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HIKING NEVADA




Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

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

We would love to hear 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 the following address: 64 S Main St., Essex, CT 06426.

Thanks for your input!




[image: ]

HIKING NEVADA

A GUIDE TO THE STATE’S GREATEST HIKING ADVENTURES

FOURTH EDITION

Bruce Grubbs

[image: ]



[image: ]

An imprint of The Globe Pequot Publishing Group, Inc.

64 South Main Street

Essex, CT 06426

www.globepequot.com

Falcon and FalconGuides are registered trademarks and Make Adventure Your Story is a trademark of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc..

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2025 The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc..

Maps by The Globe Pequot Publishing Group, Inc..

Photos by Bruce Grubbs unless otherwise noted.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available

ISBN 9781493075867 (paperback : alk. paper) | ISBN 9781493075874 (epub)

Printed in India

The author and The Globe Pequot Publishing Group, Inc., assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book.





[image: ]

The North Twin River Trail climbs over a spur to avoid an impassible section of the river canyon (Hike 35).
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Backlit quaking aspen below the cliffs.
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MEET YOUR GUIDE


Bruce Grubbs has a serious problem—he doesn’t know what he wants to do when he grows up. Meanwhile, he’s done such things as wildland firefighting, running a mountain shop, flying airplanes, shooting photos, and writing books. He’s a backcountry skier, climber, figure skater, mountain biker, amateur radio operator, river runner, and sea kayaker—but the thing that really floats his boat is hiking and backpacking. No matter what else he tries, the author always comes back to hiking—especially long, rough, cross-country trips in places like the Grand Canyon. Some people never learn. But what little he has learned, he’s willing to share with you—via his books, of course, but also via his websites, blogs, and whatever works. He has written more than three dozen books, most of them FalconGuides. You can check them out at BruceGrubbs.com.
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BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


The Silver State has a wild and diverse backcountry with a rich contrast between valley and mountain. Nevada offers not only desert salt flats shimmering in the sun but also cool mountain streams cascading down rocky slopes, shady redrock canyons, dramatic alpine peaks, young quaking aspen trees whispering in the wind, and gnarled ancient bristlecone pines silently enduring the millennia.

A Nevada hike can vary from an easy stroll on an interpretive nature trail to a strenuous multiday backpack trip. Hikes of both extremes as well as intermediate walks are represented here. This book is an invitation to escape from the human-made world and discover a world where nature still dominates and time runs on a far slower scale—a place where the foot traveler can feel at home.


Hiking in Nevada

This book contains a cross section of the hiking and backpacking available in Nevada. I’ve tried to include the widest possible variety of hiking, not only to benefit you, the reader, but also to publicize areas of the state in which hiking is threatened by noncompatible uses. Little-known and less-traveled hikes are represented, as well as more popular areas. Relevant natural and human history of the area is included with many of the hike descriptions. But no book can cover all the magnificent hiking to be found in Nevada, so you should regard this FalconGuide as a starting point for your own explorations of this varied and starkly beautiful region of the American West.



Geology and Geography

Nearly all of Nevada lies within the portion of the American West known as the Great Basin: a vast area that also includes parts of California, Oregon, Idaho, Wyoming, and Utah. Within the Great Basin all mountain drainage flows into closed valleys, or basins, and none of the creeks, rivers, and intermittent streams reach the sea. More than 160 parallel mountain ranges, all trending north–south, drain into some ninety valleys. The majority of these isolated mountains are in Nevada. While a few valleys do contain lakes, most are floored with salt pans (also known as playas), created when streams from the mountains evaporate, leaving behind a crust of white minerals.

Elevation in Nevada ranges from just 300 feet to more than 13,000 feet above sea level. The average elevation is approximately 5,500 feet. The lowest valleys and mountains are in the southern and western part of the state, with elevations increasing toward the north and east. The Snake Range is the loftiest mountain range in the state, culminating in the 13,063-foot glacier-carved summit of Wheeler Peak. The title of highest summit, however, is reserved for 13,140-foot Boundary Peak, an outlying summit of the 14,000-foot White Mountains, most of which are in California.

