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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

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

 We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

FalconGuides

Reader Response/Editorial Department

64 South Main Street

Essex, CT 06426

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction

A lot has changed in the ten years since I researched the last edition of this little guidebook. Here in California we’ve done wildfire and pandemic, and both made us realize how much we cherish Lake Tahoe—and how badly we need it. Tahoe and other wild places—places where we walk, climb, swim, listen to birdcall, feel the wind lift our hair, watch the sun rise and set over forested ridgelines—are key to our collective well-being. They reaffirm our connection to the natural world, inspire us to protect wild places from development and exploitation, and backstop our health and the health of the planet.

The good news is, despite the upheavals of the past decade, some things haven’t changed. Tahoe is as beautiful as ever. The trails remain sublime. The 2021 Caldor Fire skimmed the edges, but for the most part woodlands in the Tahoe basin remain unscathed by wildland blazes, and the burn scar itself offers hikers the opportunity to witness recovery after fire. In terms of best easy day hiking, where you can spend the morning on the trail and the afternoon on the beach sipping a cool beverage, the deep blue heart of the Sierra remains a premier destination for the outdoorsy.

What’s changed is the number of people visiting Lake Tahoe. The COVID-19 pandemic was a major impetus. If there was a silver lining to those horrific years, it was that when we couldn’t connect with each other in restaurants or bars or at family gatherings, we connected in nature—and reconnected with nature. But as we rediscovered the value of open space, open water, and trails, we also swamped them.

Lake Tahoe was—and remains—an epicenter of that renewed passion. Particularly on summer weekends, highways leading to the lake are clogged with cars, roadways circling the lake are gridlocked, beaches are packed, and the more popular trails are inundated. Unfortunately, some Tahoe lovers behave badly. Loving a place to death has become a real danger in this precious part of John Muir’s “Range of Light.”

To protect everything we love about Lake Tahoe, and especially the trails linking its woodlands, meadows, beaches, and ridgetops, we must take more care than ever to leave no trace. The footpaths described in this guidebook belong to all of us—and thankfully, there are enough for all of us, provided we continue our efforts to preserve more open spaces for this purpose. Stewardship in all its forms, from supporting organizations that conserve wildlands to picking up someone else’s trash on the trail, is key to ensuring Tahoe remains a treasure.

Best easy day hikes remain a mainstay of exploring the landscape around Lake Tahoe. A well-maintained treadway; 6 miles or less round-trip; great views and maybe a summit or a waterfall along the way; and time to get back to the car, the beach, or the coffee shop before the sun sets . . . there’s no better way to spend a day in the Lake Tahoe area. Adventurer, wanderer, seeker, romantic, student, environmentalist, lazy slug who wants no more than a warm slab of granite on which to recline—Tahoe has a trail for you.

Selecting the “best” day hikes remains a pleasant conundrum—the options are numerous, and there’s not a dud in the bunch. The thirty easy day hikes described in this edition include favorites that never lose their appeal, a new addition, and brief reprises of trails that didn’t make the cut for lack of space. The trick has been to pick hikes that satisfy the intrepid visitor and curious resident alike. These hikes range from wheelchair-accessible interpretive paths to mildly taxing treks to high-altitude viewpoints. Some routes are ideal for adventure, some for contemplation, some for a Sunday afternoon outing with the family, and others for winding down on a summer evening after a hard day’s work.

I hope this labor of love inspires you to hike farther and more often. I hope it inspires you to do what you can to preserve the precious resource that is Lake Tahoe. I hope it guides you to good times with good friends in one of the best places on Earth.




Tahoe in Brief

People have been drawn to the Lake Tahoe basin for thousands of years. The Washoe traveled up from the lowlands surrounding what is now Reno to fish, hunt, and harvest summer’s highland bounty. With the discovery of gold and silver in the mid-1800s, trails once passable only in summer became year-round routes traveled by forty-niners and the entrepreneurs—shopkeepers, tavern owners, bakers, ranchers—who followed them. Miners’ cabins, flumes, and other remnants of California’s gold rush and Nevada’s silver rush can be found along trails throughout the Lake Tahoe basin.

Once the booms went bust, the wildland lovers moved in—renowned wilderness advocates such as John Muir and others—and the frontier trails became paths enjoyed by tourists. Resorts sprang up around the lake, enabling visitors to explore the backcountry and then retire to sprawling estates with superlative views. Trails in this guide lead to several of these resorts, the most spectacular being Vikingsholm on the shores of Emerald Bay.

