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Introduction

“I firmly believe, from what I have seen, that this is the chosen spot of all the earth as far as Nature is concerned.”

Luther Burbank, the preeminent botanist and horticulturalist, wrote this sentiment in a letter to his sister describing the land around Santa Rosa. Burbank, a man of deep and abiding understanding about the natural world, had hit upon the magic that permeates California’s Wine Country.

Even beyond being an ideal place for the production of grapes, the Wine Country is a land blessed by nature’s gentlest and kindest hand. It has an optimal climate, rarely enduring extreme heat or extreme cold, but remaining comfortably temperate throughout most of the year. Yet, the climate is only the beginning of the wonderful environment of the Wine Country. It is a beautiful land, with rolling hills, rugged mountains, large rivers, towering redwoods, a stunning coastline, and a remarkable amount of remote backcountry beckoning to be explored. Even though Luther Burbank is not associated with the area’s wine-making history, it is not surprising that the land he saw as the choicest place on Earth for the raising of plants would be given over to the production of grapes and the making of some of the finest wines in the world.

While the Wine Country is justly famous as a destination for viticulture tourism, it is often overlooked as a fantastic place for hitting the trail and exploring some fantastically beautiful landscapes. Many of the qualities that help produce world-class wines also make the Wine Country an incredible hiking experience. The temperate climate means that all of the trails can be hiked year-round. Whether it is the heart of winter or the peak of summer, you can still get out and hike spectacular trails. The land itself demands to be enjoyed and presents itself to the hiker with amazing diversity. Hikes in the Wine Country travel through large, lovely valleys filled with vast vineyards as well as to rugged mountaintops with sweeping views. The windswept coastline and tall redwoods seem far removed from the volcanic cliffs and serpentine deserts that are only a short distance away.

As beautiful and diverse as the land may be, it is embellished by human works, both past and present. The vineyards and wineries add a peaceful, bucolic quality to many of the trails. They cover the ground with their ordered rows, a giant, productive quilt yielding some of the finest wine grapes in the world. Where many human endeavors detract from the beauty of the land, viticulture only seems to increase it. Vineyards are not the only man-made works that can be appreciated from the trails in the Wine Country. Many of the hikes are filled with history, including the birth of California statehood, colonial forts, and rugged pioneers. The Wine Country is one of the most historic parts of California, and hikers have a fantastic opportunity to explore these landmarks while enjoying the wonderful natural setting.

Geography

The heart of the Wine Country consists of Napa and Sonoma Counties, the northernmost and most rural of the nine San Francisco Bay Area counties. Their inclusion with the large urban area is based on, among other things, their presence along the northern edge of San Francisco Bay and their historic orientation toward the events and economics of the bay. Geographically, however, Napa and Sonoma Counties both lie at the southern end of the North Coast Range. This means that many of the factors that go into the production of wine are brought about by a geography that is northward looking, away from the bay.

California’s North Coast Range hugs the coastline, extending north from San Francisco Bay until it pushes up against the vast Klamath Mountains. From there, it continues north along the coast as a narrow strip of mountains until it merges into Oregon’s Coast Range. This mountainous region can be divided into the three general regions. The first is the long string of rugged, low hills and ridges that extend north from San Francisco Bay all the way to Oregon. The second region lies to the east and consists of an extensive high-elevation alpine area with vast stands of conifer forests; a few small, alpine lakes; and tall, rugged peaks over 7,000 feet high. The highest point is Mount Linn, sometimes known as South Yolla Bolly Mountain, which climbs to a lofty 8,092 feet. This part of the North Coast Range begins north of Lake County’s Clear Lake and continues north until it runs into the geologically distinct Klamath Mountains. The third and final area is in the south, between Clear Lake and San Francisco Bay. This area is also very mountainous, but the elevation is much lower and the mountains are punctuated by several large valleys.

The Wine Country covers most of the third area—the lower mountains and valleys—as well as a section of the coastal hills and ridges. The spine of this entire area is the long Mayacamas Mountains, a significant subrange of the North Coast Range. The Mayacamas extend from the Cow Mountain area, on the west side of Clear Lake, nearly 75 miles to the south, where the mountains finally fade away into the tidal marshes at San Francisco Bay. These are the highest and most rugged mountains in Wine Country and are at the heart of the wine-producing areas.

In the north, the Mayacamas are composed of sedimentary rock. The southern half of the range is, somewhat surprisingly, composed of volcanic rock, deposited from large lava flows. Even though the northern part is not volcanic, active forces lie close to the surface. The most dramatic manifestation of these forces is the presence of the Geysers, an extensive geothermal field where naturally occurring steam fumaroles have been harnessed to produce enough electricity to supply the needs of 60 percent of northern coastal California.