Millions of years ago during the formation of the North American continent, the area that is now Nevada was stretched from east to west by crustal forces. Numerous north-tending fractures, or faults, formed as the rocks broke under the strain. Some of the resulting blocks sank to form the valleys, while others rose to form the mountains. As the faulting continues to lower the basins and raise the mountains, erosion, mainly from water, is wearing down the mountains and filling the valleys. The topography we see today reflects the fact that the faulting is still active enough to keep the mountains from being worn down to a flat plain.

More recently, as these events go, a colder and wetter climate caused snow to accumulate in the higher ranges and form glaciers. The last of these glacial periods ended about 10,000 years ago, but it left its mark on the topography in the form of steep, glacially carved mountain peaks and classic U-shaped mountain valleys. As the climate warmed and the glaciers receded, the massive flow of meltwater collected in huge lakes rivaling the Great Lakes in size. In many parts of Nevada, the ancient shorelines of these lakes are clearly visible as wave-cut terraces along the lower mountain slopes.

During the cooler glacial climate, extensive forests covered the valleys and bordered the lakes, and much of Nevada’s landscape looked like the shores of present-day Lake Tahoe. As the last ice age gradually ended, the warming climate caused plants and animals to migrate up the mountainsides, following the upward movement of their preferred environment. Today, only the highest mountain elevations are forested, and the valleys are deserts. 
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Before You Hit the Trail 3 More creek-sized than river-sized, the South Twin River brings the musical sound of a mountain stream to itscanyon in the Toiyabe Range (Hike 36).





Natural History

Most wet weather reaches Nevada from the west and northwest, in the form of Pacific winter storms. Much of the moisture from these storms falls on the high Sierra Nevada and Cascade Mountains before reaching Nevada. Because of orographic lifting, the moisture that is left tends to fall on the mountains rather than the valleys. Annual precipitation, mostly in the form of snow, varies from 5 inches in the driest valleys to 18 inches in the higher eastern Nevada ranges. Temperatures range from -40 to 115 degrees Fahrenheit. The valleys and lower mountain ranges are too hot for enjoyable hiking in the summer, and the highest ranges are too cold in the winter. The best hiking seasons are spring and fall, but there is plenty of high-elevation mountain country to explore during the summer. Winter is the season to hike the southern and western deserts.

This great variation of climate within the state makes life interesting for the native plants and animals as well. Most plants and many animals are adapted to a limited range of temperature and moisture, and so different communities are found at various elevations in the valleys and mountains.

Valleys in central and western Nevada feature tough desert shrubs: shadscale, bud sage, greasewood, and saltbush. Lower valleys in southern Nevada are covered with creosote bush, mesquite, and the striking Joshua tree, while the higher valleys are dominated by sagebrush. This shrub-grassland covers nine-tenths of the state. The most common animal is the jackrabbit, but coyotes, gophers, red foxes, and western badgers may also be found. Antelope and wild horses favor the open valleys, while mule deer range from desert to mountain depending on the season. Generally the reptiles prefer the deserts; these include rattlesnakes as well as a variety of nonpoisonous snakes, such as king snakes, along with numerous varieties of lizards.

You’ll find forests along the crests of many of the mountain ranges, the mix of trees varying with elevation and location. Some of the valley animals can be found here as well, plus forest animals such as raccoons, porcupines, skunks, squirrels, and chipmunks. Along Nevada’s western border the trees of the nearby Sierra Nevada dominate, with ponderosa, Jeffrey, and sugar pines constituting the forest from about 5,500 to 7,500 feet. Above, red fir, western white pine, and lodgepole pine become common up to about 9,000 feet. A subalpine forest of whitebark pine, lodgepole pine, and mountain hemlock continues to timberline at about 10,500 feet. Above this elevation is arctic tundra.

