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    HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE

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


      We welcome your comments 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 author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


      FalconGuides


      Reader Response / Editorial Department


      246 Goose Lane


      Guilford, CT 06437


      Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com


      Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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  Introduction


  I see now how hiking Northern California’s waterfalls could become the obsession of a lifetime. One waterfall leads to another, and to another, and even as I put this guide to bed, my mind spins with the possibilities. By one waterfall blogger’s count, more than 1,400 waterfalls await exploration in the state. This guide covers just a fraction of those: It represents a launch pad, both for you, the reader, and for me, the writer.


  It turns out that hiking NorCal waterfalls is like sailing or skiing: You need the right conditions. California has a rainy season and a dry season, which means many falls are ephemeral, running for only a handful of months before evaporating. Thus, winter and spring are optimal for waterfall hiking, with watercourses filled by either rainfall or snowmelt.


  But prime conditions for seeing waterfalls in full flow go deeper than that. Climate matters. And unfortunately, my window of research for this guidebook corresponded with a historic drought in the Golden State. Even in winter I found myself hiking NorCal’s water-streaked cliffs. It was frustrating, but for the fact that I was hiking.


  And hiking is what sets this guide apart from other waterfall compendiums. It is about the journey as much as the destination.


  A hike to Carson Falls in Marin County, north of San Francisco, crystallized this for me: Sitting at the falls overlook, I gazed into a stagnant pool at the base of a black-streaked cliff, baking in an unseasonably warm winter sun. Waterfall? Ha! But on the hike back to the trailhead, I was met by a fabulous panorama, with Mount Tamalpais reclining on the southern horizon, a low wall of fog rolling over the wooded ridgelines to the west, and hills cloaked in golden grasses spreading east to the sprawling blue of San Francisco Bay. I paused, breathed deeply, and understood. I’d have to come again, to see the falls when the rain returned, but in the meantime I’d enjoy the path that I was on.


  This revelation qualifies every hike in this guide. I’ve given each waterfall a beauty rating (up to five stars), but these are more than ratings of the falls themselves; they also take into account the quality of the hike.


  The ninety-nine hikes in this guide are a drop in the proverbial bucket. I hope that they will inspire you, as they have inspired me, to head out on the route less traveled, and to use that as a springboard to a route less traveled still.


  How to Use This Guide


  Mileages


  Original research for this guidebook was done in 2013, 2014, and the beginning of 2015. Trails were hiked using modern GPS technology, but exact mileages may differ from what appears on park maps. Distances listed on trail signs don’t necessarily mesh with maps or GPS readings. I have recorded the mileages logged on my GPS unit for consistency’s sake. Discrepancies seldom exceeded 0.5 mile and shouldn’t affect a hiker’s ability to gauge the difficulty or duration of a given hike.


  Difficulty Ratings


  The hikes are rated easy, moderate, or strenuous. In assigning a label, I took into account elevation gains and losses, hiking surfaces, and distances. Generally speaking, easy hikes are short and relatively flat. Moderate hikes involve greater distances and (perhaps) greater elevation changes. Strenuous hikes include steep ascents, long-distance loops, and routes that include challenging trail surfaces.


  Keep in mind that every trail is only as difficult as you make it. If you keep a pace within your level of fitness, drink plenty of water, and stoke up on good, high-energy foods, you can make any trail easy.


  Route Finding


  Trails in this guide are generally well marked and maintained. On occasion, reaching a waterfall may require cross-country travel or a short bushwhack; I’ve tried to limit those instances. A handful of trails cross private property; be respectful by remaining on the designated trail.


  Maps


  The USGS topographic maps that pertain to each route are listed in hike descriptions. If a trail map is available from another source, either from the land management agency or online, that resource is listed. In the case of California State Parks, search for the park name on the agency website to go to the park home page. Click on “Brochures,” then on “Park Brochure.” A pdf of the printed brochure for each state park in this guide includes a basic, but adequate, map.


  How the Hikes Were Chosen


  All of the hikes in this guide are day hikes and, with only one exception, do not exceed 10 miles out and back or as a loop.


