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			Introduction

			What’s a “best easy” hike?

			Our national parks and forests serve as windows to the natural world, reservoirs of natural beauty and grandeur, and wellsprings of inspiration. As such, they are magnets to people who seek to reestablish their ties with nature, learn more about the world in which we live, or simply find a quiet escape from the hustle and bustle of modern society. Olympic National Park features mountain fastnesses clad in glaciers, mysterious rainforests, and a wild and rugged coastline, inviting the visitor to step into the natural world.

			Anyone who travels widely in these areas will soon notice that there are two distinct categories of visitors—those who want to immerse themselves in the wilderness of Olympic National Park for several days at a time, and those who only have a day or two and would like a choice sampling of the special features of the area. This book is for the second group.

			The materials for this guide were gathered as I researched the much larger and more comprehensive book, Hiking Olympic National Park. That larger book covers trails in the park and the surrounding areas and every coastal hiking route, including those that are neither best nor easy. Best Easy Day Hikes Olympic National Park includes only short, less strenuous hikes that showcase the best features of the Olympic Peninsula.

			These hikes vary in length, but most are short (less than 5 miles). Most lack big hills, and those few long grades that appear in this book are tackled in a leisurely fashion. All hikes are on easy-to-follow trails and beaches with no route-finding challenges. Trailhead access is easy for all hikes, and you can reach any of these trailheads with a low-clearance passenger car.

			To aid in the selection of a hike that suits particular needs and abilities, each is rated easy, moderate, or more challenging. Bear in mind that even the most challenging routes can be made easy by hiking within your limits and taking rests when you need them.

			
					Easy hikes are generally short and flat, taking no longer than 1 to 2 hours to complete.

					Moderate hikes involve relatively mild changes in elevation and will take 1 to 2.5 hours to complete.

					More challenging hikes feature some steep stretches, greater distances, and generally take longer than 2.5 hours to complete.

			

			These are completely subjective ratings—consider that what you think is easy is entirely dependent on your level of fitness and the adequacy of your gear (primarily shoes). If you are hiking with a group, you should select a hike with a rating that’s appropriate for the least fit and prepared in your party.

			Some of the hikes in this book might seem easy to some but more difficult to others. To help you decide, I’ve also ranked the hikes from easiest to most challenging. Please keep in mind that long does not always equal difficult. Other factors, such as elevation gain and trail conditions, have to be considered.

			I hope you thoroughly enjoy your “best easy” hiking through the natural wonders of Olympic National Park.

		

	
		
			Zero Impact

			Traveling in a national park such as Olympic is like visiting a famous museum. You obviously don’t want to leave your mark on an art treasure in the museum. If everybody who visited the museum left one tiny mark, the piece of art would be destroyed—and what would a big building full of trashed art be worth? The same goes for pristine wilderness like that found in Olympic National Park. If we all left just one little mark on the landscape, the wilderness would soon be despoiled.

			A wilderness can accommodate plenty of human use as long as everybody treats it with respect. But a few thoughtless or uninformed visitors can ruin it for everyone who follows. And the need for good manners applies to all wilderness visitors, not just backpackers. Day hikers should also adhere strictly to the “zero impact” principles. The book Leave No Trace is a valuable resource for learning more about these principles.

			Three FalconGuides Principles of Zero Impact

			
					Leave with everything you brought with you.

					Leave no sign of your visit.

					Leave the landscape as you found it.

			

			Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the wilderness. Even the tiniest scrap of paper left along the trail or at the campsite detracts from the pristine character of the Olympic landscape. This means that you should pack out everything, even biodegradable items such as orange peels, which can take years to decompose. It’s also a good idea to pick up any trash that less considerate hikers have left behind.

			To avoid damaging the trailside soil and plants, stay on the main path. Avoid cutting switchbacks and venturing onto fragile vegetation. When hiking on trailless beaches, stick to unvegetated surfaces below the storm tide mark, and don’t disturb the fragile animals in tide pools. When taking a rest stop, select a durable surface like a bare log, a rock, or a sandy beach.

			Don’t pick up “souvenirs,” such as rocks, antlers, feathers, or wildflowers. The next person wants to discover them, too, and taking such souvenirs violates park regulations.

			Avoid making loud noises that disturb the silence that others may be enjoying. Remember, sound travels easily in the outdoors. Be courteous.

			When nature calls, use established outhouse facilities whenever possible. If these are unavailable, bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep and pack out used toilet paper. This is a good reason to carry a lightweight trowel. Keep wastes at least 300 feet away from any surface water or boggy spots.

			Finally, and perhaps most important, strictly follow the pack-it-in/pack-it-out rule. If you carry something into the wilderness, consume it completely or carry it out with you.

			Make zero impact—put your ear to the ground in the wilderness and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.

		

	
		
			Ranking the Hikes

			The following list ranks the hikes in this book from easiest to most challenging.

			Madison Creek Falls

			Sol Duc Falls

			Maple Glade Nature Trail

			Ranger Hole

			Spruce Nature Trail

			Hoh River

			Lover’s Lane

			Hall of Mosses Nature Trail

			Cascading Terraces Nature Trail

			Hole-in-the-Wall

			Hurricane Ridge Loops

			The Spruce Railroad Trail

			Staircase Rapids

			Hurricane Hill

			Marymere Falls

			Irely Lake

			Ruby Beach

			Cape Flattery

			The Quillayute Needles

			Cape Alava

			Sand Point

			Olympic Hot Springs

			Heart o’ the Forest Trail

			The South Fork of the Hoh River

			Lillian Ridge

			Geyser Valley Loop

			Shi Shi Beach

			Mount Angeles

			Elk Mountain

			Mount Zion
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			The Leeward Olympics

		

		
			This region of the park lies on the leeward side of the Olympic Mountains. Prevailing winds from the southwest are pushed upward because of the mountains, and the air dumps its moisture on the western slopes as it cools. Little moisture remains for the northeastern corner of the range, which is known as a “rain shadow” area. The geology and ecology of the rain shadow is defined in many ways by this lack of precipitation. Glaciers that buried the central mountains during the last ice age filled only the valleys here, and the rounded ridgetops became refuges for alpine plants and animals amid a sea of glacial ice. An astonishing diversity of wildflowers can be found here to this day, occupying habitats that range from alpine tundra to semidesert.

			Farther south, an abundance of short rivers penetrates the rugged outer ranges of the Olympic Mountains on their way to Hood Canal, a branch of Puget Sound. These rivers offer travel corridors into the interior of the park, where a high alpine country of rugged, glacier-clad peaks is interspersed with lush meadows filled with wildflowers. The climate here is a transition between the temperate rainforests of the west and the rain shadow forests of the northeast. Valley bottoms harbor a lush growth of vegetation, while the nearby slopes may have dry montane forests. Lake Cushman, which lies outside the park on private lands, is a prime attraction of the area. Its close proximity to Seattle translates into weekend
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