In addition to the Mayacamas and the coastal hills and ridges, the Sonoma Mountains form a significant upland in the center of Sonoma County. Though these mountains are heavily weathered and not very rugged, they, too, are composed of lava flows and other volcanic matter. On the east side of Napa County, things get much more complex. Although the hills at the southeastern end of the Napa Valley are volcanic, most of the eastern side of the county consists of sedimentary rock that has been uplifted and folded through extensive faulting. The geomorphology of this area is incomplete, and many names have been used to label the area, or some sections of the area, which include the Howell Mountains and the Vaca Mountains. Of the two names, the former seems the more appropriate, because Howell Mountain is located on the east side of Napa Valley. The heart of the Vaca Mountains lies farther to the east, along the edge of the great Central Valley. The valleys of the Wine Country are where most of the population and agriculturally productive land is found. The largest of the valleys are the Santa Rosa Plain and the Napa Valley. The former is a large floodplain lying between the Mayacamas and Sonoma Mountains in the east and the coastal hills on the west. The Napa Valley is a long valley that runs between the Mayacamas Mountains and the vast complex of mountains of the eastern side of the county. In Sonoma County, other significant valleys include Sonoma Valley, Alexander Valley, the Dry Creek Valley, Knights Valley, and the Russian River Valley. In Napa County, Pope Valley is the largest and most significant but the smaller Chiles Valley is still an important grape-growing area. The coast, usually referred to as the Sonoma Coast, is one of the most important physical features in the Wine Country. It is dramatic coastline, full of sea stacks, tall cliffs rising out of the surf, long beaches, and grassy hills. The coast is also one of the most dramatic examples of the San Andreas Fault’s influence on the land. The Bodega Head is a small cluster of hills connected to the coast by a narrow strip of land that barely rises above sea level. The San Andreas Fault, infamous for causing the great 1906 earthquake that destroyed San Francisco, runs right through the narrow finger of land that lies between the Bodega Head and the coastline. Interestingly, the rock that constitutes the Bodega Head is granite, which is located nowhere else in the Wine Country.
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Granite also appears just to the south, on the Point Reyes Peninsula. In both cases this rock was transported here from areas far to the south by the San Andreas Fault. The coast’s influence is felt in parts of the Wine Country far removed from the sea because of the copious amounts of marine fog that is sent inland. The fog plays a significant role in moderating the Wine Country’s temperature, often keeping things much cooler than nearby areas that receive no fog.

Inland water plays an important role in shaping the geography of the Wine Country. Of first importance is the Russian River, which flows through Sonoma County. The river begins far to the north in Mendocino County and flows 110 miles to the sea at Jenner. The Napa River and Petaluma River are also important but are shorter, and much of their length is estuarine, where they are mixed with the brackish bay water and are heavily influenced by the tide. Other major creeks, including Santa Rosa Creek, Sonoma Creek, Dry Creek, Austin Creek, Conn Creek, Moore Creek, Pope Creek, and Putah Creek, are all important water resources for the Wine Country. Some of these have been impounded to form reservoirs, the largest of which are Lake Berryessa, Lake Sonoma, and Lake Hennessey.

History

The land that now makes up the Wine Country was initially occupied by the Pomo, Miwok, and Wappo tribes. The Miwok lived near the coast, the Wappo in the north part of Sonoma County and in Lake and Napa Counties. The Pomo lived in western Sonoma County, far into Mendocino County to the north, and in small pockets of Napa County. They all survived on fishing, hunting, and gathering. They were also prodigious basket weavers.

The first Europeans to establish a permanent presence here were the Russians. In 1812 they established Fort Ross on the Sonoma Coast, north of the Russian River estuary. The colony was built to ply the fur trade and to supply food for Russia’s colonies farther north in Alaska. The fort consisted of a wooden stockade, several large buildings including an Orthodox church, and numerous dwellings outside the stockade. Fort Ross was also the site of the first windmills and shipyard in California. The Russians dispatched scientific expeditions into the interior of Sonoma County. Botanists studied native plants, made other scientific observations, and went so far as to climb Mount Saint Helena, one of the tallest and most spectacular mountains in the Wine Country.

