ / W124 02.732’




The Hike

Trillium Falls, a 25-foot cascade in a redwood-shaded canyon, lies only a half mile from the trailhead, but the loop that winds through the surrounding forest, with views across the valley to the east and brief passage alongside Elk Meadow, is worth following all the way around.

Not the least of the attractions are the Roosevelt elk who frequent the meadow. These giant creatures were once nearly extinct in the state, along with the tule elk found farther south. Conservation efforts have resulted in the return of both subspecies in protected areas of their former ranges. Don’t approach the elk; view from a distance and take only pictures.

Trillium, on the other hand, you can examine up close. It’s a striking, low-growing member of the lily family, with three bracts that look like leaves and flowers with three petals. The flowers can be red, purple, white, or yellow, depending on the species. They bloom along the trail from midwinter through spring.



[image: Trillium Falls is one highlight along this trail loop; the other is the chance to see Roosevelt elk.]
Trillium Falls is one highlight along this trail loop; the other is the chance to see Roosevelt elk.



To reach the falls, follow the paved path from the parking lot. At the junction go right on the paved, multiuse Davison Trail toward the Trillium Falls Trail. A signboard marks the start of the trail proper; climb away from the open meadowlands into the redwood forest above.

At the half-mile mark, after passing through the Redwood Volunteers Grove, cross the bridge overlooking the falls. It’s the perfect vantage point, with the modest cataract tumbling down and under the span. You can return as you came, but this route continues beyond the falls, following a modest traversing climb along the base of the coastal ridge, winding in and out of ravines thick with ferns and shaded by redwoods.

Pass a number of named groves as the path begins to descend and then hooks back north toward the trailhead above Elk Meadow. Views open along this stretch; in the afternoon, while the trail is in deep shadow, the ridgetops across the valley glow in the light of the sinking sun.


DEFENDING THE NORTH COAST REDWOODS

Redwood National and State Parks, which encompass Prairie Creek Redwoods, Del Norte Coast, and Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Parks, protect about 45 percent of the remaining old-growth redwood forest in California. Within these boundaries the remnants of a coast redwood forest that once sprawled over 2 million acres towers into the clouds.

Protection of California’s redwood forests, particularly stands of old-growth, has been no small feat. The trees’ preservation has spurred passion and conflict throughout the region from the latter part of the twentieth century through today.

One ongoing threat to the trees is the timber industry. The durable heartwood is highly valued as a building material and fuels lumbering enterprises, which have been the economic backbone of towns and cities along the North Coast for more than a century. My link to this give-and-take is intimate: My father was a warrior in several nonviolent skirmishes between loggers and environmentalists. He traveled into redwood country on numerous occasions as a young man, working to preserve the Headwaters Redwood Grove, an old-growth stand slated for harvest by the Pacific Lumber Company. He was, on one occasion, arrested for his defiance—along with so many other peaceful protestors that buses were needed to transport them away from the site. As he tells the story, officers used zip ties in lieu of handcuffs because there weren’t enough handcuffs to go around.

Another ongoing threat to healthy redwood forests is the cultivation of marijuana. Growing weed for recreational and medical use is another bulwark of the North Coast economy, and the social and economic battlegrounds that surround its cultivation and marketing have shifted public focus from saving the redwoods to securing marijuana as an economic stronghold.

The third threat: human-caused climate change. Redwoods thrive on the fog that perennially blankets the North Coast, able to siphon moisture from the marine layer. Scientists theorize that the redwoods’ symbiosis with fog has resulted in the trees’ attaining such spectacular heights, as being tall enables them to take advantage of all the moisture in a thick fog bank. But with climate change has come a decrease in the height and density of the marine layer, which in turn threatens the ability of the redwoods to survive. This battle is being engaged on a number of fronts … and I have no doubt my father would again submit to a zip-tie arrest if that would make a difference.
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The route finally drops back onto the paved Davison Trail, which traces the west side of Elk Meadow as it heads north toward the trailhead. If the willows are bare, you can see into the meadow, where Roosevelt elk may be grazing. Follow the Davison Trail back to the trailhead.




Miles and Directions


	0.0 Follow the paved path down to the paved Davison Trail. Turn right on the Davison Trail.

	0.1 The Trillium Falls Trail breaks right. Follow the footpath up into the woods.

	0.4 Switchbacks lead up to the Redwood Volunteers Grove.

	0.5 Reach Trillium Falls. Cross the bridge and continue climbing.

	0.9 Arc westward into a fern-lined alley, and then climb a threesome of switchbacks.

	1.1 Pass a bench in the first of several named groves to follow; this is the Doris and Richard Leonard Grove.

	1.4 Cross a roadway, following the trail signs. A series of named redwood groves follows, with the trail winding down through carpets of fern.