  [image: Creative trail construction makes crossing deadfall a snap on the trail to Chamberlain Falls (hike 57).]


  Additionally, all trailheads can be reached using passenger vehicles, though some of the roads are gravel or dirt. Conditions on unpaved roads vary with season, use, weather, and maintenance schedules; contact the land manager listed for each destination for the most current road status.


  A few of the waterfalls described in the guide are drive-bys, in that a hike is not required to view the fall. Where applicable, I’ve included GPS coordinates for viewpoints.


  Hiking Essentials


  Hiking waterfalls in Northern California often means venturing into the backcountry.


  While all of these excursions are day hikes, no matter the length of your hike, you should be prepared.


  For starters, every hiker should carry survival and first-aid materials, layers of clothing for all kinds of weather, a compass, and a good topographic map—and know how to use them.


  The next-best piece of safety advice is to hike with a partner or a party. If you chose to hike alone, tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return.


  Finally, before you set out on any hike, consider physical conditioning. Being fit makes wilderness travel more fun and much safer.


  Here are a few more tips:
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  •Check the weather forecast. Be careful not to get caught at high altitude in a bad storm or along a stream in a flash flood. Watch cloud formations so you don’t get stranded on a ridgeline during a lightning storm. Avoid traveling during prolonged periods of cold weather.


  •Keep your party together; move only as fast as your slowest companion.


  •Before you leave for the trailhead, find out as much as you can about the route, especially the potential hazards.


  •Don’t wait until you’re confused to look at your maps. Follow them as you go, maintaining a continual fix on your location.


  •If you get lost, don’t panic. Sit down, relax, check your map, and get your bearings. Confidently plan your next move. If necessary, retrace your steps until you find familiar ground, even if you think that might lengthen your trip. If you calmly and rationally determine a plan of action, you’ll be fine.


  •If you are genuinely lost, stay put. It is easier for authorities to locate a lost hiker when that hiker is not on the move.


  •Your pack should contain backcountry essentials, including water, an emergency blanket, and an emergency whistle, which will help ensure your safety if you become lost or can’t make it back to the trailhead for another reason.


  •Stay clear of all wild animals. Make sure you know how best to deal with encounters with a black bear, mountain lion, or other animal in the backcountry.


  


  Play It Safe


  Hiking is generally a safe endeavor, but common sense dictates that when venturing into the wild, travelers should take precautions. Education is the best protection, but a day pack loaded with everything you need to stay safe if you get held up on the trail, for whatever reason, is good insurance.


  Carry a good first-aid kit that includes, at a minimum: aspirin or over-the- counter pain reliever, antibacterial ointment, antiseptic swabs, butterfly bandages, adhesive tape, adhesive strips, two triangular bandages, two inflatable splints, moleskin or Second Skin for blisters, 3-inch gauze, CPR shield, rubber gloves, a snakebite kit, a sewing needle and thread, and lightweight first-aid instructions.


  Pack a survival kit that includes, at a minimum: compass and map (a GPS unit will do, but be sure to carry extra batteries), whistle, matches in a waterproof container, cigarette lighter, candle, signal mirror, flashlight, fire starter, aluminum foil, water purification tablets, space blanket, and flare.


  Critters


  You will share most trails in Northern California with a variety of wild creatures, many of which will go unseen and undetected. Some will come right up to you, including that adorable ground squirrel that wants to share your granola bar. Some will pester you, including horseflies, bees, and wasps. Some you may only catch fleeting glimpses of, such as mule deer and pileated woodpeckers. And some you may only encounter by way of what they leave behind: footprints and scat.


  [image: The ultimate in harmless woodland creatures: the banana slug.]


  For the most part, animal encounters on the trail are benign. Abide by two basic rules for both your safety and that of the animals:


  •Do not feed any wild animal, no matter how cute or how much it begs. Acclimating chipmunks, deer, birds, and larger mammals like bears is not only dangerous for humans, but also reduces the animals’ ability to survive when the humans have gone home.


