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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

The author and editors have made every effort to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We appreciate hearing from you 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:

FalconGuides

Reader Response/Editorial Department

64 S. Main St.

Essex, CT 06426

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Meet Your Guide


Lewis Hinchman was awarded an AB in Politics from Princeton University in 1968. After three semesters as a Fulbright scholar in Germany, he went on to do graduate work in the Government Department at Cornell University, from which he received his PhD in 1979. In addition to publishing three academic books and contributing to multiple other scholarly works, he has published Hiking Tropical Australia: Queensland and Northern New South Wales (Grass Tree Press, 1999) and has been hiking the American West and Southwest since 1975. He has lived in Moab, Utah, for the past fifteen years, frequently traveling to hike the Southwest’s many desert trails.
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Introduction


Over the past few decades, interest in hiking California’s desert parks has surged. For instance, once-forbidding—even slightly scary—Death Valley attracted 1,740,000 tourists in the pre-pandemic year of 2019. Similarly, Anza-Borrego State Park, at one time barely known outside the San Diego metropolitan area, now draws nearly a million visitors a year. And Joshua Tree National Park attracted a whopping 3,282,575 visitors in 2023, a new record. So, yes, there are crowds flocking to the desert parks; however, there are also reasons to hope that those willing to walk a few miles and seek out lesser-known places still can savor the experience of solitude and quiet beauty in a magnificent corner of the world.

Let’s first do a quick inventory of the parks, monuments, and other protected areas in the California desert included in this book. The state now boasts two desert national parks: Death Valley and Joshua Tree, both already famous and frequently visited. But those national parks are just the beginning. California now can claim three major desert national monuments as well: Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains, Sand to Snow (both near Palm Springs), and Mojave Trails (north of Joshua Tree National Park). Meanwhile, much of the Mojave Desert not encompassed by those parks and monuments has been sequestered in the Mojave National Preserve, a sprawling, little-known enclave wedged in between I-15 and I-40. And those federally protected lands don’t include most of the desert wilderness areas created by Congress in the past few decades. The twisting, colorful canyons and “slots” within the Mecca Hills Wilderness merely hint at the marvels that await hikers in the Golden State’s many wilderness areas.

Besides federal lands protected under the rubrics already described, the State of California also has stepped in to preserve deserts under its own jurisdiction, such as Anza-Borrego, Red Rock Canyon State Park near Ridgecrest, and Cuyamaca Rancho State Park south of Julian. Meanwhile, nonprofit conservation organizations, especially the Wildlands Conservancy, have acquired some ecological gems like the Whitewater River Canyon and Pioneertown Mountains Preserves, which protect unique and vital habitats for wildlife and offer superb opportunities to wander amid unspoiled landscapes.

In short, California’s desert parks do indeed attract a lot of visitors, but they often can accommodate those millions without feeling unduly crowded, simply because desert seekers can be dispersed over such a vast area.

But what do we mean by the term “desert” in this context? In general, deserts see less than 10 inches of rainfall a year, much of which can fall in sudden downpours that cause torrents to sweep down normally dry washes and arroyos, sometimes ripping out streamside vegetation and rolling boulders for hundreds of yards. In 2023 the California desert even experienced the remnants of a hurricane, which damaged trails so badly that some still had not reopened two years later. To put it simply, deserts don’t get much rain, and what does fall on them is unpredictable, sporadic, and potentially destructive. It also evaporates quickly and frequently does not soak very deeply into the soil. Nevertheless, few deserts in America are so dry that they cannot support at least some forms of life.

The United States counts four different kinds of desert: Great Basin, Mojave, Sonoran (which includes a distinct Californian subtype, the Colorado Desert), and Chihuahuan. The last lies far to the east and extends deep into Mexico; the other three are well represented in the Golden State, primarily in the southeast. They are distinguished by such factors as elevation, geology, the amount of rainfall they normally receive, and their characteristic flora and fauna. In this book we will not say much about the Great Basin Desert because it occupies a relatively small sliver of northeastern California where there are no major desert parks. However, the other two types of deserts deserve more attention, since knowledge leavens hikers’ enjoyment of what they see.