The central and southwestern ranges have the unique Great Basin forest zones, with dwarf piñon pines and juniper trees between about 7,500 and 8,500 feet. Above and extending to about 10,000 feet are mainly shrubs such as mountain mahogany and sagebrush. The subalpine forest reaches 11,500 feet and consists of limber pine and bristlecone pine. The gnarled, tough bristlecones are the oldest living trees on earth, reaching more than 4,000 years.

Eastern Nevada ranges have a Rocky Mountain forest sequence, with the lowest zone being piñon-juniper, topped by ponderosa pine, then Douglas fir and white fir. The subalpine forest consists of subalpine fir, Engelmann spruce, limber pine, and bristlecone pine. Elk and bighorn sheep generally prefer the rugged mountain slopes to the desert valleys.

Throughout the state, mountain streams are bordered by aspen, alder, chokecherry, cottonwood, water birch, and willow. These locations are favored by beavers as well as many bird species. Rainbow trout have been introduced to many streams throughout the state. Surprisingly, waterfowl are common along the desert lakes and marshes, and the rarity of desert water makes this habitat all the more precious. 
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Phlox grows in a low mat above timberline.





Human History

Numerous archaeological sites scattered across Nevada are critical to understanding the story of early humans in this state. These sites are protected by federal and state law—if they are disturbed, whether by construction, off-road vehicles, vandals and pot hunters, or well-meaning hikers, another piece of the story is gone forever.

It’s generally believed that the first humans arrived in Nevada around 13,000 years ago, crossing from Siberia to Alaska via a land bridge exposed by the lower sea levels of the glacial period. New discoveries, however, suggest that humans may have arrived in North America much earlier. Whenever they appeared here, early people took advantage of the easy living provided by the great glacial lakes, catching fish as well as hunting the native American horse and camel. Others appeared to specialize in hunting mammoths. Most lived in caves or crude shelters, but toward the end of the prehistoric period, around AD 1000, a pueblo culture of well-organized communities developed. Some of these sites contained well over one hundred houses.

After about AD 1100 the more advanced communities were abandoned, for unknown reasons. Some of the people may have migrated elsewhere, and some probably became the ancestors of the tribes discovered by Europeans.

Four major Native American groups occupied Nevada, with the Southern Paiutes in southern Nevada probably being the first tribe encountered by Europeans. The Northern Paiutes occupied the western third of the state; the Western Shoshones, the eastern half. A smaller group, the Washoes, ranged along the eastern Sierra Nevada.

By the time Europeans arrived in Nevada, the climate had become drier and warmer, which made it more difficult for the natives to wrest a living from the land. Most of the Native Americans were hunter-gatherers, migrating constantly to take advantage of the seasons. Recreation time was most likely limited to harvest gatherings or communal hunts.

Probably the first European to enter Nevada was Father Francisco Garces, part of a larger Spanish expedition seeking a more direct route from Santa Fe to Monterrey, California, in 1776. But the Great Basin was still unnamed and largely unexplored when competition between British and American fur trappers heated up in 1826. Jedediah Smith led an expedition across the southern tip of Nevada to California, then crossed the central part of the state from west to east. Another trapper, Peter S. Ogden, entered northern Nevada in 1828 and worked his way south and east to Utah. Further explorations by Ogden opened up a route along the Humboldt River across the northern third of Nevada, a route later used by wagon trains of immigrants headed for the Pacific coast.

The earliest immigrants were trespassing on Mexican soil, but by 1850 Nevada was part of the American territory of Utah. Discovery of gold in California caused the tiny trickle of immigrants to become a flood. Most of the parties used the Humboldt River route, still a major travel corridor used by I-80 and the Union Pacific Railroad to cross Nevada.

Inevitably, trading posts sprang up along the immigrant trails, while others stayed behind to try their hand at ranching and mining. By 1860, when Nevada became a territory, significant deposits of gold and silver had been discovered in the Virginia City area—the Comstock Lode. This caused rapid population growth, and Nevada became a state just 4 years later, in 1864. In comparison, neighboring Arizona Territory did not become a state until 1912.

