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  INTRODUCTION
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  SPOILER ALERT

  Yes, we’re into oversharing when it comes to the outdoors. Here’s why.

  “WHERE YOU HEADED?” asks the silver-haired man, slightly incredulously, as he hoists a wobbly external-frame pack near where ice-blue Tapeats Creek spills into the silty Colorado, deep in the belly of the Grand Canyon. I’m a two-day walk from the nearest trail-head, an overgrown user path on the national park’s North Rim, itself a day’s drive away from the nearest incorporated town. I’m surprised to see him down here, and apparently he feels the same about me.

  “Deer Creek,” I reply, pointing downriver to where the chocolate-colored Colorado disappears between sky-kissing walls of orange sandstone.

  “The BACKPACKER hike, huh?”

  I smile and nod. I’m midway through the Thunder River-Deer Creek Loop, a 26-mile epic scouted—and somewhat popularized—by BACKPACKER. The man who held my post at the magazine more than a decade ago had heard rumblings about a spectacular (and tough) loop on Grand Canyon’s seldom-visited North Rim that descended to the Colorado River on the Thunder River Trail and back out on the Deer Creek Trail. The catch was that you had to get a little creative on the in-between because no official trails connected the two. He, along with a few other former BACKPACKER editors, put boots to (very faint) trail and did it. It was a gem in every sense: challenge, scenery, and solitude.

  And then they did what we’ve been doing since 1973. They shared it. Some would say they “spoiled” it by publishing directions for other hikers to follow, but after more than four decades of scouting and writing about undiscovered routes, we know what it really means: Others would get to see the Mars-like Esplanade fall off into the chasm of the Big Ditch and witness freshwater Thunder Spring burst through a limestone amphitheater into an emerald oasis. Others would get to ford a route through rocky rubble above where the Colorado River sluices through the cliff-pinched Granite Narrows, and then ride a natural flume that time and Deer Creek have made so smooth it rivals any water park slide.

  I stood at the bottom of the Grand Canyon that day because I wanted to see it—feel it—for myself. I wanted a lifetime’s worth of desert highlights packed into a single trip, and I didn’t want to throw elbows with the hordes on the Bright Angel Trail to get it. It worked: I encountered just three parties on that three-day circuit, and they were all there on BACKPACKER ’s recommendation. You can try it, too. Find an exact trip description for the Thunder River-Deer Creek Loop on page 102. I’ve updated some of the logistics, but I promise you’ll savor the same challenge, scenery, and, yes, solitude that made the hike a must-do epic when BACKPACKER first put it on the map.

  [image: The Colorado River courses through the Grand Canyon.]
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  The same is true of the other ninety-nine hidden gems in this book. Each one has been vetted by one of our editors or field scout who explored a wild lake, a quiet canyon, a lonely peak, or a secluded hideaway and chose to “spoil” it on you. That’s because the miserly pleasure of holding a secret spot to yourself isn’t anywhere near as gratifying as sharing outdoor joy. And we’re confident that you—as a wilderness steward of the highest order—will protect these places so they’re truly unspoiled for others to discover. So head out and try one of our favorites. Start small with the 6.6-mile trip through Texas’s Lost Maples State Natural Area (page 105) or the easy, 3.2-mile walk through Wyoming’s Snowies (page 141). Go nuts and tackle an off-trail ridge walk in Washington’s North Cascades (page 36) or a forgotten route to a beachy oasis in Hawaii’s Kohala Forest Preserve (page 11). No matter where you end up, I guarantee you’ll find mind-melting scenery worthy of the classics—but a lot less crowded.

  I guarantee you won’t be disappointed, and I should know.

  UPGRADE YOUR SUNSET PHOTOS


  Master exposing these high-contrast scenes to capture the outdoors at its best.

  GET READY Figure out when and where the sunwill set. Best bet:The Photographer’s Ephemeris appwill tell you the exact angle for any spot and date. The iOS version includes an option to forecast whether the clouds will light up (this usually happens after the sun is down). Low-tech option: Find west with a compass, and look for high clouds with a clear horizon. Start getting in position to shoot an hour before sunset.

  GET SET Compose a wide shot to include points of interest such as flowers, a tent, or a lake, but avoid framing any of them (or the sun itself) smack in the center. If conditions are right for colorful clouds, fill two-thirdsof your frame with sky. Otherwise, compose with more land.