The establishment of Fort Ross was followed eleven years later by Mexico’s founding of Mission San Francisco Solano in modern Sonoma, the twenty-first and final of the missions built along the California coast. It was the only mission established by the Mexican government after that nation achieved independence from Spain. Initially intended to be an outpost of the mission in San Rafael, it was eventually developed into its own autonomous mission. The Mexican government was eager to project its presence north of San Francisco Bay, in part to prevent the Russians from pushing too far into the interior. The two outposts managed to maintain friendly relations, and there was no conflict between the two groups. For eleven years the mission thrived. It was connected to the other twenty missions by the famous El Camino Real, the Royal Road, which led all the way down to San Diego, the first mission in Alta California when entering from Mexico. The town of Sonoma grew up around the mission and proved to outlast its founding institution.

In 1834 the Mexican government decided to secularize all of the missions in California. Mariano Vallejo, the commanding officer of the Presidio in San Francisco, was sent north to oversee the secularization. Vallejo decided to stay in the area and built a large adobe house at the center of a huge rancho. The rancho employed over 2,000 workers. The ending of the mission period was followed seven years later by the closing of Fort Ross. Economics caused the Russians to pull back and abandon their most far-flung outpost. Though it was unlikely recognized at the time, this ended a unique moment in the colonization of the New World. The mission at Sonoma and the Russian fort on the coast was the only meeting of European powers in the Western Hemisphere where one power traveled west across the Atlantic Ocean and the other journeyed east across Asia and the Pacific Ocean.

By the time Fort Ross was shuttered, Americans had begun migrating into California. At first the Mexican government either expelled them or they became Mexican citizens. The most prominent of the new wave of settlers was John Sutter, who established his outpost, known as Sutter’s Fort, in the wilderness along the Sacramento River. Sutter accrued significant land grants and became a major power broker in California. When Fort Ross was abandoned, Sutter purchased its munitions from the Russians.

Many of the new American settlers in California began agitating for a rebellion against the Mexican government, similar to the war of independence that Texas had successfully prosecuted in 1836. Events came to a head on June 14, 1846, when a group of Americans took Vallejo hostage in Sonoma and raised the flag of the California Republic over the city. The flag was emblazoned with a grizzly bear, which led to the event being called the Bear Flag Revolt. Vallejo, who was sympathetic to the American cause and favored American annexation of California, was taken to Sutter’s Fort, where a small contingent of American troops under the command of John C. Fremont awaited. After bloodshed in Sonoma between Mexicans and members of the revolt, Fremont traveled to Sonoma with a group of men that included famed mountain man Kit Carson. Fremont’s contingent joined forces with the revolt and together they celebrated Independence Day. The following day they issued a proclamation affirming their rebellion against Mexico and the formation of the California Battalion.

While these events were transpiring, the United States and Mexico were waging a wider war that included a full invasion of Mexico by the United States that culminated in the capture of Mexico City. Part of this war included a campaign to wrest California from Mexican control. On July 9, just twenty-five days after the Bear Flag Revolt, American naval ships arrived in Monterey Bay and captured the city of Monterey, the capital of Alta California. This ended the brief effort to establish California as an independent republic and ensured its full incorporation into the United States. Although the Bear Flag Revolt was short-lived, it was still regarded as a significant event and the birth of American California.

Most of the land in the Wine Country had been divided up into large grants. After the annexation of California, many of these grants were voided or were sold off in smaller parcels to the influx of Americans that followed both annexation and the discovery of gold in 1849 at Sutter’s Mill. In Napa, grant holders included George C. Yount, who owned the Rancho Caymus Grant, and Edward Bale, who owned the Rancho Humana Carne Grant. Both men lived well into the American period and saw the Napa Valley prosper. Yount planted the first grapevines in Napa Valley. The city of Yountville was named in his honor. Bale built a large gristmill at the north end of the Napa Valley, which is still a popular attraction.

Grapes were first planted in the Wine Country at the mission in Sonoma to supply wine for communion. In 1856 Hungarian entrepreneur and adventurer Agoston Haraszthy moved to Sonoma and bought a small vineyard northeast of the city. Over time he built up his holdings to more than 5,000 acres. He named the operation Buena Vista. He hired Charles Krug to be his winemaker, and they introduced many European wine-making practices to California. In the midst of the growing wine-making empire, Haraszthy’s two sons married two of Mariano Vallejo’s daughters in a double wedding, cementing the old California to the new. In 1860 Charles Krug left Sonoma and moved to the Napa Valley. He married one of the daughters of Edward Bale and received over 500 acres of land north of the town of Saint Helena, not far from his father-in-law’s gristmill. In 1861 Krug planted his first vineyard on the land and established the first winery in the Napa Valley. Though a phylloxera (an insect that devastates grapevines) outbreak severely damaged the vineyards and resulted in Haraszthy’s departure from California, both the Buena Vista Winery and the Charles Krug Winery continue to operate to the present day. The former is the oldest California winery still in operation; the latter is the oldest winery in the Napa Valley.