	2.1 Cross a bridge. The trail continues north, stretching back toward the trailhead.

	2.5 Back alongside Elk Meadow, pass two trail junctions, staying left at each and following the flat, wide Davison Trail.

	2.6 Close the loop at the junction with the Trillium Falls Trail. Retrace your steps.

	2.7 Arrive back at the trailhead.









4 Russian Gulch Falls

Cruise inland from the sea through a fern canyon and into a wooded gulch that hosts a perennial waterfall.

Height: 40 feet

Beauty rating: ★★★★

Start: Either the parking area near the campground, or the day-use parking area for the Fern Canyon Trail. Parking can be full on weekends, so your starting point for the hike may vary.

Distance: 5.6 miles out and back

Difficulty: Moderate due only to distance

Hiking time: About 3 hours

Seasons/schedule: Year-round; sunrise to sunset

Fees and permits: An entrance fee is charged.

Trail contact: Russian Gulch, Mendocino Headlands, and Van Damme State Parks, 12301 North CA 1, Mendocino, CA 95460; (707) 937-5804; www.parks.ca.gov

Canine compatibility: No dogs permitted on trail; dogs allowed west of CA 1 on the beach.

Trail surface: Pavement, dirt

Land status: Russian Gulch State Park

Nearest town: Mendocino

Other trail users: Cyclists

Maps to consult: USGS Mendocino CA; park map available at the entrance station and online

Water availability: Water is available at the trailhead.

Amenities available: Restrooms, trash cans, picnic facilities, and campsites

Cell service: Marginal at the trailhead; none in the canyon

Trail conditions: The paved portion is broad and multiuse; the dirt sections may be muddy.

Finding the trailhead: From Fort Bragg head south on CA 1 for about 8 miles to the signed entrance to Russian Gulch State Park; from Mendocino, head north about 3 miles to the entrance. Pass the entrance station, and then follow the park road down and under the scenic highway bridge to the day-use parking area at the rec hall and campground. If the gate is open, you can continue through the campground to the parking area at the gated trailhead proper. Trailhead GPS (parking at the camp entrance): N39 19.829’ / W123 48.122’




The Hike

Despite its proximity to the Pacific Ocean, all the water you’ll encounter along the trail through Fern Canyon and up to Russian Gulch Falls is fresh, filtering out of gullies and ravines into the main stream, and the sound that fills the bottomland is not that of pounding surf but of falling water.

The route to the falls follows a flat multiuse trail that traces the north side of the stream. Willows and oaks line the waterway, with redwoods and pines on the ridges, and an understory of ferns creeps up the canyon walls in places, forming alleys of verdant green. The path is easily shared by all users and invites walking and talking, making it a family favorite.



[image: Ferns, moss, and redwoods crowd the trail to Russian Gulch Falls.]
Ferns, moss, and redwoods crowd the trail to Russian Gulch Falls.



The route begins at the entrance to the campground (though if the gate is open and parking is available, you may shave 1 mile off the round-trip distance by starting at the Fern Canyon trailhead proper). Follow the road through the sites, then through the parking area, to the gate at the beginning of Fern Canyon. A long, easy walk lies ahead, punctuated by streamlets filtering down and under the path, fern-clad rock outcroppings, and trees adorned with lace lichen and bursts of fern and moss on their trunks.

North Trail and the Falls Loop Trail intersect about 2 miles up the paved trail. Though you can take the loop trail either way, the most direct path to the falls (the Waterfall Trail) climbs straight ahead up a narrow dirt track. The going is more difficult, with the trail climbing steps and crossing wooden footbridges as it traverses
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above the steepening waterway. A final descent drops you onto the bridge below the falls, which sprawl over a rock face that bulges like the belly of a Buddha. Redwoods tower overhead, and ferns cluster on the steep slopes.


[image: Russian Gulch Falls fans out across a rock wall in a deep coastal canyon.]
Russian Gulch Falls fans out across a rock wall in a deep coastal canyon.



The bridge is a perfect overview, but it’ll possibly be clotted with other hikers. Wide patches on the trails above the falls also provide nice vantage points. Return as you came.