  •Keep your distance. Approaching a wild creature not only increases the chance that you might get bitten (or worse), it also increases anxiety levels for the animals.


  


  Black Bears


  Though generally black bears stay clear of humans, they can be encountered just about anywhere in Northern California, but especially in the Sierra Nevada, in the foothills and Gold Country, and in the redwood forests of the North Coast.


  Black bears do not, as a rule, attack humans, but they may pose a danger if you handle food improperly, if you startle them, or if you get between a mother bear and her cub.


  Food is the primary instigator of bear-human interactions. Keep in mind that letting a bear get human food is contributing—directly—to the eventual destruction of that bear. Think of proper bear etiquette as protecting the bears as much as yourself.


  Avoid bear encounters while hiking by making noise. If you travel with a group, talking is an effective bear deterrent. If traveling alone, carry a bear bell or make noise by singing or talking … even if no person is around to hear.


  If you encounter a black bear, remember the following:


  •Keep your distance. Maintain a separation of at least 300 feet from any black bear.


  •Do not run. Running may initiate a predatory response from the bear.


  •Back away. Turning your back may trigger a predatory response.


  •Don’t climb a tree, as black bears can climb them too.


  •If you are with small children, pick them up without bending over. If you are a group, band together.


  •If attacked, defend yourself. Try to remain standing. Do not feign death. Use bear spray if you have it.


  •Respect any warning signs posted by agencies.


  •Teach others in your group how to behave in case of a black bear encounter. Report encounters, including location, to park rangers, who may want to post education/warning signs.


  •If physical injury occurs, leave the area. Do not disturb the site of an attack. Black bears that have attacked people must be killed, and an undisturbed site is critical for effectively locating the dangerous animal.


  Mountain Lions


  Mountain lion sightings are relatively rare, and attacks on humans are extremely rare, but it’s wise to educate yourself before heading into mountain lion habitat—which includes most of the territory covered in this guide.


  To stay as safe as possible when hiking in mountain lion country, follow this advice:


  •Travel with a friend or in a group, and stay together.


  •Don’t let small children wander away by themselves.


  •Avoid hiking at dawn and dusk, when mountain lions are most active.


  •Know how to behave if you encounter a mountain lion.


  The vast majority of mountain lions exhibit avoidance, indifference, or curiosity that never results in human injury. But it is natural to be alarmed if you have an encounter of any kind. Keep your cool by remembering the following:


  •If a mountain lion is more than 50 yards away and directs its attention to you, it may be only curious. You should back away, keeping the animal in your peripheral vision. Look for rocks, sticks, or something to use as a weapon, just in case. Keep small children close. Mountain lions are not known to attack humans to defend young or a kill, but they have been reported to “charge” in rare instances. It’s best to choose another route or time to hike through the area.


  •If a mountain lion is crouched less than 50 yards away and staring at you, it may be assessing the chances of a successful attack. Slowly back away, but maintain eye contact. Do not run; running may stimulate a predatory response. Make noise, talking and yelling loudly and regularly. Try not to panic. Shout to make others in the area aware of the situation. Raise your arms above your head and make steady waving motions, or raise your jacket or another object above your head to make yourself appear larger. Do not bend over, as this will make you appear smaller and more prey-like.


  •If you are with small children, pick them up without bending over. If you are a group, band together.


  •Defend yourself and others. If attacked, fight back. Try to remain standing. Do not feign death. Pick up a branch or rock; pull out a knife, pepper spray, or other deterrent device. Individuals have fended off mountain lions with rocks, tree limbs, and even cameras.


  •Respect any warning signs posted by agencies.


  •Teach others in your group how to behave in the event of a mountain lion encounter. Report encounters, including location, to park rangers, who may want to visit the site and, if appropriate, post education/warning signs.


  •If physical injury occurs, leave the area. Do not disturb the site of an attack. Mountain lions that have attacked people must be killed, and an undisturbed site is critical for effectively locating the dangerous mountain lion.