Ranching has probably been the most stable element of Nevada’s economy throughout the state’s history, and it is a way of life that is cherished by many of the state’s residents. Although there is no doubt that mineral exploration and extraction has contributed more to the state economy, the boom-and-bust cycle of mining has made life difficult for many Nevada communities over the decades.

Since the end of World War II, gambling, tourism, and retirement communities have supplanted mining as the major source of income. Las Vegas is now one of the fastest-growing cities in the nation, and many of the newcomers value Nevada’s backcountry not for its minerals or rangeland, but for itself. Many Nevadans and Americans from other states see the undeveloped portions of Nevada as precious areas to be protected and enjoyed in their natural state. The creation of Great Basin National Park, Nevada’s first national park, was initially opposed by locals but won support as it became obvious how much visiting tourists contribute to the state’s economy. 
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Colorful quaking aspen contrasting with the gray-green sage slopes.





Hiking Techniques and Ethics: LEAVE NOTHING BUT FOOTPRINTS

Although the Native Americans and the early explorers and settlers lived off the land out of necessity, the modern hiker and backpacker finds maximum freedom in being virtually independent of the land. Carrying food, shelter, and warmth in a reasonably light pack, the walker needs only water and a level place to sleep. This lightweight camping style means a camp can be established or broken in a matter of minutes rather than hours, leaving little trace of the hiker’s presence. The ability to “leave nothing but footprints” could hardly have come at a better time. The shrinking American wilderness is under increasing pressure as a steadily growing population discovers the joy and serenity to be found in the outdoors. In the 19th century a small population of miners easily destroyed much of Nevada’s mountain forests. Today those same mountains can provide recreation for a much larger population—if each person treats the countryside with respect.

While walking, stay on established human or animal trails if available, and avoid cutting switchbacks. Members of a large party traveling cross-country should spread out rather than creating a new trail by walking single-file. These practices minimize soil erosion. In the Great Basin the soil is often protected by a crusty surface composed of lichen and moss, which if undisturbed slows the processes of soil erosion.

Very few hikers deliberately litter, and much of what we see along the trail is accidental or the result of ignorance. Orange peels, for example, take a long time to decompose in the dry climate. Individual hikers can easily put an end to the litter problem by packing out a bit of someone else’s litter at the end of each hike.

When making camp, look for sites that are “hard,” such as sand, gravel, or hard dirt. With good sleeping pads, even solid rock slabs make comfortable campsites. Soft campsites, such as meadow grass or pine needles, recover slowly in this arid climate, and must be used with great care to avoid destroying the ground cover. Rather than constructing a level bed or tent site, look for a natural one. Avoid having to dig drainage ditches by choosing a slightly elevated or sloping site where rainwater will run away from your shelter. In heavily used areas, use an existing campsite rather than starting a new one. One of the major reasons people avoid used campsites is the litter and campfire rings left by old-style “heavy” campers. If time and load permit, clean up a messy campsite and leave a pleasant surprise for the next party. Ashes can be buried, blackened rocks scattered, and trash packed out if loads are light.

Although many hikers enjoy the freedom and relaxation of cooking meals on a backpacker’s stove, for others a campfire is an essential part of the experience. In some situations campfires should not be built, such as in heavily used areas, near timberline where wood is scarce, and where prohibited by regulation. Never burn bristlecone pine or any other wood found near timberline—this wood may be thousands of years old, and even small pieces can yield climate data and other critical scientific information. In summer the fire danger may be extreme, and no fire should ever be built on a windy day. In places where it is reasonable to have a campfire, use an established campfire ring if at all possible. Otherwise look for a site in gravel, sand, or bare soil. Then dig a shallow pit, heaping the dirt around the edges to form a wind- and fire-break. Do not use stones, which become permanently blackened and may explode from the heat of the fire. Collect deadwood from the ground, or from the lower parts of trees by breaking it off by hand—never use an ax or a saw. Keep your fire small, both to avoid using large amounts of wood and to keep the amount of ashes small
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