Miles and Directions


	0.0 Walk up the campground road toward the trailhead proper.

	0.5 Follow the paved Fern Canyon path into the gulch.

	1.7 The stream forms a small cataract.

	2.2 Reach the end of the paved trail and the junctions of the Waterfall Trail, North Trail, and Falls Loop Trail. Follow the Waterfall Trail, a dirt track that climbs directly up the gulch.

	2.4 Climb a set of stairs and cross a footbridge over a side stream.

	2.6 Climb another set of steps to another footbridge.

	2.8 Reach Russian Gulch Falls. Check out the sights from the bridge or from viewpoints on trails just above the falls. Retrace your steps.

	5.6 Arrive back at the trailhead.



Options: You can stretch your hike and your exploration of Russian Gulch by continuing past the waterfall to pick up the Falls Loop Trail. Another option is to follow the hiker’s-only North Trail, which departs from the campground and meets up with Fern Canyon Trail where the pavement ends.







7 McCloud Falls

A lovely trail through woodland and canyon links three distinctive falls on the McCloud River.

Height: 15 feet (Lower Falls), 50 feet (Middle Falls), 30 feet plus cascades (Upper Falls)

Beauty rating: ★★★★★

Start: Lower Falls Trailhead in the picnic area

Distance: 4.2 miles out and back

Difficulty: Moderate due only to distance and the climb from Middle Falls to the overlook above

Hiking time: About 2.5 hours

Seasons/schedule: Year-round; sunrise to sunset

Fees and permits: None

Trail contact: US Forest Service, Shasta-Trinity National Forest, McCloud Ranger Station, PO Box 1620, McCloud, CA 96057; (530) 964-2184; www.fs.usda.gov/main/stnf

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted.

Trail surface: Pavement, dirt singletrack, stone staircases

Land status: Shasta-Trinity National Forest

Nearest towns: McCloud; Mount Shasta City

Other trail users: None

Map to consult: USGS Lake McCloud CA

Water availability: Water is available in the campground near the trailhead.

Amenities available: Restrooms, picnic sites, trash cans, and information at the trailhead; Fowlers Campground with additional facilities is nearby

Cell service: None

Trail conditions: The singletrack trail is well maintained and remote.

Finding the trailhead: From I-5 as it passes Mount Shasta City, follow CA 89 east for about 14.7 miles, past the town of McCloud, to the McCloud River Loop Road/FR 40N44 (signed for Fowlers Camp and Lower Falls). Turn right onto the McCloud River Loop Road and go 0.6 mile to the junction with Fowler Public Camp Road. Stay right on the camp road, following signs for Lower Falls. Continue 0.5 mile to the Lower Falls picnic area and trailhead. Trailhead GPS: N41 14.422’ / W122 01.490’




The Hike

This tour of the three waterfalls on the McCloud River near Mount Shasta begins at Lower Falls, literally steps from the trailhead picnic area. Lower Falls can be viewed either from the picnic area itself or by walking down short staircases to the riverside, where a shelf of water-sculpted rock provides a viewing platform. Lower Falls is diminutive compared to what lies upstream, but it makes a lovely starting and ending point.

From Lower Falls a paved trail leads through the mixed evergreen woodland that thrives alongside the McCloud River, rounding easy switchbacks into Fowlers Campground. Interpretive signs describe how the indigenous people, the Winnemem Wintu, called these “the Falls Where the Salmon Turn Back,” as well as the more modern history of the area, which has served as a tourist attraction since the 1800s. Locals have long hunted and fished near the McCloud, and the river also provided water for the town that shares its name.


[image: Middle McCloud Falls is inarguably the most spectacular of the three waterfalls on the McCloud River.]
Middle McCloud Falls is inarguably the most spectacular of the three waterfalls on the McCloud River.



The trail turns to dirt as it leaves the campground. Follow the easy route along the river to the second waterfall, where the McCloud pours over a 50-foot rock escarpment into a broad pool, feathering across a face that stretches about 100 feet from canyon wall to canyon wall. This substantial block of whitewater would definitely turn a salmon back.

Climb switchbacks out of the canyon, the most strenuous part of the hike but nicely graded. Views of Middle Falls make the ascent easier. The path becomes paved on the canyon rim, with railings protecting overlooks of the falls below.

The route reverts to dirt as it continues upstream, now high above the river. Slip under a mossy cliff face that overhangs on the north, and then cross a slide, where the path is narrow and exposed. The route ends at overlooks near Upper Falls, a tiered waterfall with cascades above a final horsetail that shoots clear of the rock before plunging into a pool below. Upstream of the final drop, the whorls and eddies of the waterway have sculpted huecos in the bedrock; the empty pockets are polished and dark, while the river pools and cycles in others, deepening them before moving on. When it’s time for you to do the same, backtrack to the trailhead.