  Rattlesnakes


  Most regions covered in this guide are rattlesnake country. Sightings are relatively rare, and the snakes are an important component of the ecosystem. Rattlesnakes typically are not aggressive toward humans—we are simply too big to be prey. Most snakebites occur when hikers startle or attempt to handle a rattlesnake. To avoid a nasty encounter, watch where you put your hands and feet when you are stepping over logs or climbing on rocks. If you see a rattler, back away and let it pass.


  [image: The same sun that parches California’s annual grasses also may parch hikers. Stay hydrated.]


  Ticks


  Hiking waterfalls means hiking in tick season. Though not all species are carriers, some ticks in Northern California can transmit Lyme disease. After traveling through brush, check your clothing for the arachnids. If one latches on, remove it carefully, making sure to get the mouthparts. You can have the creature tested to see if it might have transmitted the disease.


  Weather


  Let’s face it: If you hike all of these waterfalls, you are going to encounter every kind of weather, from snow to blistering sunshine. Insulate yourself from the potential consequences of weather extremes by keeping yourself properly hydrated, carrying high-energy snacks, wearing a hat, applying sunscreen, and packing layers of clothing that you can add or shed depending on the conditions.


  Hypothermia


  Hypothermia is a condition in which the body’s internal temperature drops below normal. It is caused by exposure to cold; is aggravated by wetness, wind, and exhaustion; and can be life-threatening.


  To defend against hypothermia, stay dry. Choose rain clothes that cover the head, neck, body, and legs and provide good protection against wind-driven rain. Most hypothermia cases develop in air temperatures between 30 and 50°F, but hypothermia can develop in warmer temperatures.


  If your party is exposed to wind, cold, and wet, watch yourself and others for uncontrollable fits of shivering; vague, slow, slurred speech; memory lapses; incoherence; fumbling hands; frequent stumbling or a lurching gait; drowsiness; exhaustion; and inability to get up after a rest. When a member of your party has hypothermia, he or she may deny any problem. Believe the symptoms, not the victim. Even mild symptoms demand the following treatment:


  •Get the victim out of the wind and rain.


  •Strip off all wet clothes and get the victim into warm clothes.


  •If the victim is mildly impaired, provide warm drinks.


  •Get off the trail and seek medical attention as quickly as possible.


  Heat-Related Illnesses


  Hikers can avoid heat-related illness by avoiding activity in the heat of the day and staying hydrated. Selecting clothing that breathes, which allows perspiration to evaporate and cool the skin, and wearing a lightweight, brimmed hat will help. Applying sunscreen to all exposed parts of the body is always a good idea.


  Watch for warning signs of heat-related illness, both in yourself and members of your party. These include nausea and/or vomiting; headache, light-headedness, and/or fainting; weakness, fatigue, and/or a lack of coordination; loss of concentration; and flushed skin.


  Symptoms of heat exhaustion include all of the above, coupled with low blood pressure, heavy sweating, and a rapid pulse. If you or a member of your party exhibits these symptoms, seek shade, lie down and elevate the feet and legs, apply a wet cloth to the head and neck (and other parts of the body, if you can), and drink cool liquids.


  Heatstroke is life-threatening. Hikers who lose consciousness; vomit; have red, hot skin (moist or dry); and have a weak pulse and shallow breathing are in danger of convulsions, coma, and death. Cool the victim by any means possible, as quickly as possible, and call for emergency medical aid.


  [image: Sunset burnishes the Merced River copper.]


  Hydration


  Hydration is important for hikers regardless of weather conditions. Hydrate before, during, and after your hike. Hydration bladders carried in backpacks are fabulous for maintaining hydration on the trail, as there is no need to stop and fish a water bottle out of your pack.


  As far as quantity, there are no hard-and-fast rules. Drink as much as you can. Drink even when you are not thirsty. But at a minimum, plan on consuming 32 ounces of water for every 2 hours on the trail. That may mean carrying a filter or purification tablets so that you can refill water bottles or bladders from streams and lakes, even on day hikes (all backpackers should carry these).