Viticulture

Growing grapes for wine is a very challenging endeavor. Grapevines can be very delicate and demanding and must be attended with a degree of care, not unlike a parent caring for their child. The quality of care given to the vines is manifested in the quality of the fruit. However, as important as the husbandry of the vines is, there is an equally important component to raising good wine grapes. Environmental factors are essential to growing grapes and making great wine. Everything must be taken into account: soil composition, elevation, temperature, hours of sunshine, rainfall, fog, wind, and many other factors. Together these combine to form a terroir, which is the term used to identify a distinct sum of an area’s attributes that are salient to wine making.

[image: Hood Mountain dominates the northern end of the Sonoma Valley.]

In this way viticulture is not unlike hiking. The quality of a trail often depends on similar factors. What makes a good hiking experience may also result in an excellent wine. The distinct terroirs that are found in the Wine Country are what make the area so conducive to making wine. The volcanic soils of the Mayacamas and Sonoma Mountains, the temperate climate, the fog pushing inland off of the coast are only a few of the elements that combine to make the Wine Country both a wine-making region and a hiking destination.

In recognition of distinct environmental factors that contribute to making wine, the federal government has recognized American viticulture areas (AVAs). These are more popularly referred to as appellations and are used to identify areas that produce wine. Some of the early appellations were based more on man-made boundaries, such as drawing a distinction between wines made around Rutherford and those produced around Oakville in the Napa Valley. These two communities are less than 2 miles apart, and although there may some differences in their environmental factors, those differences are minor. After these early AVAs were established, there was a move to determine appellations more on the basis of terroir rather than on man-made distinctions. Newer AVAs reflected this shift in emphasis, which led to the division of larger AVAs into smaller units that reflect a particular area’s microclimate. This is the case with the Moon Mountain appellation, the newest AVA in Sonoma County. Once a part of the prestigious Sonoma Valley appellation, the vineyards in Moon Mountain (the name is derived from the Sonoma Valley’s nickname, the Valley of the Moon) are located high in the mountains at elevations ranging from 1,000 feet to over 2,000 feet. The elevation and intensely volcanic soil are different from the terroir of the valley floor, which results in different properties in the grapes and wine.

[image: Mount Saint Helena, the monarch of Wine Country mountains.]

Some of the early appellations were large areas that have since been broken down into more distinct areas. For example, there is a Napa Valley appellation, but most of that is now covered in a dozen smaller appellations. The same is true in Sonoma County, where large AVAs like the Sonoma Coast and Northern Sonoma are overlapped by numerous smaller areas. Excluding the older, larger areas that have since been refined into smaller areas, Napa County has sixteen distinct AVAs and Sonoma County has fourteen. The amazing diversity of these different wine-making areas is reflected in the incredibly varied trails that wind through California’s Wine Country.

Public Land

Most of the hiking destinations in California are found in national forests and national parks, where there are expansive blocks of public land to explore. The Sierra Nevada, the Cascades, and even California’s vast deserts are all administered by federal agencies with a few scattered state parks thrown in for good measure. Unlike these well-known areas, the Wine Country does not have much land administered by the federal government.

[image: Views of Hood Mountain standing guard above the Sonoma Valley are great on the Bald Mountain Loop.]

A few state parks are scattered around Sonoma and Napa Counties, and many of the trails in this guide travel through these parks. The rest of the trails in this book are found on county parks and a handful of privately owned areas that are open to the public. Sonoma County in particular has an incredibly well-developed county park system. In many ways it is like a miniature national park system, with units both large and small scattered throughout all corners of the county, offering the public the opportunities to enjoy unique environments and spectacular landscapes. The foresight and effort to bring the Sonoma County Regional Park system into being is to be commended. The public in general and hikers in particular owe heartfelt thanks to those who have been and continue to be involved with building this incredible system. Napa and Lake Counties are slowly building their own impressive network of public lands. Napa County’s addition of the large Moore Creek Park is an enormous step in developing a set of spectacular parks.