These days, vacationers from San Francisco, Sacramento, Reno, and farther afield travel to Tahoe for lakeside holidays year-round, and a lucky few get to call the blue heart of the Sierra home. Tourist or townie, invariably they opt outside. Invariably they want to take a hike. The popularity of the trail systems lacing the woods and parks in and surrounding the Tahoe basin can lead to congestion, both on the trail and at the trailheads. Some advice for navigating the crowds and minimizing impacts:


	Trailhead parking lots fill quickly, especially on weekends. If designated parking is full and you opt to park roadside, please ensure that your vehicle is parked legally, doesn’t impede traffic, and doesn’t crush natural resources, including native grasses and wildflowers.

	Have a Plan B (and a Plan C) in the event you can’t easily access your target trail. That may mean opting for another route (there are plenty to choose from) or returning at another time.

	Consider using public transportation to reach trailheads. For Truckee and on the North and West Shores, check out Tahoe Truckee Area Regional Transit (TART: tahoetruckeetransit.com). For South Lake Tahoe and South and East Shore destinations, check out the Tahoe Transportation District (tahoetransportation.org).

	If you pack it in, pack it out. Ensure that the natural beauty of the Lake Tahoe basin and the surrounding wildlands remain unblemished for the next hiker, and that wildlife, including bears, do not have an opportunity to associate humans with tasty treats. Your apple core may be biodegradable, so you may think it’s not trash, but it is. Eat it or take it home.

	Be courteous to your fellow trail user. Stay to the right, travel single file on singletrack routes, and yield to hikers traveling uphill.

	Cell service is generally good along the lakeshore, but it becomes sketchy the farther you travel into valleys or the higher you climb. Route-finding for these trails is generally easy. If you plan to rely on your phone for navigation, be sure the battery is fully charged and carry a paper map or guidebook just in case.

	Cyclists yield to hikers on trails, but that doesn’t always happen. The advent of e-bikes adds speed to the equation. Be aware of, and courteous to, your fellow trail users, especially on paved multiuse trailways and trails accessible to people with disabilities.




The Nature of Tahoe

Tahoe’s trails range from rugged and mountainous to flat and paved. Hikes in this guide cover the gamut. While by definition a best easy day hike poses little danger to the traveler, knowing a few details about the nature of the Lake Tahoe region will enhance your explorations.

Lake Tahoe, at 6,224 feet, sits square in the montane zone. Lower down in this zone, the forests are dominated by fragrant Jeffrey and ponderosa pines, and meadows fill with blossoms in early summer. Higher up, lodgepole pine and red fir flourish. Most routes in this guide are in the montane zone, but a few brush the ecotone with the subalpine zone, where whitebark pine and mountain hemlock dominate, perhaps stunted by heavy winter snows. The subalpine zone begins near 9,000 feet and reaches to tree line.

Take altitude into consideration when hiking at Lake Tahoe, particularly if you come from sea level. Altitude sickness is a possibility. If you or a member of your hiking party experiences any symptoms of this illness, including headache, nausea, or unusual fatigue, immediately descend to a lower altitude and seek medical attention.

The hiking season around Lake Tahoe generally stretches from the first of May to the end of October, with trails at lower elevations melting off in spring before those at higher elevations. The opening of any particular trail depends on the depth of winter’s snow and the speed of snowmelt. Snowshoe hikers and cross-country skiers can travel into areas traversed by these trails during winter, weather and backcountry skill sets permitting.

Afternoon thunderstorms are fairly common in the summer months and taper off as the hiking season winds down. Hikers should be prepared for changeable weather—rain, cold, snow, or heat—by wearing layers and packing waterproof gear. If a thunderhead looms and you are traversing open landscapes, retreat to lower altitude and shelter as quickly as possible.

Black bears are common around Lake Tahoe, and have become bolder in their interactions with humans over the years. They have come to associate food with people and are notorious for breaking into cars and homes in search of the next meal. It is imperative, for the sake of the bears and for human safety, that we do everything we can to keep bears wild, including being diligent about properly disposing of garbage, not leaving food in vehicles, and securing homes.

It’s also critical that hikers understand how best to handle an encounter with a bear on the trail. Do not run; running may trigger a bear’s prey response. Stand still and make noise, and the bear will most likely run away. Avoid coming between a mama bear and her cubs—if you see cubs, leave the area immediately. If a bear bluff charges, stand your ground. If a bear attacks, fight back.



Support Tahoe-Truckee Trails

Whether around Lake Tahoe or in your hometown, consider giving generously of your time and dollars to support the creation of new open-space parks and other wildland preservation efforts. To learn more about trails and parklands around Lake Tahoe and neighboring communities, or to support trail building and maintenance, contact any of the organizations listed below:


	Tahoe Rim Trail Association: (775) 298-4485; tahoerimtrail.org

	Sierra State Parks Foundation: (530) 553-1253; sierrastateparks.org

	Truckee Trails Foundation: (530) 587-8214; truckeetrails.org

	USDA Forest Service Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit: (530) 543-2600; www.fs.usda.gov/ltbmu
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