  Unless it’s an emergency, do not drink untreated or unfiltered water from any water source.


  Leave No Trace


  Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the backcountry. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless how small, along the trail or at a campsite. Pack everything out, including orange peels, flip tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Pick up any trash that others leave behind.


  [image: Looking at the back side of Half Dome from the Panorama Trail to Illilouette Fall in Yosemite National Park (hike 93).]


  Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail.


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


  Avoid making loud noises on the trail (unless you are in bear country) or in camp. Be courteous—remember, sound travels easily in the backcountry, especially across water.


  Carry a lightweight trowel to bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep and at least 200 feet from any water source. Pack out used toilet paper in a ziplock bag.


  Go without a campfire if you can’t find an established fire pit. Carry a stove for cooking and a flashlight, candle lantern, or headlamp for light. For emergencies, learn how to build a no-trace fire.


  Camp in obviously used sites when they are available. Otherwise, camp and cook on durable surfaces such as bedrock, sand, gravel bars, or bare ground.


  Leave no trace—and put your ear to the ground and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.


  For more information visit https://LNT.org.
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    Eureka and Crescent City


    This region stretches south along the California coastline from the Oregon border to the southern Humboldt county line and covers waterfalls located outside Eureka, Arcata, Orick, and Crescent City. 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 each of these trails. Be prepared for fog, wind, and rain: You’re not in sunny California at this latitude.


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

  


  

  
    1Fern Falls


    Ramble through a stunning old-growth redwood forest to a small, perennial waterfall on Jordan Creek.


    Height: About 30 feet


    Beauty rating: [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]


    Distance: 5.8 miles out and back

    Difficulty: Moderate due only to distance

    Best season: Year-round

    County: Del Norte

    Trailhead amenities: None

    Land status: Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park. Note: When Redwood National and State Parks was 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 federal government operate the parks in a partnership as a single entity.


    Maps: USGS Hiouchi CA and Crescent City CA; park map available at the visitor center and online
Trail contact: Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park, 1111 2nd St., Crescent City, CA 95531; (707) 458-3018 (entrance station) or (707) 458-3496 (visitor center); www.parks.ca.gov


    Finding the trailhead: From CA 1 in Crescent City, take Elk Valley Road east for 1.1 mile to the junction with Howland Hill Road. Turn right onto Howland Hill Road and follow the narrow road for 3.5 miles, winding through tremendous redwood groves, to the signed Boy Scout Tree Trail parking pullout. The one-lane road is paved for the first mile and is a good gravel road after that. There is parking for about twenty-five cars. If you must park outside the pullout, be sure you are safely clear of Howland Hill Road. GPS: N41 46.139' / W124 06.602'

  


  The Hike


  From the second you set out on the Boy Scout Tree Trail, you will be enchanted. Lit by the slanting rays of a midwinter sun, the furrowed bark of the massive redwoods alongside the trail shimmers gray and green. Touch the bark: It feels light and alive, its pores open to the mist and the filtered sunshine. Yes, the term “magical” is overused in the voluminous literature praising California’s redwoods, but really, there’s no more accurate way to describe the old-growth forests of the North Coast. And this one is quintessential.


  Thankfully, you’ll have ample time to reset the awe meter, because Fern Falls lies far down a winding path. With plenty of opportunities to contemplate the girths of the trunks, crick your neck gazing into the canopy, and sneak a hug or two, by the time you reach the waterfall, with its flanking ferns and shallow pool, you should be primed and open to yet another sublime setting.


  To begin, the Boy Scout Tree Trail climbs gently away from the trailhead. The trees along this stretch are stunning—among the largest you’ll see along the route. Perhaps it is the orientation of the slope, perhaps the angle of the sun, but the huge silvery trunks are illuminated with artistic perfection. The trail is artful as well, winding easily up the slope through fern gardens, under fallen giants, and over picturesque footbridges.
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  [image: Fern Falls tumbles into a clear pool at trail’s end.]