We think of the Sonoran Desert as the typical landscape of southern Arizona and much of northern Mexico. That is generally true, but its California counterpart, the Colorado Desert, differs from the rest of the Sonoran in important ways. The hallmarks of the Colorado Desert are its low elevation, extreme aridity (5 inches of rain in a good year), and extreme heat, as well as certain signature species such as the smoke tree, often seen along washes, ironwood, ocotillo, and the ubiquitous creosote bush with its small, bright green, waxy leaves and yellow blossoms. In Arizona of course, the Sonoran Desert is recognized by its unique giant saguaro, but those enormous columnar cacti rarely extend into California. Instead, the truly emblematic plant of the Colorado Desert is the California fan palm (Washingtonia filifera), found in extensive oases around the Coachella Valley and farther south. The Colorado Desert thus includes most of Anza-Borrego State Park, the floor of the Coachella Valley, and the lower, eastern half of Joshua Tree National Park. It also is home to the peninsular desert bighorn sheep, a subspecies of the more common desert bighorn seen elsewhere.

Perhaps the most familiar kind of desert in southern California is the Mojave. Its signature species, the Joshua tree, ranges from its namesake park all the way north to Mono Lake, near Yosemite. Why don’t Joshua trees grow farther south? Presumably it’s because they thrive where a bit more moisture and higher elevations prevail, and where summer temperatures are not as infernal as in the Colorado Desert. In Joshua Tree National Park, these giant yucca-like trees phase out as elevations drop below 2,000 feet, disappearing at elevations above 6,000 feet.

Although it covers more territory than the other California deserts, the Mojave does not attract many visitors except for the sliver contained in Joshua Tree National Park. In fact, the new Mojave Trails National Monument and the Mojave Preserve remain off the beaten track for most desert hikers, partly because these two enormous preserves generally lack good roads, established trails, campgrounds, visitor centers—or all four. Nevertheless, the Mojave does have something the deserts farther south lack: living rivers. The Amargosa River, which flows into Badwater Basin in Death Valley, and the Mojave River, which terminates at Soda Lake near Baker, offer unusually productive habitats for birds and other animals, even though they flow underground for long stretches. In fact, the Amargosa—a mere creek to most people—has been designated a “Wild and Scenic River” by the federal government.

Speaking of Death Valley, it’s worth adding that this stark but endlessly enchanting depression does not fit easily into any of the descriptions of California’s deserts. The park’s lower-elevation attractions such as Badwater Basin and the Devil’s Golf Course—the ones most familiar to visitors—support little vegetation of any kind, let alone the flora that flourishes in the Mojave. Yet one part of Death Valley, Lee Flat in the west, has acres of Joshua trees despite its relatively barren environment. Maybe we should classify Death Valley as a Mojave Desert park with a Colorado Desert heart.
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Rains from 2023’s Hurricane Hilary transformed Death Valley’s normally dry Badwater Basin into a 7-mile-long lake.




Geology

Anyone who has spent time in the parks of the Colorado Plateau country in Utah and Arizona such as Zion, Arches, or the Grand Canyon can learn to identify the sedimentary rock formations or strata fairly quickly. The geology of the Colorado Plateau conveys an impression of regularity and logical ordering across time. The story of California’s deserts is far more complex; in fact, it is a collection of stories bound together superficially by a few common factors. Like much of the Southwest, California has been deeply affected by plate tectonics—specifically, the collision of the Pacific and North American Plates. Its effects are visible in two related phenomena. First, beginning about 50 million years ago, the earth’s crust in western North America began to thin and stretch, causing faults to form in a generally north–south direction. Along those faults, long blocks of the earth’s crust tilted to form mountain ranges while the stretched crust alongside them dropped, creating parallel valleys. The result is what we now call a basin-and-range landscape, with dozens of cordilleras extending from eastern California all the way to eastern Utah.

Second, around 30 million years ago and for complicated reasons, the San Andreas Fault began to take shape. It is unusual in that the two plates along which it runs, the Pacific and North American, are sliding past each other rather than one being subducted beneath the other. The fault has generated a variety of surface features that will catch the eye of visitors. Differences in geology between those great desert provinces find expression even in the distinctive aesthetics of the two regions. The Grand Canyon and other Colorado Plateau parks seem orderly, almost classical in their repeated, horizontal layering indented by steep arroyos and canyons that carry away rainfall. In contrast, southern California seems a theater of Sturm und Drang: strata tilted almost vertically; ancient metamorphosed rocks exposed by titanic subterranean forces; incredibly steep mountains like the San Jacinto range; and lakes like the Salton Sea and ancient Lake Manly in Death Valley, which at times were far larger and at other times disappeared completely. It all seems so impermanent and unfinished!
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Desert Fauna