Weather

The Wine Country has a temperate, Mediterranean climate, with warm, dry summers and cool, wet winters. There is minimal humidity, and the temperatures rarely veer into extremes. Consequently, hiking the trails in the Wine Country is a viable option throughout the year, though spring is undoubtedly the best season. The hills are brilliant green and explode with great wildflower displays, the creeks run full, and the days are the perfect temperature for being outdoors. Summers are drier and warmer, but even on the hottest days, the mornings are cool and comfortable for hiking. Fall is also a dry season, but the Wine Country has a surprising amount of fall color, highlighted by the vineyards’ changing from green to bright yellow, orange, and red. While winter can sometimes be cold and many of the trees have lost their leaves, much of the forests are still full of evergreens, the days are generally cool and crisp, and the rains have recharged the creeks. It is only on the rainy days or the handful of hottest days in summer that hiking is not a desirable option in the Wine Country.

Hazards

The Wine Country does have some dangers that hikers must be aware of. The three most common are poison oak, mountain lions, and rattlesnakes.

Poison oak: If there is a drawback to hiking the trails in the Wine Country, it is poison oak. This miserable plant is present along a large number of trails in this guide. Contact with the plant usually produces an irritating rash. The plant is identifiable by its green or reddish leaves that always appear in clusters of three. The leaves do have a resemblance to oak leaves. Be aware that this plant can have a varied appearance, growing in bushes and vines, and the leafless stems in winter are still full of the rash-producing oils. Although poison oak is seen frequently along trails, the trails are usually wide enough to make avoiding the plant easy. It is important to watch children in areas with poison oak and make sure that they stay on the trail. Even though dogs do not get poison oak, they are able to transfer the plant’s oils through contact.

Mountain lions: Mountain lions live throughout the mountains in the area but are rarely seen, and it is unlikely that you will encounter one on the trail. As always, hiking in groups is safer than hiking alone. If you do encounter a mountain lion, pick up any small children. The cats consider smaller animals easier to catch. Do not run. Mountain lions expect their prey to flee, and running will cause them to pursue. Try to look as large as you can and do not crouch, kneel, or sit. People do not resemble the normal prey when they are standing. Lastly, if you are attacked, fight back. They can be made to flee.

Rattlesnakes: Rattlesnakes are found throughout the Wine Country. These snakes are venomous and should be avoided at all costs. Be alert to what is on the trail. If you see one, do not try to handle it. Stay at least 6 feet away—the farther, the better. Be especially careful when climbing up rock piles and similar places where snakes may hide. Also be careful to keep dogs away from the snakes.
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SECTION I. Sonoma County

Sonoma County is the largest and most diverse of the Wine Country counties. It consists of the rugged coastline and the North Coast Range in the west, the high Mayacamas Mountains and the lower but still notable Sonoma Mountains in the east, and San Francisco Bay at its southern end. In between the North Coast Range and the Mayacamas are a collection of valleys, where both the majority of the population and the vineyards are located. Many of these valleys are well-known appellations that include Sonoma Valley, Alexander Valley, Dry Creek Valley, and the Russian River Valley. Not only does Sonoma County have the highest population of any of the Wine Country counties but it also produces the most grapes.

The hiking trails in Sonoma County are also the most diverse in the Wine Country. Coastal trails, towering redwoods, vast wetlands, tall mountaintops, rugged rock formations, large rivers, rolling hills, historic buildings, and remote, isolated backcountry are all features of the trails in Sonoma County. These trails are part of the largest and most well-developed network of public lands in the Wine County. The core of this network is a number of large state parks that include several thousand acres of land crisscrossed by trails. On top of this is the remarkable Sonoma County Regional Park system, which has done an incredible job of making beautiful landscapes and prominent landmarks available for the general public to enjoy and explore. Amazingly, this process is far from over, and several large and beautiful parks are now in development, with many more planned. This is a world-class park system. Other private groups have contributed lands to the panoply of parks that make up Sonoma County’s open space. The sum of all of these different pieces is a beautiful county loaded with beautiful trails waiting for hikers to experience.



1 Bartholomew Park


A few blocks east of downtown Sonoma is Bartholomew Park, a privately owned historic park that is open to the public. Home to the eponymously named winery, the loop through the park’s backcountry is a great primer to a lot of the best of Wine Country hiking: vineyards, redwoods, creeks, beautiful views, and access to wineries right off of the trail.



Total Distance: 2.4-mile loop

Hiking Time: About 1.5 hours

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation Gain: 770 feet

Season: All year

Canine Compatibility: Dogs must be leashed

Fees: None

Trail Contact: Bartholomew Park Foundation; (707) 938-2244; www.bartholomewpark.org

Other: The hike passes two wineries.