  The other remarkable thing about the outset of the trail is how sounds of the sea, far out of sight, filter into the woods. The lonesome sigh of a buoy, the cry of a gull, the moans of foghorns all drift up into the stillness. The resonant quietness seeps into the bones.


  Climb over a sloping ridge and begin to drop; the trees here are slightly—only slightly—diminished in size and grandeur. A long, rolling descent leads into a creek drainage; use the bridge to ford the nameless stream, and then climb out of the ravine. The route drops through several more drainages as it rolls through the forest, with bridges spanning the clear waterways. Watch carefully for the spur trail to the Boy Scout Tree, which breaks right at about the 2.5-mile mark.


  Fern Falls is at trail’s end. The waterfall fans out across a short, low-angle rock face and drops into a clear pool, with a gravel beach of sorts on the far side of the creek at its base. Refresh, refuel, and then return as you came.


  Miles and Directions


  0.0Start by heading gently uphill on the signed Boy Scout Tree Trail.


  0.2Cross a footbridge.


  0.6Crest the ridge and begin a gentle descent.


  1.6Drop down switchbacks and cross a footbridge.


  1.9A set of stairs leads through another stream drainage and to a second footbridge.


  2.5Switchback down to a bridge over a streamlet. The easily missed side trail to the Boy Scout Tree breaks right from the traversing trail beyond the drainage.


  2.6Cross another bridge surrounded by willow; the trail parallels the clear stream.


  2.9Reach Fern Falls. Turn around here and retrace your steps.


  5.8Arrive back at the trailhead.


  

  
    2Smith River Falls


    The rains that soak California’s North Coast fuel a number of waterfalls in the Smith River drainage. While a trail, of sorts, leads down to a thunderous fall on the Middle Fork of the Smith River, most of these falls can be viewed from scenic CA 199.


    Height: Variable

    Beauty rating: [image: chpt_fig_006.jpg]

    Distance: Variable

    Difficulty: Easy

    Best season: Year-round

    County: Del Norte

    Trailhead amenities: None


    Land status: Smith River National Recreation Area

    Maps: USGS Gasquet CA and Hiouchi CA

    Trail contact: Six Rivers National Forest, Smith River National Recreation Area, 1330 Bayshore Way, Eureka, CA 95501; (707) 442-1721; www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/srnf/recarea/?recid=11440


    Finding the trailhead: CA 199 heads east from Crescent City, paralleling the Smith River through its scenic canyon. To access the Middle Fork Smith River from Gasquet follow CA 199 east for 16.5 miles to the junction with Knopki Creek Road. Follow Knopki Creek Road, a good gravel road easily negotiated by a passenger vehicle, along the Middle Fork drainage for about 2 miles until the road begins to climb.

  


  [image: The falls on the Middle Fork of the Smith River.]


  
    DEFENDING THE NORTH COAST REDWOODS


    The complex of public lands that stretches from just north of Eureka and Arcata to the Oregon border protects 45 percent of the remaining old-growth redwood forest in California, according to the California State Parks department. Three state parks—Prairie Creek Redwoods, Del Norte Coast, and Jedediah Smith–Redwoods—along with Redwood National Park, make up what has been designated a National Heritage Site and an International Biosphere Reserve.


    Within these boundaries remnants of a coast redwood forest that once sprawled over 2 million acres towers into the clouds.


    Protection of these ancient, massive trees has been no small feat, as the durable heartwood is highly valued as a building material and fuels a timber industry that has supported towns and cities along the North Coast for more than a century. The preservation of old-growth redwoods spurred passion and conflict throughout the region in the latter part of the twentieth century, and my father was a warrior in several nonviolent skirmishes between loggers and environmentalists. He traveled into redwood country on numerous occasions in those years, 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 of the real thing to go around.


    That battle to preserve the old-growth stands has died down. Lumber companies still operate in redwood country, but the focus of the economy has shifted to, of all the unlikely possibilities, cultivation of marijuana. Though growing weed for recreational purposes was still illegal in California as of 2015, medical marijuana is legal in the state, and the battleground has shifted from saving redwoods from loggers to securing marijuana’s legalization via popular vote.