  SHOOT Since the light will be low, use a tripod and expose for the brightest part of the scene (on smartphones, tap the sky). The land will seem really dark, but that’s OK. Keep shooting; the colors will evolve up to 45 minutes after the sun is down. Later, use the shadows slider in photo-editing software to lighten the dark sections until the images look like what you remember. App to try:Adobe Photoshop Express(free for Android, iOS, and Windows).

  DON’T FORGET SUNRISE The technical details and end result are very similar, except the best colors are often just before the sun rises.

  EMBRACE HDR High dynamic range (HDR) imaging combines multiple shots with different exposures into one image to help capture scenes with a big spread between dark and light spots, a common challenge with sunset scenes. Using a tripod, take three to seven images at varying exposures, capturing color in the brightest areas and full detail in the darkest. In a photo-editing program like Adobe Lightroom, find an HDR option from the drop-down menus, then fine-tune. Be wary of adding so much brightness that it looks like full daylight in shadowed areas, and keep an eye out for halos where dark and light meet and ghost effects where something moves between images. Shortcut: Use an HDR smart-phone app or built-in camera function like the iPhone’s.

  Text: Genny Fullerton
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  The waves at Santa Cruz Island roll shoreward in gentle sets of 3-foot swells. I wait until the tide is lowest and paddle hard, jabbing at a couple barnacle-encrusted rocks for balance on my way out of an SUV-size sea cave, one of 326 on the island’s cliff-riddled shore. Out on the open water, I steer my 12-foot sit-on-top kayak into a tiny inlet near Scorpion Rocks, pausing to watch a gang of California brown pelicans take flight. Two harbor seals surface and blink their bulging eyes. Neon-orange garibaldis dart through the seaweed below my boat. The weather is golden, and just yards away, the island appears so quiet and pristine with California buttercups in bloom, I have a hard time imagining that this place was ever anything but a perfectly preserved haven.

  But Santa Cruz Island, located 19 miles off the Southern California coast, wasn’t always so achingly gorgeous. In fact, it used to be a pigsty. Literally. Thousands of feral pigs, brought here first as livestock in the 1800s, rooted through the soil, feasting on native plants, leaving barren slopes vulnerable to invasive weeds. Golden eagles followed the pigs, which were easy pickings for the large raptors. Soon, the eagles began preying on island fox, a species living nowhere else in the world.

  By 2004, the pigs had all but decimated nine of the island’s twelve endemic plants, and the fox population, once in the thousands, had dipped below ninety. It looked like the pigs wouldn’t stop until they’d chowed right through this delicate ecosystem—an environment so unique that biologists often call it “America’s Galapagos.”

  In most places, it’s impossible for land managers to eradicate an invasive species completely, but on an island it’s feasible to hunt down every last one. Thanks to a joint effort between The Nature Conservancy and the National Park Service (which own 76 and 24 percent of the island, respectively), the pig looting was stopped in one of the biggest and fastest species eradication projects ever conducted. Between April 2005 and July 2006, gunners-for-hire killed 5,036 pigs. After more than a year of subsequent monitoring for stray swine, officials declared biological order restored in August 2007.

  I’m visiting Santa Cruz Island to explore a place biologists say is more pristine than at any time in the last 180 years. I came to observe a rare phenomenon: an ecosystem reborn.

  AFTER PADDLING BACK TO THE ANCHORAGE, I head to camp at eucalyptus-scented Scorpion Ranch and find only two of forty sites occupied. The camp is on the northeast corner of Santa Cruz, one of five isles in Channel Islands National Park. It’s day one on my journey, and the truth is I can’t help feeling a little piggish myself. Before the 7-mile paddle along the coast, my sea-kayaking guide, Andy Babcock, had wheeled a handcart full of falafel, pale ales, tuna steaks, and Peet’s coffee over to his favorite campsite. No sufferfest this weekend. Babcock stashed the grub into steel lockers near the site’s picnic table. He said the lockers were called “pig boxes” because the park service installed them to keep the porkers from ravaging campers’ supplies back when they had the run of the place.

  In the evening, we feast on the ferry-packed groceries, then turn in early to recharge for the next day. Come first light, I’ll walk 15 miles southeast to Del Norte Camp on the island’s isthmus. I’ll gain 1,200 feet, crossing the highest point on the national park side of the island and pass through ten different biomes. It’s a traverse, Babcock tells me, that’s rarely done. But it’s the best way to see the island’s rugged interior.