What animals and plants might hikers see along the trail in California’s desert parks? Although the state’s deserts are more biologically diverse than most of us imagine, it’s not easy to spot many of the iconic animal species that live there, especially during the day, when they may shelter in burrows. As far as large fauna are concerned, you are most likely to sight a desert bighorn, either the rare peninsular bighorn of the Anza-Borrego region (Ovis canadensis nelsoni) or its more common cousin, often seen in the Santa Rosa & San Jacinto Mountains National Monument (Ovis canadensis cremnobates). Coyotes and kit foxes also thrive in the California desert but are usually wary of humans, and for good reason. More alarming to some, the deserts of the Golden State support ten different rattlesnake species and subspecies, critters we don’t necessarily want to observe up close.
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However, if you are a birder, the deserts of southern California offer some tempting opportunities to view rather rare and/or exceptionally beautiful species—if you know where to look. Birding is very good just about anywhere the birds can find permanent sources of water. For example, Big Morongo Canyon Preserve and Whitewater Preserve, both in Sand to Snow National Monument, have become renowned for their birding opportunities, especially during migration. There you might spot brilliantly colored vermillion flycatchers, Bullock’s orioles, phainopeplas, and even the endangered least Bell’s vireo. In the Indian Canyons, another well-watered habitat, tiny Costa’s hummingbirds as well as the palm-loving hooded oriole might show up. More-open desert terrain harbors species such as the greater roadrunner, cactus wren, verdin, and Say’s phoebe. If you fancy larger, more charismatic species, you could visit the Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge just east of Anza-Borrego State Park, where American white pelicans and sandhill cranes frequent the wetlands bordering this ultra-saline lake.



Camping with and without Amenities

Having enjoyed a day of hiking, outdoor enthusiasts may wonder whether—and where—they might camp for the night and even whether they can set up camp in the more remote parts of established parks and monuments. Let’s begin with the easier question. The most convenient places to camp in the California desert are Anza-Borrego State Park (twelve campgrounds, three developed and nine primitive), Death Valley National Park (nine campgrounds, some closed in the warmer months), Joshua Tree National Park (nine campgrounds, of which three are first-come, first-served), the Mojave Preserve (three developed campgrounds), and a few of the smaller parks and preserves, including Whitewater Preserve, Rainbow Basin Natural Area, Cuyamaca Rancho and Red Rock Canyon State Parks, and the Alabama Hills. Reservations at the most popular parks, such as Death Valley and Joshua Tree, are hard to come by and should be made far in advance. The same goes for the Anza-Borrego Palm Canyon campground, for which many people book a site six months ahead. Note also that some parks, such as Anza-Borrego, the Alabama Hills, and Mojave Preserve, allow “free” or dispersed camping in remote areas—places where visitors see an attractive spot, pull in, and set up for the night. Of course, free campers should choose sites that have been previously occupied, not pristine ones where they and their vehicles would damage untouched lands.

Next we should say a word about backcountry hiking and camping. Know that your most formidable obstacle may be the scarcity or absence of water. Springs are few and far between in the backcountry, and hikers may not even be allowed to draw water from them. In one heavily used park, the Indian Canyons of the Agua Caliente Band of the Cahuilla people, just south of Palm Springs, no overnight camping is permitted at all. In Joshua Tree National Park, visitors must obtain permits for overnight camping in whichever of the fourteen “zones” delineated by park authorities they choose to camp and hike. Even more discouraging, the park forbids hikers from taking water from its few oases, since wildlife depend on those same sources. Consequently, hikers in Joshua Tree must carry all the water they need, and water is heavy: a bit over 8 pounds per gallon. Smart desert travelers in the warmer seasons will need to carry at least a gallon per day to drink, plus some for cooking. Those limitations make extended trekking problematic.

In short, the scarcity of water limits opportunities for backcountry camping and travel. Figure that you will probably need to carry all your water unless you are near an unprohibited oasis, an official campground, or one of the region’s few flowing streams, the waters of which will have to be purified. Because days-long backpacking trips are more difficult to arrange and accomplish than day hikes, this book features the latter almost exclusively.
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Two replicas of kish, traditional dwellings of the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians, are displayed in the Indian Canyons.