    But a battle to save the grand old trees remains. The threat: climate change. Redwoods thrive on the fog that perennially blankets the North Coast, able to siphon moisture from the marine layer. Indeed, scientists theorize that the redwood’s 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 fog bank. But with climate change has come a decrease in the height and density of coastal fog, 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.

  


  Viewing the Falls


  A number of waterfalls spill down the steep slopes along CA 199 in the Smith River canyon. Most drop right next to the highway and don’t require a hike to view; many are seasonal, so travel in late winter and spring will ensure the best flow. One of the prettiest is located east of Gasquet and is best viewed from the westbound lane; it tumbles about 70 feet down an exposed talus slope on the left (south). The curves along CA 199 should slow you down enough to see what can be seen, but be sure not to hold up traffic for the sake of viewing. Be courteous and use turnouts and pullouts.


  A marginal “hike” to falls on the Middle Fork of the Smith River can be reached off Knopki Creek Road. The unmaintained path is short and, for those who don’t like exposure, a little scary. The trail skitters down a steep hillside, vaguely traversing and then switching back to an “overlook” on the root ball of a moss-draped oak perched on the side of a cliff. The furious and enervating 40-foot cascade, heavily screened by trees, is split by a buttress of dark rock, and debris is scattered both in the flow and alongside the pool below. A pair of ropes suspended from the trees may beckon the foolhardy: If they are in place, do not use them! Safer to experience the thunder of the falls from above.


  

  
    3Fern Canyon


    In the height of the rainy season, you can spy waterfalls running down between the ferns of this remarkable canyon.


    Height: Varying; about 50 feet

    Beauty rating: [image: chpt_fig_010.jpg]


    Distance: 1.0 mile out and back

    Difficulty: Easy

    Best season: Winter and spring

    County: Humboldt

    Trailhead amenities: Restrooms, trash cans, and information signboards

    Land status: Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park. Note: When Redwood National and State Parks was 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 federal government operate the parks into a partnership as a single entity.


    Special considerations: The floor of Fern Canyon is the bed of Home Creek. Appropriate footwear—shoes that are waterproof and/or water shoes and wool socks—will make enjoying the canyon and its seasonal waterfalls much more pleasant.


    Maps: USGS Fern Canyon CA; park map available at the entrance station or online

    Trail contact: Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park, 127011 Newton B. Drury Pkwy., Orick, CA 95555; (707) 465-7335; www.parks.ca.gov


    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 a total of 6.6 miles to the trailhead (at the end of the road). The entrance station, where fees are paid, is at 3.5 miles; pass a gate that closes at sunset at 5.5 miles. The gravel road is negotiable by passenger cars, but several stream crossings and the overall roughness of the surface are easier to navigate in a high-clearance vehicle. GPS: N41 24.039' / W124 03.949'

  


  The Hike


  Fern Canyon is a major draw in Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park, for good reason. As a waterfall hike it’s a bit of a stretch: Any ephemeral waterfalls you may see in the canyon play second fiddle to the wallpaper of ferns that flocks the cliffs from floor to top. It’s a fairy tale in the wilderness—a realm of forest sprites and wood nymphs.


  Seven varieties of fern can be found here, per park literature, including sword, deer, lady, chain, and five-finger ferns. The narrow chasm is remarkably still, though the sounds of the surf, the burbling of Home Creek flowing over its gravelly bed, and the occasional low voice of a visitor expressing awe or catching her breath as icy water flows over her boot-tops may break the spell.


  Getting to the canyon is easy. The wide, gravel Coastal Trail leads up to the canyon mouth. Home Creek flows out of the canyon, sometimes snaking placidly down its gravel bed, sometimes swelling into pools, sometimes gaining velocity as it is funneled into channels. Proceed up the canyon as you can—an endeavor made easier if you are prepared to get wet (seasonal bridges are installed). Depending on rainfall, small waterfalls thread through the ferns on the canyon walls into the stream. Follow the canyon out and back, or make a loop by hitching up with the John Irvine Trail to return along the top of the canyon to the mouth of Home Creek.