Finding the trailhead: From CA 12 / West Napa at the downtown plaza, stay straight, continuing onto East Napa Street. Drive 1.0 mile, then turn left onto 7th Street and continue for 0.3 mile. Turn right on Castle Road and immediately stay left at a fork. Drive straight on Castle Road for 0.9 mile to Bartholomew Park. The parking area is on the left side of the large mansion. GPS: N38°18.04433’ / W122°25.59417’



The Hike

The trail through Bartholomew Park is a perfect slice of many of the best features hiking in the Wine Country has to offer. The trail passes through vineyards, chaparral-covered slope, and a mixed forest of madrone, oak, bay, and fir, as well as a surprising redwood grove. The trail also has fine views of Sonoma. In addition to the natural setting, the park itself is historic, being part of the estate of Agoston Haraszthy, the Hungarian pioneer who settled here and established the Buena Vista Winery, California’s oldest active winery, which can be accessed via the trail. Bartholomew Park encompasses much of the original Haraszthy estate, which is now a park that is owned by a private foundation that maintains public access to the property. In addition to connecting to Buena Vista Winery, the Bartholomew Park Winery is located at the beginning and end of the loop. It makes a fantastic place to enjoy a picnic overlooking vineyards.

Beginning at the parking area next to the park’s large mansion, follow the trail north into the vineyards. On the right are some grassy bluffs next to the Bartholomew Park Winery, which are a great spot for having picnics. After a short distance through the vineyards, the trail turns to the right and skirts the edge of a small pond while still being flanked by a vineyard on the right side of the trail. Pass through a small gate that marks the official beginning of the Grape Stomp Trail. The path enters the forest and climbs easily before crossing a small stream. On the other side of the stream, the climbing gets a little harder but is aided by log steps built into the trail. The forest recedes a bit and is replaced by more chaparral-like conditions and more sun exposure. The climb levels off a bit near a bench with some views before reentering the forest. The trail then descends a bit before arriving at another creek flowing through a small redwood grove, about 0.8 mile from the trailhead. It is a scenic and peaceful place and a cool break from the climb up to this point.

[image: Vineyards highlight the beginning of the hike.]

Cross the creek and a private road and then regain the trail, which now climbs through forest to the east. Soon the sound of water may be audible as the trail passes a dam and small pond, called Benicia’s Lake, on Arroyo Seco Creek. The path then descends down to the creek itself, just upstream from the pond. The creek flows through a wonderful redwood grove. The tall trees nearly block out the sun, and on hot days especially, the running water is incredibly refreshing. Cross the creek and begin climbing a series of switchbacks, then climb out of the canyon passing a short trail that leads down to the lake. As the trail climbs up the switchbacks, it comes to a junction. To the right is the Angels Flight Trail, which is a shorter and less scenic route back to the trailhead. Stay to the left on the You-Walk Miwok Trail, which continues to climb out of the canyon.

The trail finally crests 0.25 mile after crossing Arroyo Seco Creek, having climbed 125 feet. The path continues through the forest, maintaining a fairly level but undulating course for another 0.25 mile. The path then begins to descend, eventually coming to another junction. Stay to the left again at the junction with the Short Cut Trail and quickly arrive at Szeptaj Point. The name, which means “beautiful” in Hungarian, reflects the legacy of Agoston Haraszthy, who founded the vineyards and winery here. Situated on a series of boulders, the point has some good views of the city of Sonoma hundreds of feet below and a large hilltop winery to the south.

[image: Bartholomew Park]

From this point the trail begins to descend in earnest, and the forest cover gets thicker. It finally levels off when it arrives at yet another junction near the south fork of Arroyo Seco Creek. Bear left and follow the trail a short distance to a large rock formation called “Solano’s Hideaway.” Return back to the junction and continue along the creek, staying left at another junction with the Angels Flight Trail. Across the creek, the buildings of Buena Vista Winery, California’s oldest active winery, come into view. A fence prevents crossing the creek and arriving at the winery from this direction. Proceed a short distance farther, passing through two gates and arriving at a road. Going right will lead across the creek and into Buena Vista Winery. Going left leads through vineyards and back to the trailhead and the Bartholomew Park Winery.

Miles and Directions

0.0Begin hike by walking west through vineyards adjacent to the parking area.

0.8Cross a creek and a private paved road.

1.0Arrive at Arroyo Seco Creek in a beautiful redwood grove. A small reservoir lies just downstream. Cross the creek and climb out of the canyon.