  Early the next day, just fifty steps down the Scorpion Canyon Trail, I spot two island foxes playing in a dry creekbed, and I pause to watch the cute, 4-pound predators pounce on grasshoppers in the morning sun. A quarter mile later, the route makes a sharp turn and I begin a steady climb, gaining 700 feet along grass-lined clay trails to a junction with an old ranch road and a barren, sepia-tone ridgeline. The views here are postcard perfect—bristly, green grass giving way to cliffs and a deep-blue ocean with islands that seem to hover above the whitecapped waves. About 4 bazillion Southern Californians live within eyesight on the mainland, but I won’t see a soul here all day. Santa Cruz is popular with dayhikers and paddlers, but walk a couple hours in any direction, as I’m doing, and you’ll be the only human.

  I cruise another 5 miles along Montañon Ridge, a craggy spine with patches of prickly pear and rooftop views into sandy coves. Campo Del Norte lies another 6 miles away in a small, shaded grove, and I’m starting to think of dinner and the flask of scotch in my pack. But after a confusing trail junction (mid-island paths tend to be overgrown due to the lack of regular hoof traffic), I’m jarred back into the moment by the sight of a decomposed pig. It’s hairy, the size of a Labrador, and must have had some serious dental problems.

  THE ORIGINS OF SANTA CRUZ’S ECO-RAMPAGE CAN BE TRACED BACK TO 1839, when Spanish diplomat Andres Castillero moved onto the island and subsequently built one of the biggest sheep ranches in California. Docile farm pigs, originally brought here for food, broke through their fence lines and escaped into the wild. Once on the loose, they became a menace—pretty much overnight. “Feral pigs are devastating,” Babcock tells me. “It only takes two years for them to turn from a fat, pink farm pig to fearless, longhaired animals with tusks that can pierce metal.”

  That a tame porker with a future no brighter than the glint from a butcher’s cleaver can go completely primal seems pretty inspiring in a weird way. I can be soft and pink myself from time to time, but I like to think I’d harden up if left to fend for myself, just like those rampaging pigs.

  That’s not to say I’d like to take on well-armed conservationists intent on restoring order. “We did triage on the island,” says Rachel Wolstenholme, when I meet her on my third day, at Prisoners Harbor, a 3.5-mile hike from Del Norte. Wolstenholme is the island restoration manager for The Nature Conservancy, and she’s accompanying me on a 4-mile out-and-back on the Pelican Bay Trail, from Prisoners to a pristine arc of white sand. (Wolstenholme left her post with The Nature Conservancy in 2009.)

  The path crosses Nature Conservancy land, and a group of volunteers who’d come to pull invasive weeds for the weekend wave hello as we pass. We cover the rolling terrain at a decent clip, dropping into steep drainages, climbing tight switchbacks, and finally rising onto a grassy plain where we head off-trail toward a carpet of yellow blooms. Wolstenholme graciously ignores my bad pig jokes on the way.

  The conservancy started its island overhaul in 2002. “We bred island foxes and bald eagles in captivity while trapping the golden eagles and transporting them to Northern California,” Wolstenholme explains. And they started getting rid of the pigs, too. Unlike the feral sheep that also once roamed here, the pigs couldn’t be trapped and shipped elsewhere. State regulations forbade it because of their potential to spread disease. So The Nature Conservancy hired a New Zealand company called ProHunt to “dispatch” the pigs, fencing the island into five sections and shooting them from helicopter and on foot. By the end of ProHunt’s work, there were enough dead pigs to feed an army.

  “There was a lot of bacon,” Wolstenholme says self-consciously. The carcasses fed hunters and other islanders, and The Nature Conservancy used some to feed bald eagle chicks. But most decomposed and were recycled into the ecosystem.

  With the pigs gone, native plants are springing back to life. The coreopsis bloom, the biggest in a century, is such a bright, electric yellow that you can see the biggest patches from the mainland. On top of that, Wolstenholme says bald eagles are nesting here for the first time in more than fifty years, and the island fox has rebounded, its population now top-ping 1,300. The island is in full rebirth; it just needed a little tough love.

  As I hike back to the pier to wait for the ferry, I recall something Babcock said when I first arrived. I’d asked him why there were so few visitors; the island seemed so empty. “No locals ever come out here,” he said. “They say there’s nothing out here. Well, yeah! That’s the point.”