How to Use This Guide

Fortunately for us hikers, Falcon Guides already has published superb guidebooks covering specific parks such as Joshua Tree and Death Valley. What would-be desert explorers have lacked thus far is a comprehensive, broadly focused guidebook that presents some of the choicest hikes in a variety of desert parks and monuments, not just the most famous among them. The author of this volume hopes to fill that gap by offering a smorgasbord-style survey of many desert preserves. The emphasis will be on variety: different ecosystems, scenery, elevations, flora and fauna, etc. And the kinds of trails included will differ dramatically: Some are urban paths with views into the bustling Palm Springs metropolitan area; others in the deep Mojave are so little known and remote that you might be the only person on the trail. The one thing they have in common is that all can be done as day hikes. Only one trail featured here approaches 10 miles in length; consequently, you can complete all of them in a day or less if you want to. In fact, some are short enough that you could hike several in a single day without undue exertion. Also, you usually won’t need a four-wheel-drive vehicle to reach the trailheads of the hikes covered here. Nevertheless, having four-wheel drive would enable you to do more of the possible hikes or scenic drives in the more remote sections of Anza-Borrego Desert State Park or Mojave Preserve. The only trail for which you would probably need a four-wheel-drive vehicle to reach the trailhead is Wind Caves in Anza-Borrego.

It should also be emphasized that this is a book for people of all ages and physical capabilities. My wife and I hiked all the trails and routes included here while in our 70s, so no one should worry that the hikes will be too physically demanding. Nevertheless, I have included estimates of each hike’s difficulty, judging by what I observed plus what others have written about their own experiences. But please don’t be deterred by the word “difficult.” It’s all relative. For many younger, in-shape readers, hikes that I have labeled difficult will seem like a piece of cake. You will also find information about such matters as distance, elevation gain, maps, contacts, land status, dog-friendliness, and more in the list of “specs” provided prior to each hike description.



Advice for Desert Hikers

If you have already done a lot of hiking in deserts, you will find my suggestions obvious. But if not, please pay attention to the counsel I offer here. I have been hiking in deserts for fifty years and have learned a few lessons along the way. Most importantly, always carry enough water: at least 1 gallon per day per person for any longer hikes, especially in hot weather, and 2 or 3 quarts for less-ambitious walks. That may seem like too much for relatively short hikes, but what if you get lost? What if a cool morning evolves into a blistering afternoon? What if a spring you expected to be flowing has run dry? Carrying extra water represents your margin for error, one you may someday need to survive. And don’t underestimate your own resourcefulness in thinking up excuses to carry less water. See through those excuses and bring along enough.

Ironically, water also can become a life-threatening issue. Desert flash floods can rush down bone-dry washes with astounding power, sometimes triggered by storms occurring miles away of which you are unaware. In more-open terrain, you should have a chance to avoid the torrent, especially since you will hear the rumble of approaching water before it reaches you. But if you happen to be in a slot canyon without a clear escape route, such as The Slot in Anza-Borrego or Big Split Rock in the Mecca Hills, your chances of survival would be slim. Always consult forecasts, and don’t venture into narrow gorges if storms impend.

You should plan to schedule most of your hiking trips into the California desert for the cooler months, ideally October through April, but with the proviso that those “shoulder season” months can suffer from brutal hot spells. We arrived in the Coachella Valley on an early-October day expecting fall weather. The high that day registered 117°F! Generally, we have found winter to be the best time to visit Colorado Desert parks and monuments such as Anza-Borrego, Santa Rosa & San Jacinto, and Death Valley. Still, with careful planning you can enjoy wonderful hikes in higher-elevation locales in spring or fall. The Mojave sometimes remains fairly cool even into May as cold fronts drop down from the Pacific Northwest. By the same token, remember that the sun sets early in winter and temperatures can quickly drop by 30 or 40 degrees, turning a pleasant outing into a struggle to avoid freezing to death.

Finally, it goes without saying that all hikers should do everything possible to protect and preserve the natural beauty and ecological resilience of the land through which we are privileged to travel. The gold standard of hiking in the twenty-first century is leaving “no trace” of your presence on the land—leaving it in the same condition you found it so that those who come after you will never notice you were there. In practical terms, that means not damaging plants or harassing animals; not polluting infrequent, scattered desert
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