[image: chpt_fig_081.png]




[image: The McCloud River churns in a hueco above the Upper Falls.]
The McCloud River churns in a hueco above the Upper Falls.






Miles and Directions


	0.0 Begin by heading through the picnic area toward the river. Take the staircase down to the riverside. Follow the paved path upstream.

	0.3 Reach Fowlers Campground. Stay right (riverside) on the paved River Trail, ignoring spur trails leading left into the camp.

	0.6 Leave the camp at the sign for Middle Falls; the trail turns to dirt.

	1.3 Reach Middle Falls. Climb switchbacks up toward the rim.

	1.6 Climb a wooden staircase onto the canyon rim. Follow the trail, now paved, past an overlook of Middle Falls.

	2.1 Reach the overlooks of Upper Falls. Retrace your steps.

	4.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.









13 Burney Falls

An entire rock face spills water at Burney Falls, with the creek pouring over the top and seepage from an underground reservoir seething through cracks in the volcanic matrix.

Height: 129 feet

Beauty rating: ★★★★★

Start: Burney Falls trailhead

Distance: 1.3-mile loop

Difficulty: Easy

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Seasons/schedule: Year-round; 8 a.m. to sunset

Fees and permits: An entrance fee is charged.

Trail contact: McArthur–Burney Falls Memorial State Park, 24898 CA 89, Burney, CA 96013; (530) 335-2777; www.parks.ca.gov

Canine compatibility: No dogs allowed on the Burney Falls Trail.

Trail surface: Dirt, pavement, staircases, bridges

Land status: McArthur–Burney Falls Memorial State Park

Nearest town: Burney

Other trail users: None

Maps to consult: USGS Burney Falls CA; map in the park brochure; available online

Water availability: Water is available in the visitor center.

Amenities available: Restrooms, visitor center, gift shop and store, picnic areas, campground, fishing, and boating. The visitor center and store are open from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Wed to Sun.

Cell service: Marginal

Trail conditions: The trail is well maintained and popular. If you’re part of a hiking group, be courteous to other trail users by walking single file. The park will close once parking capacity is reached. Do not park alongside CA 89; you can be cited and your vehicle can be towed.

Finding the trailhead: From the junction of CA 89 and CA 299 about 4 miles northeast of the town of Burney, continue north on CA 89 for 5.7 miles to the signed entrance to McArthur–Burney Falls Memorial State Park. Continue on the park road for 0.1 mile, past the entrance station, to the trailhead parking area. Trailhead GPS: N41 00.789’ / W121 39.039’




The Hike

Burney Falls never fails. The massive spill—more than 100 million gallons per day—is perennial: Whatever snow falls in winter feeds both the creek and spring-fed reservoir that fuel Burney, whether it is enough to bury nearby Lassen Peak in 40-foot drifts or the feeble quantities California sees in a drought season. The falls are the centerpiece of a premier park and recreational area in the southernmost reaches of the Cascade Range. Lake Britton, opening just downstream, and the recreational opportunities of the Pit River add to the region’s allure.

Before setting off on the easy day hike that tours the falls, take in the views from the overlook at the trailhead. There’s the proper spill—that of Burney Creek tumbling over the 129-foot wall—but the wall also weeps with streams of white flowing down over basalt and moss to fill the 22-foot-deep, blue-green pool at the waterfall’s base. Interpretive signs describe how the falls have migrated about 1 mile upstream over the course of 3 million years, every drop of water eroding the volcanic base away.


[image: Burney Falls is fed by both Burney Creek and an underground reservoir.]
Burney Falls is fed by both Burney Creek and an underground reservoir.



The trail, built by the Civilian Conservation Corps, is a breeze, descending easily via a stone staircase, a switchback, and long traverses to the base of the falls. Several spots along the route invite walkers to pause and enjoy the sight, with the spot at the base of the initial downhill arguably the best.

Headed downstream, information signs offer advice to the angler, who can find rainbow, brook, and brown trout in the clear waters above and below the falls. The trail courses between the creek and talus slopes to Rainbow Bridge, which offers safe passage across the creek. On the far side, head left and uphill on an easy traverse, passing through thick woodland toward the top of the falls.