  TRIP PLANNER

  SEASON Year-round

  PERMIT Required for overnight stay ($15 per party per night for Del Norte Campground); reserve at recreation.gov

  COMMERCIAL FERRY Island Packers; book a round-trip ferry ride from Ventura at islandpackers.com

  CONTACTS Channel Islands National Park; nps.gov/chis & The Nature Conservancy; nature.org



  I’d argue that there’s plenty out here. Miles of rugged shoreline, trails lacking only hikers, secluded campsites galore, and stunning island wildlife—there’s simply nothing that doesn’t belong.

  [image: chpt_fig_003] DO IT [image: chpt_fig_004]

  DISTANCE: 22.6 miles (out and back)

  TIME: 2 days

  DIFFICULTY: [image: chpt_fig_254]

  THE PAYOFF: Explore the rugged interior of Santa Cruz Island to secure ocean views and wildlife sightings.

  TRAILHEAD: Scorpion Anchorage (34.0499, -119.5563); a ferry will drop you off at the pier.

  [image: chpt_fig_005]

  MILES AND DIRECTIONS

  FROM SCORPION ANCHORAGE:

  1.Hike to the trailhead kiosk and head west.

  2.Continue on the Scorpion Canyon Trail (keep an eye peeled for island foxes frolicking in the underbrush) as it climbs out of the canyon to its terminus near mile 2.2.

  3.Head west on the Montanon Ridge Trail, which climbs to big views on its route to an intersection near mile 4.9.

  4.Stay straight on the Del Norte Trail, which passes short spurs to ocean views, en route to mile 10.3.

  5.Split north toward Del Norte Camp, .9 mile away.

  6.If you gain permission to enter Nature Conservancy land, visit Pelican Bay on a 10.2-mile out-and-back from camp before retracing your steps to Scorpion Anchorage.
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  A backpacker’s wonderful dilemma: where to go in the largest national park in the continental United States? If you follow the available beta, you’ll inevitably end up at the Racetrack, Telescope Peak, or Devil’s Golf Course, where visitors funnel every day. Those spots are worthy, sure, but why limit yourself in a park so full of raw wilderness? Instead, head into the trailless, maze-like Grapevine Mountains, a range that conceals more canyons than have names. At first, as you trudge across the sunbaked allu-vial fan between road and range, you may curse the decision to target this godforsaken nothingness. But soon, you’ll enter your own private slot canyon and realize that nothingness is exactly the point.


  TRIP PLANNER

  SEASON October to April

  PERMIT None

  CONTACT Death Valley National Park, www.nps.gov/deva
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  DISTANCE: 2-plus miles (out and back)

  TIME: 2 days

  DIFFICULTY: [image: chpt_fig_255]

  THE PAYOFF: Camp in an unnamed slot canyon, where exploration opportunities are endless.

  TRAILHEAD: Scotty’s Castle Road (36.8365, -117.2264); 26 miles north of the Stovepipe Wells Ranger Station off CA 190

  [image: chpt_fig_005]

  MILES AND DIRECTIONS

  FROM SCOTTY’S CASTLE ROAD:

  1.There are no rules here: Drive north along Scotty’s Castle Road from CA 190—paralleling the Grapevine Mountains—and park when you spy a canyon that looks inviting. The coordinates listed above set you up to venture into Red Wall Canyon, one of only a few named features here, though the unnamed wash east of 36.8908, -117.2739 is a fine alternative. Once you land on a starting point, head east through the desert and up rocky washes, picking a path of least resistance to the foot of the range, roughly 1 to 2 miles away from the road, depending on where you start. From there, head into the mountains as far as you like.

  2.Retrace your steps to the trailhead.

  [image: Trail Trailhead Hike Direction Camp]

  DON’T MISS THIS CAMPSITE: RED WALL CANYON (MILE 2.2)

  We’d be remiss to tell you where to go in this trackless desert wonderland, but the bend in the wash up Red Wall Canyon near 36.8616, -117.2018 is hard to beat. Crumbly redrock walls soar 600 feet overhead in spots, and the flat basecamp sets you up well to stage day missions into the heart of the mountains. But, no matter where you end up, pleasant nighttime temperatures and Death Valley’s legendary dark skies almost require camping without a tent.