  

  [image: Fern Canyon; Gold Bluffs Beach Falls 0 0.5 0 0.5 Kilometer Mile Gold Blus Beach Falls N A C E O C F I C Creek I P Trail A Boat Coastal 4 Gold Bluffs Beach PRAIRIE CREEK REDWOODS STATE PARK 3 Irvine Trail Trail Coastal James 3-4 F E R N C A N Y O N 3-4 Fern Canyon Day Use Home Creek]


  

  [image: chpt_fig_008.jpg]


  

  Miles and Directions


  0.0Start by walking up the wide, flat Coastal Trail toward Fern Canyon.


  0.2Ford Home Creek at the mouth of Fern Canyon. At the signed junction with the James Irvine Trail on the far side of the creek, stay right and head up into the deep dark greenery. After a healthy rain, falling water can be heard and spied.


  0.5After you’ve explored, retrace your steps.


  1.0Arrive back at the trailhead.


  
    
    

    
      	[image: chpt_fig_014.jpg]

      	
        In the rainy season small falls flow down the walls of Fern Canyon.

      
    

  


  

  
    4Gold Bluffs Beach Falls


    Follow a spectacular stretch of California’s Coastal Trail to a hidden waterfall.


    See map on page 21.


    Height: About 250 feet

    Beauty rating: [image: chpt_fig_010.jpg]


    Distance: 3.2 miles out and back

    Difficulty: Easy

    Best season: Winter and spring

    County: Humboldt

    Trailhead amenities: Restrooms, trash cans, and information signboards

    Land status: Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park. Note: When Redwood National and State Parks was 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 federal government operate the parks into a partnership as a single entity.


    Maps: USGS Fern Canyon CA; park map available at the entrance station or online

    Trail contact: Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park, 127011 Newton B. Drury Pkwy., Orick, CA 95555; (707) 465-7335; www.parks.ca.gov


    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 a total of 6.6 miles to the trailhead (at the end of the road). The entrance station, where fees are paid, is at 3.5 miles; pass a gate that closes at sunset at 5.5 miles. The gravel road is negotiable by passenger cars, but several stream crossings and the overall roughness of the surface are easier to navigate in a high-clearance vehicle. GPS: N41 24.039' / W124 03.949'

  


  The Hike


  It takes some sleuthing to locate Gold Bluffs Beach Falls. The waterfall is actually distant from the beach itself, tumbling over a high bluff on the east side of the Coastal Trail and screened by a thick wall of sedge, willow, and the interlocking boughs of evergreens. You will hear it before you see it, and the viewing will require a short bushwhack through the sedge and into the overgrown grotto at the base of the bluff.


  The waterfall is a slender but significant horsetail, arcing hundreds of feet from the tree-topped summit of the gold-hued bluff. Enveloped in the dense shade and surrounded on three sides by the steep cliffs, with the sound of falling water muffling the beat of the surf on the shore, the site seems distant from the beach.


  The short first section of the Coastal Trail, to the mouth of Fern Canyon, is easy. Home Creek, which spills out of the canyon, is the major obstacle along the route. Depending on the season and the amount of recent rainfall, the crossing can be tricky, and finding the continuation


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    5Trillium Falls


    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    6Dora Falls


    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  About the Author


  Tracy Salcedo-Chourré has written guidebooks to a number of destinations in California and Colorado, including Hiking Lassen Volcanic National Park, Best Hikes Near Reno-Lake Tahoe, Best Hikes Near Sacramento, Best Rail-Trails California, Exploring California’s Missions and Presidios, Exploring Point Reyes National Seashore and the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, and Best Easy Day Hikes guides to San Francisco’s Peninsula, San Francisco’s North Bay, San Francisco’s East Bay, San Jose, Lake Tahoe, Reno, Sacramento, Fresno, Boulder, Denver, and Aspen. She lives with her family in California’s Wine Country. You can learn more by visiting her website at www.laughingwaterink.com.
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