Two switchbacks and easy staircases later, arrive at the top of the falls, and then continue upstream alongside the creek. Cross back to the east side via the Fisherman’s Bridge, passing benches bearing plaques inscribed with inspirational quotes, and then loop back downstream. The falls aren’t an obvious presence at this point; if you were headed downstream without a scout, you’d have no clue of the spectacular drop not far ahead. The route, now paved, winds up through open woodland back to the overlook and trailhead.



[image: chpt_fig_103.png]





Miles and Directions


	0.0 Start at the trailhead near the overlook on the Falls Trail, which descends a rock staircase.

	0.3 Round a switchback near the base of the falls. Take the Falls Loop Trail to the right, headed downstream alongside Burney Creek.

	0.6 Reach Rainbow Bridge. Turn left, cross the bridge, and turn left again, heading upstream and uphill on the Falls Loop Trail.

	0.9 Pass the first switchback, with a falls view. Two more switchbacks and a pair of short staircases lead to the top of the falls.

	1.1 Pass the junction with a connector to the Pacific Crest Trail, and then go left across the Fisherman’s Bridge. After crossing, stay on the paved path that heads back toward the developed areas of the park. The Headwaters Trail continues upstream.

	1.2 Reach the parking lots and overlooks surrounding the trailhead. Stay left on the signed gravel path.

	1.3 Arrive back at the trailhead.




[image: The Falls Loop Trail offers a number of views of massive Burney Falls.]
The Falls Loop Trail offers a number of views of massive Burney Falls.



Options: More than 5 miles of trails are available for exploration in beautiful McArthur–Burney Falls Memorial State Park. Continue downstream from the falls on the Burney Creek Trail to reach Lake Britton. The Headwaters Pool is a mile upstream from the falls via the Headwaters Trail.







15 Kings Creek Falls

After tumbling down a steepening gorge, Kings Creek streaks over a vertical cliff and plummets into a hidden creek bed.

Height: 70 feet

Beauty rating: ★★★★★

Start: Kings Creek trailhead off the Lassen Park Highway

Distance: 2.8-mile lollipop

Difficulty: Moderate

Hiking time: About 2 hours

Seasons/schedule: Late spring, summer, and fall (when CA 89 is open); sunrise to sunset

Fees and permits: A park entry fee is charged.

Trail contact: Lassen Volcanic National Park, PO Box 100, Mineral, CA 96063; (530) 595-4480; www.nps.gov/lavo

Canine compatibility: No dogs allowed.

Trail surface: Dirt, stone stairs

Land status: Lassen Volcanic National Park

Nearest towns: Mineral, with limited amenities; Chester

Other trail users: None

Maps to consult: USGS Reading Peak CA; Lassen Volcanic National Park map

Water availability: None

Amenities available: Parking pullouts on either side of the Lassen National Park Highway; information signboards and trash cans

Cell service: None

Trail conditions: The trail is well maintained. The Cascade Trail is one-way uphill.

Finding the trailhead: The Kings Creek Falls trailhead is located on the Lassen Park Highway/CA 89, about 15.5 miles from the Manzanita Lake entrance station and 12.5 miles from the Southwest Entrance Station. It is on the southeast side of the road. Trailhead GPS: N40 27.635’ / W121 27.564’




The Hike

The premier waterfall in this spectacular, off-the-beaten-path national park, Kings Creek Falls is a cooling interlude amid a fury of volcanism. Lassen Peak looms overhead and out of sight, but down in the fire-scarred gorge, it’s flowing water, not pyroclastic flows, that invigorates the senses.

Like much of Lassen Volcanic National Park, the Kings Creek drainage was heavily impacted by the massive Dixie Fire. A hike to the falls begins with a pleasant meander along the edge of the Lower Meadow, with Kings Creek winding through, amid a mosaic of the burn, with some members of the red fir forest still standing and others torched. At the trail fork near the east edge of the meadow, go left (northeast) on the trail to Kings Creek Falls; the right (southeast) trail leads to Sifford Lake.

The burn intensified near the junction where the Horse Trail departs from the Cascade Trail at the next sign. This ends the stick of the lollipop: Bear left on the Horse Trail; the one-way Cascade Trail is the return route.



[image: Kings Creek Falls is the premier waterfall in Lassen Volcanic National Park.]
Kings Creek Falls is the premier waterfall in Lassen Volcanic National Park.
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The Horse Trail climbs to an open area offering views of the Kings Creek drainage and down toward Warner Valley, a vista point even more jaw-dropping given the expansive views it offers of the fire mosaic. A fairly steep, rocky, switchbacking descent leads back streamside, to the junction with the base of the Cascade Trail.