  GEAR TIP: PACK IN WATER

  You won’t find any water here, so be sure to haul it in (one gallon per person per day in mild conditions). The approach from Scotty’s Castle Road isn’t long, but it will feel interminable on a hot day, so start early.
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  For backpackers, Alaska is the deep end of the pool. It’s a dazzling place that’s a little scary, a bit mysterious, and completely exhilarating in its magnitude. Grizzlies lurk there, winds howl through the jagged mountains, vast glaciers offer a humbling sense of scale. But you don’t need to take the plunge if you’re not ready. Instead, hang tight to the wall and visit the Beardslee Islands, just an easy, 20-minute paddle north of the visitor center at Glacier Bay. The grandeur of the setting—picture secluded beach campsites set between stranded icebergs in the shadow of snowcapped peaks—belies the fact that you don’t need a guide or, frankly, a lot of time to get there. Expect to see humpback whales, sea otters, bears, moose, and bald eagles. Among these private islands, solitude beckons—with adventure close behind.


  TRIP PLANNER

  SEASON May to September

  PERMIT Required for overnight stay (free); obtain from the Bartlett Cove Visitor Information Station

  COMMERCIAL FERRY While private vessels are permitted to dock in Glacier Bay, your best bet is to visit via the Alaska Marine Highway ferry system, a cruise ship, a tour vessel, or a jet service; visit the park website to find an itinerary that best suits your plans.

  CONTACT Glacier Bay National Park, www.nps.gov/glba



  [image: chpt_fig_003] DO IT [image: chpt_fig_004]

  DISTANCE: 4-plus miles (out and back)

  TIME: 2 days

  DIFFICULTY: [image: chpt_fig_254]

  THE PAYOFF: Inch into wild Alaska with an easy paddle to a private island in Glacier Bay.

  TRAILHEAD: Glacier Bay Lodge (58.4542, -135.8853); a ferry or plane will drop you off at the pier.

  [image: chpt_fig_005]

  MILES AND DIRECTIONS

  FROM GLACIER BAY LODGE:

  1.Launch your boat in Bartlett Cove and paddle around Lester Island to take your pick of private beaches among the Beardslees.

  2.Retrace your strokes to the put-in at Glacier Bay Lodge.

  [image: GLACIER BAY NATIONAL PARK Trail Trailhead Paddle Direction Camp]

  ALL THE EXTRAS


  DON’T MISS THIS CAMPSITE: BEARDSLEE ISLANDS (MILES 2 TO 6)

  Point your bow to the Beardslee Islands, where an absence of designated back-country campsites means you should let fate and whimsy dictate where you pull your boat ashore. Some fifty unoccupied islands cluster in the water here, so feel free to be selective; look for one with a grassy meadow above the beach ideal for tenting. Wherever you end up, set up as far back from the waterline as you can, and note that the tidal exchanges are massive here.

  GEAR TIP: RENT A BOAT

  Need to rent a boat? Glacier Bay Sea Kayaks (glacierbayseakayaks.com) in Gustavus rents kayaks for about $45 per day.

  KEEP YOUR EYES PEELED: FAUNA

  Scan for ripples on the water’s surface to spy sea lions, harbor seals, otters, porpoises, and humpback whales. The latter grow to be nearly 50 feet long, weighing well over 30 or 35 tons, and may be the most prized quarry for a wildlife lover in this park. Humpbacks spend spring, summer, and fall gorging themselves on small schooling fish in Glacier Bay.

  EXTRA CREDIT: ADD A HIKE

  You could spend the better part of a week paddling among the Beardslees and exploring the small islands on foot, but you won’t find any developed trails. To tack on a hike to your multisport adventure, budget time in Bartlett Cove, the launching point of the paddle. From there, explore a tidal lagoon on the 4-mile Bartlett River Trail or set aside a day for the 8-mile Bartlett Lake Trail, an unmaintained path that leads through temperate rainforest to a jade pool at the foot of the snow-capped Chilkat Range.




  [image: 04: Wet and Wild Waimanu Valley, Kohala Forest reserve, Hawaii]

  Photo: Randall Tate

  Nestled below 2,000-foot-tall ramparts shellacked in emerald ferns, tucked in a grove of palms fed by surging cascades on the edge of the Pacific, Waimanu Valley does a good job masquerading as a hiker’s Eden. It’s the sort of scenery that has the power to convert even the most nature-averse—if they ever got here. Separated from the nearest resort town by 40 miles and a steep 4WD road, even the trailhead does a decent job of keeping the crowds at bay. But beyond that, it’s just silly: Relentless ups and downs (including grades as steep as 40 degrees), a dozen gulches, and river crossings that creep up to chest high keep Waimanu Valley nothing more than a Google image search for all but the hardiest hikers.