1.25Stay left and continue on the You-Walk Miwok Trail, climbing past the junction with the Angels Flight Trail.

1.65Stay left at the junction with the Short Cut Trail. Just after the fork, a spur leads to a bench and rocky vista at Szeptaj Point.

1.9At the bottom of the canyon, a spur to the left leads to Solano’s Hideaway.

2.2Arrive at the south trailhead. Turning right here will lead to Buena Vista Winery. Turn left and walk on paved roads back to the trailhead.

2.4Complete the loop and arrive back at the trailhead.



2 Sonoma Overlook Trail


This is a short, easy, and scenic hike to a high bluff overlooking the city of Sonoma, much of southern Sonoma County, and parts of Marin County. San Pablo Bay, the northern part of San Francisco Bay, is also visible.



Total Distance: 2.7-mile lollipop

Hiking Time: About 1.5 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation Gain: 425 feet

Season: All year

Canine Compatibility: Dogs are permitted

Fees: None

Trail Contact: Sonoma Ecology Center; (707) 996-0712; www.sonomaecologycenter.org

Finding the trailhead: From CA 12 / West Napa Street by the downtown Plaza in Sonoma, drive north on 1st Street West. Stay straight for 0.5 mile. Just before the road climbs into the hills, turn right into the signed parking lot for the Mountain Cemetery. Park in the trailhead parking lot. GPS: N38°17.97650’ / W122°27.43100’



The Hike

The town of Sonoma began as the northernmost of twenty-one Spanish missions founded in California during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The missions were established to colonize the Pacific Coast and to convert the native populations to Roman Catholicism. The Sonoma mission, named Mission San Francisco Solano, was also established as a buffer against Russian expansion coming from Fort Ross on the coast. Sonoma grew up around the mission and was the site of the Bear Flag Revolt, which led to California breaking away from Mexico in 1846. The Sonoma Overlook Trail begins just blocks from the historic town square and climbs up the southernmost tip of the Mayacamas Mountains to a fantastic vista above the city. From there hikers can get a sense of how strategic Sonoma’s location was and appreciate Spain’s northernmost reach into California.

The trail begins at the Mountain Cemetery, one of the oldest cemeteries in California that is still in use. Among the notable people interred here are Mariano Vallejo and his wife, Benicia. Vallejo was a military leader of the old Mexican province of Alta California and, following the territories annexation to the United States, a civic leader in early California politics. From the trailhead the path heads north through trees. After 0.25 mile the trail crosses a small creek and continues a little farther before making a switchback to the south. Hike across a small grassy field to another switchback and continue climbing moderately to the north. A large stone bench offers a chance to rest during the climb. Another switchback turns the trail to the south.

Emerging from the woods again, the trail now crosses a larger grassy area. The views of the surrounding hills begin to improve as the trail continues up the hill. At 0.75 mile from the trailhead, a path branching off to the right leads to the Toyon trailhead, the Sonoma Overlook Trail’s alternate starting point. Stay to the left and proceed a little farther to another switchback, which turns the trail back to the north. Follow the path for another 0.3 mile, staying on the main trail and avoiding the increasingly frequent use trails splitting off to the right. Dark volcanic rocks protrude from the slopes above the trail, indicating the fiery past that formed these mountains.

[image: A view of the hills behind the Sonoma Overlook.]

The trail eventually arrives at the top of the hill and begins a short 0.3-mile loop around its level plateau. Stay to the right and head south a short distance with increasingly excellent views. A stone bench marks the best vantage point. At the time of the Bear Flag Revolt, the hill was known as Battery Hill, because artillery could be placed at its summit and the battery would have a commanding position over the entire region. The view extends far to the south and includes San Pablo Bay, the Sonoma Mountains, and the vast tidal marshes to the south of Sonoma. The city itself spreads out immediately below the hill.

After enjoying the view, continue on the trail, climbing slightly to the east and then turning to the north. Cross grassy, rock-dotted fields while completing the loop. The area to the east was the site of quarries operated by nineteenth-century merchant Solomon Schocken, who supplied stone for the construction of buildings in San Francisco as well as cobbles for streets throughout the Bay Area. Today what was once Battery Hill is named Schocken Hill, after the man who supplied some of the materials that helped rebuild San Francisco after the 1906 earthquake. When the short loop arrives at the junction with the main trail, retrace your steps back to the trailhead.

[image: Sonoma Overlook Trail]

Miles and Directions

0.0The hike begins in the small Mountain Cemetery parking lot.

0.3The trail begins the first of a series of switchbacks that end at the summit loop.