Turn left onto the well-worn path leading to the falls. Stay left again at the junction with the trail leading up to Bench Lake, Sifford Lake, and points beyond.

The creek drops over the falls about 100 yards downstream from the junction. The trail forks before the falls, with the right (lower and streamside) path leading to the overlook, which was in the process of being rebuilt in fall 2022. From this perch you can observe the splintered white veil spun by the 70-foot drop of Kings Creek. If you’ve got billy-goat skills, you can follow steep, rocky social paths to the base of the falls.

To return, retrace your steps to the junction at the bottom of the Horse Trail and stay right on the Cascade Trail. The narrowing path quickly tucks into a rock-walled ravine. Kings Creek churns to whitewater as it’s funneled through the gorge, and a steep, artful staircase leads up alongside the froth, with wildflower rock gardens blooming where they find root holds. The climb is broken with landings where you can catch your breath and take in the spectacle.

At the top of the cataract, the trail hitches back to the Horse Trail. From this point, retrace your steps past the Lower Meadow to the trailhead.




Miles and Directions


	0.0 Start at the Kings Creek Falls trailhead.

	0.5 Reach the trail intersection in the Lower Meadow and go left on the signed path for Kings Creek Falls.

	0.7 At the junction with the top of the one-way Cascade Trail, go left on the Horse Trail.

	1.25 The Horse Trail meets the Kings Creek Falls Trail at the base of the Cascade Trail. Go left, tracing the creek downstream.

	1.4 Pass the signed trail to Sifford and Bench Lakes. Stay left toward Kings Creek Falls.

	1.5 Reach the falls overlook. Take in the spill, then retrace your steps to the junction with the Cascade Trail.

	1.75 At the junction stay left on the Cascade Trail, climbing stone steps alongside the cataract.

	2.1 Reach the top of the staircase at the junction with the Horse Trail. Stay left to retrace your steps to the trailhead.

	2.8 Arrive back at the trailhead.








San Francisco Bay Area

Most of the falls in the Bay Area are seasonal and best viewed in winter and late spring, when rains have saturated the hillsides and runoff flows into streams and creeks. The North Bay, and particularly Marin County, brings in the prize for the most waterfall hikes, while Uvas Canyon, in the South Bay, takes home a ribbon for the greatest concentration of falls on a single trail loop. San Francisco is the obvious hub of the region, with San Rafael the major city in the North Bay, Oakland in the East Bay, and San Jose in the South Bay. A web of major highways, including US 101, I-80, I-680, and I-280, link Bay Area cities, parks, and waterfall hikes.


[image: Wild sweet pea blooms along the trail to Cataract Falls (hike 38).]
Wild sweet pea blooms along the trail to Cataract Falls (hike 38).






Honorable Mentions


Garland Ranch Falls


[image: Well-maintained trails lead to the waterfall in Garland Ranch Regional Park.]
Well-maintained trails lead to the waterfall in Garland Ranch Regional Park.



A lovely 2.6-mile lollipop loop through a popular park strung along the Carmel River leads to this seasonal, 70-foot waterfall. The multiuse trails in Garland Ranch Regional Park are wide, well-groomed, and shared by hikers, bikers, dog walkers, and equestrians, so the park can be a busy place. The large meadow hosts a long loop alongside the Carmel River, with the ridgelines of the Santa Lucia Mountains rising to the south. This loop takes in everything but the ridgelines, coursing through the meadow, arcing up to the fall, and cruising through oak woodlands at the base of the mountains. The fall is best viewed after winter rains have revitalized the watershed, an event that causes ferns to explode from the woodland floor and mosses to fatten up and display their most vivid greens. For more information, visit www.mprpd.org/garland-ranch-regional-park.


[image: A hike in Garland Ranch Regional Park is as much about views and ambiance as about waterfalls.]
A hike in Garland Ranch Regional Park is as much about views and ambiance as about waterfalls.





[image: Canyon Falls is the wallflower waterfall in Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park.]
Canyon Falls is the wallflower waterfall in Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park.






Canyon Falls

Less than a mile from the more popular (and more crowded) McWay Falls in Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park, Canyon Falls dances down a narrow gorge that seems a world away. Follow McWay Creek downstream, and you can witness its final descent into the sea. Follow McWay Creek upstream, and you can watch it tumble 60 feet down a steep gorge crowded with redwoods. The 1.2-mile out-and-back route is within
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