  TRIP PLANNER

  SEASON Year-round

  PERMIT Required for overnight stay (free); obtain online at camping.ehawaii.gov

  CONTACT Division of Forestry and Wildlife, dlnr.hawaii.gov
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  DISTANCE: 18 miles (out and back)

  TIME: 2 days

  DIFFICULTY: [image: chpt_fig_254]

  THE PAYOFF: One of the most punishing approaches in the country means you have full license to get lazy in this little-visited oasis, with its perfect weather, trees laden with tropical fruit, and the Shangri-la of swimming holes.

  TRAILHEAD: Waipio Valley (20.1186, -155.5882); 8 miles west of Honokaa on Waipio Valley Road

  [image: chpt_fig_005]

  MILES AND DIRECTIONS

  FROM THE WAIPIO VALLEY:

  1.Descend the rugged Waipio Valley as far as your car can handle, then continue on foot to the Wailoa Stream.

  2.Pick up the Muliwai Trail, which switchbacks 7.6 miles up and over the gecko-green, waterfall-streaked valley before dropping down to the sometimes chest-high Waimanu Stream. (There’s an installed rope, which lets hikers move hand-over-hand through the deepest sections.)

  3.Cross and continue across the black-sand beach to find a perfect campsite.

  4.Retrace your steps to the trailhead.

  [image: KOHALA FOREST RESERVE WAIMANU ESTUARINE RESEARCH CENTER]

  ALL THE EXTRAS


  DON’T MISS THIS CAMPSITE: WAIMANU VALLEY (MILE 9)

  Negotiate your way across the beach to find a shaded sandbar nestled between the Pacific Ocean and a wild deserted valley, complete with densely vegetated cliffs and thousand-foot waterfalls. Pitch your tent—or sling a hammock—under the palms, then head down to the black-sand beach to play in the surf.

  KEEP YOUR EYES PEELED: RUINS

  A tsunami chased the area’s last inhabitants out in 1946. Wander upstream to explore what’s left of their village, then harvest hors d’oeuvres: Guavas, pear-like mountain apples, papayas, and avocados grow here.

  EXTRA CREDIT: ADD A HIKE

  Follow wild pig trails an hour upvalley to 1,000-foot Waiilikahi Falls, a two-drop cascade with a deep, sparkling pool, straight out of your favorite island fantasy.



  [image: Wild avocados]

  Photo: iStockphoto


  [image: 05: Warm Haven Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, California]

  Photo: Mitch Miller

  THE INSIDER

  Two guidebooks (Hiking in Anza-Borrego Desert, volumes one and two) weren’t enough to exhaust Robin Halford’s knowledge of the park: The volunteer hiking leader for the Anza-Borrego Desert Natural History Association and local gift shop owner is currently working on volume three.

  1. FLORA-FILLED DAYHIKE

  The wildflower blooms at Anza-Borrego are the stuff of legend, with hundreds of species lighting up the desert when conditions are just right (the best shows require the perfect combination of rainfall, temperature, and sunshine). “If it’s a good bloom in the spring, Hornblende Canyon can be just fantastic,” Halford says. To stroll among blossoms like apricot mallow, purple Canterbury bells, and orange apricot yarrow, hike the 3.8-mile loop up Hornblende, over a small saddle, and down Box Canyon in late winter or early spring. No flower explosion this year? No problem: In these canyons, iconic desert plants such as hedgehog cactus, barrel cactus, agave, and prickly pear are always a sure thing.

  2. BEST OVERNIGHT

  A lack of reliable water sources in the park makes backpacking in Anza-Borrego best for shorter trips, like the 10.4-mile overnight loop connecting Rockhouse and Butler Canyons in the Santa Rosa Mountains Recreation Area. Park where the road splits between the two canyons (4WD required; high-clearance 2WD cars can usually make it the first 7 miles, but you’ll have to walk the final mile to the trailhead). Head into Rockhouse, where you’ll have to scramble across several boulder fields to reach Hidden Spring, about 3.5 miles in. “It’s more of a seep,” Halford says, so pack in at least a gallon of water per person per day. Take a break here before backtracking roughly 100 feet from the spring to find an unsigned trail up to Jackass Flat, where you can scout a campsite on the wide bench (clear from flashflood danger). Next day, head through taller, narrower Butler Canyon to loop back to your car.

  3. WILDLIFE SPOTTING

  The park’s canyons and rocky mountain slopes provide a refuge for 800 to 900 endangered Peninsular Range bighorn sheep (as well as kit foxes, bobcats, mountain lions, jackrabbits

  4. CAR CAMP WITH A VIEW

  
  5. DESERT ESSENTIALS
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