0.75Stay left at the Toyon Trail junction. This path leads from an upper trailhead.

1.2Begin the summit loop.

1.3Arrive at Sonoma Overlook.

1.5Complete summit loop and begin descending the trail.

2.7Arrive back at the trailhead.



3 Sonoma Valley Regional Park


Exploring hills in the lowlands in the Sonoma Valley, this hike is a gentle trip through dense forest and a pleasant canyon. A few good views and a chance to connect to quaint, downtown Glen Ellen are bonuses.



Total Distance: 2.4-mile loop

Hiking Time: About 1.5 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation Gain: 250 feet

Season: All year

Canine Compatibility: Dogs are permitted on leash

Fees: $7 parking fee at the trailhead

Trail Contact: Sonoma Valley Regional Park, 13630 Highway 12, Glen Ellen CA 95442; (707) 539-8092; http://parks.sonomacounty.ca.gov/Get_Outdoors/Parks/Sonoma_Valley_Regional_Park.aspx

Other: The west end of the loop has an easy connection to downtown Glen Ellen.

Finding the trailhead: From Kenwood: Drive south on CA 12 for 4.0 miles. Turn right into the signed parking lot for Sonoma Valley Regional Park. GPS: N38°21.84233’ / W122°30.73650’

From the downtown plaza in Sonoma: Drive west for 0.9 mile. Turn right onto CA 12 and continue north for 5.5 miles. Turn left into the signed parking lot for Sonoma Valley Regional Park.



The Hike

Home to large, spectacular parks like Hood Mountain, Sugarloaf Ridge, Annadel, and Jack London, the Sonoma Valley has the highest concentration of public land anywhere in the Wine Country. The parks all line the high walls of the valley, looking down on the beautiful valley floor and all of its thriving activity. The only place to hike in the lower section of the valley is diminutive Sonoma Valley Regional Park. This small slice of the historic, beautiful valley is found near the lovely little town of Glen Ellen. With rolling hills, winding canyons, and walking access to Glen Ellen, the park also has great views of the Sonoma Valley. The small park’s main trail consists of a loop, first traversing the top of the hills and then looping past the edge of Glen Ellen before returning to the trailhead through the canyon. It is not a long hike, but it is an easy outing in the beating heart of the Wine Country.

The trail begins in the large parking lot at the east end of the park. Just beyond the trailhead the path splits. Stay to the left and hike toward the large water tanks. Stay right at a fork. Going left leads to Lake Suttonfield, which is on the Sonoma Developmental Hospital’s property but has been incorporated into the park’s trail system. This is a great option for a side trip. Past the fork, climb up an open hillside punctuated by a few oak trees. There are good views to the east, where the high towers of Sugarloaf Ridge rise alongside the dark rock of Gunsight Rock’s tall cliff. From here the trail weaves along the top of a series of hills for a mile. Much of the hilltop is covered in oak woodlands. Here are occasional and sometimes filtered views through the trees of the Sonoma Valley. Even though this spot is close to Glen Ellen and busy CA 12, it feels surprisingly remote. A few side trails branch off to the right and drop down into the canyon below. Stay on the main path on top of the hills. Eventually the trail will arc to the south and begin to descend. It deposits hikers at a trailhead at the west end of town right on the edge of Glen Ellen’s little downtown area, which is an easy walk from there.

[image: High peaks rise above Sonoma Valley Regional Park.]

To continue the loop, hang a right on the paved trail and follow it back to the east. The trail parallels Sonoma Creek, the main creek that drains the Sonoma Valley, although dense vegetation prevents any view of the water. Restaurants and tasting rooms are visible on the opposite side of the creek.

Leaving the development behind, the trail enters a long canyon that skirts the edge of the hills traversed by the first half of the loop. A small seasonal creek flows through the valley, though it is usually dry by summer. Several side trails cross the trail. Stay on the main path. About 1 mile from the west trailhead, the canyon narrows as the trail turns to the south and climbs out of the canyon onto a flat, grass-covered area. From here it is only 0.2 mile back to the parking lot.

Miles and Directions

0.0Begin the hike at the west end of the trailhead parking lot. Immediately past the trailhead, stay right at a fork with a paved road leading to water tanks. Then stay left at the next fork in the trail.

[image: Sonoma Valley Regional Park]

0.4Signs mark the left turn to Lake Suttonfield. Stay
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High peaks rise above Sonoma Valley Regional Park.
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Views of Hood Mountain standing guard above the Sonoma Valley are great on the Bald
Mountain Loop.
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