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Hiking Joshua Tree National Park contains detailed information about 38 of the best day hikes
and extended backpacking trips in Los Angeles' closest national park. Supplemented with GPS-
compatible maps, mile-by-mile directional cues, rich narratives, and beautiful photographs, this
is the only book you'll need for this land of enchanting granite rock formations and, of course, the
enchanting symbols of the park, the Joshua trees.



Hiking Joshua Tree National Park

Help Us Keep This Guide Up to DateEvery effort has been made by the authors 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:Globe PequotReader Response/Editorial Department246 Goose
LaneGuilford, CT 06437Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.comThanks for your input, and
happy trails!
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IntroductionThe California desert covers the southeastern quarter of our most populous and
most ecologically diverse state. Incredibly, three of the four desert subregions that make up most
of the arid southwest corner of North America are found within the California desert. These
subregions—the Colorado (called the Sonoran in Mexico), Mojave, and Great Basin Deserts—
differ by climate and distinct plant and animal communities.The geographer’s definition of a
desert as a place with less than 10 inches average annual rainfall says little about what a desert
really is. Deserts are regions of irregular and minimal rainfall, so much so that for most of the
time, scarcity of water is limiting to life. Averages mean nothing in a desert region that may go
one or two years without any rain only to receive up to three times the annual average the
following year.In the desert, evaporation far exceeds precipitation. Temperatures swing widely



between night and day. This is because low humidity and intense sun heat up the ground during
the day, but almost all of the heat dissipates at night. Daily temperature changes of 50 degrees
or more are common—which can be hazardous to unprepared hikers caught out after
dark.Sparse rainfall means sparse vegetation, which in turn means naked geological features.
Most of the California desert is crisscrossed with mountain ranges, imparting an exposed, rough-
hewn, scenic character to the landscape. Rather than having been uplifted, the mountains were
largely formed by an east-west collision of the earth’s tectonic plates, producing a north-south
orientation of the ranges. Some would call the result stark, but all would agree that these
signatures on the land are dramatic and, at times, overpowering. This very starkness tends to
exaggerate the drama of space, color, relief, and sheer ruggedness.Despite sparse plant cover,
the number of individual plant species in the California desert is amazing. At least 1,000 species
are spread among 103 vascular plant families. Equally amazing is the diversity of bird life and
other wildlife on this deceptively barren land. Many of these birds and animals are active only at
night, or are most likely seen during the hotter months at or near watering holes. Hundreds of
bird species and more than sixty kinds of reptiles and amphibians fly, nest, crawl, and slither in
habitat niches to which they have adapted. Desert bighorn sheep and the rare mountain lion are
at the top of the charismatic mega-fauna list, but at least sixty other species of mammals make
the desert their home—from kit foxes on the valley floors to squirrels on the highest mountain
crests. The best way to observe these desert denizens is on foot, far from the madding crowd, in
the peace and solitude of desert wilderness.Joshua Tree National Park is in the transition zone
between the Colorado and Mojave Deserts, accounting for much of its rich diversity of plant and
animal life. The Mojave Desert is the smallest of the four North American deserts and lies mostly
in southeastern California. Elevations range from below sea level to around 4,000 feet, with
average elevations of 3,000 feet in the rugged eastern portion. Summer temperatures usually
exceed 100 degrees, but winter can bring bitter cold, with temperatures sometimes dropping
near zero in valleys where dense, frigid air settles at night. Plant cover is typified by Joshua
trees, creosote bushes, white bursage, and indigo bushes.Joshua Tree is included within the
Colorado and Mojave Desert Biosphere Reserve, which was internationally designated in 1984.
There are more than 265 biosphere reserves worldwide that protect lands within each of the
earth’s biogeographic regions. The parks are within the core of the biosphere reserve, where
human impact is kept to a minimum. The core is surrounded by a multiple-use area where
sustainable development is the guiding principle.Joshua Tree and other desert parks receive
many international visitors who are drawn to the desert because there is no desert in their
homeland. Many come during the peak of summer to experience the desert at its hottest.
Regardless of whether the visitor is from Europe, a nearby California town, or someplace across
the nation, the endlessly varied desert offers something for everyone. Unlike snowbound
northern regions, the California desert is a year-round hiker’s paradise. There is no better place
in which to actually see the raw, exposed forces of land-shaping geology at work. Those
interested in history and paleoarchaeology will have a field day. And the list goes on. This book



is designed to enhance the enjoyment of all who wish to sample the richness of Joshua Tree
National Park on their own terms. Travel is best done on foot, with distance and destination being
far less important than the experience of getting there.The Meaning and Value of
WildernessVisitors to Joshua Tree and other desert wildlands should appreciate the meaning
and values of wilderness, if for no other reason than to better enjoy their visits with less impact
on the wildland values that attracted them in the first place. Nearly 14 percent of California
(almost fourteen million acres) is designated federal wilderness, making the Golden State the
premier wilderness state in the continental United States. The California Desert Protection Act of
1994 doubled the wilderness acreage in the state and tripled the amount of wilderness under
National Park Service jurisdiction, increasing from two million to six million acres.Those who
know and love wild country have their own personal definition of wilderness, heartfelt and often
unexpressed, which varies with each person. But since Congress reserved to itself the exclusive
power to designate wilderness in the monumental Wilderness Act of 1964, it is important that we
also understand the legal meaning of “wilderness.”The most fundamental purpose of the
Wilderness Act is to provide an enduring resource of wilderness for this and future generations
so that a growing, increasingly mechanized human population does not occupy and modify
every last wild niche. Just as important as preserving the land is the preservation of natural
processes, such as naturally ignited fire, erosion, landslides, and other forces that shape the
land. Before 1964 the uncertain whim of administrative fiat was all that protected wilderness.
During the 1930s the “commanding general” of the wilderness battle, Wilderness Society
cofounder Bob Marshall, described wilderness as a “snowbank melting on a hot June day.” In the
desert the analogy might be closer to a sand dune shrinking on a windy day. Declassification of
much of Joshua Tree National Monument prior to its present park status certainly illustrates lack
of permanency for land lacking statutory protection.The act defines wilderness as undeveloped
federal lands “where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man is
a visitor who does not remain.” In old English the word “trammel” means a net, so “untrammeled”
conveys the idea of land that is unnetted or uncontrolled by humans. Congress recognized that
no land is completely free of human influence, going on to say that wilderness must “generally
appear to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work
substantially unnoticeable.” Further, a “wilderness” must have outstanding opportunities for
solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation, and be at least 5,000 acres in size or large
enough to preserve and use in an unimpaired condition. Also, wilderness may contain
ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value. The
Joshua Tree National Park wilderness described in this book meets and easily exceeds these
legal requirements. Any lingering doubts are removed by the distant music of a coyote beneath a
star-studded desert sky, or by a green oasis in a remote canyon.In general, wilderness
designation protects the land from development such as roads, buildings, motorized vehicles,
and equipment, and from commercial uses except preexisting livestock grazing, outfitting, and
the development of mining claims and leases validated before the 1984 cutoff date in the federal



Wilderness Act. The act set up the National Wilderness System and empowered three federal
agencies to administer wilderness: the Forest Service, the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the
National Park Service. The Bureau of Land Management was added to the list with passage of
the 1976 Federal Land Policy and Management Act. These agencies can and do make
wilderness recommendations, as any citizen can, but only Congress can set aside wilderness
on federal lands. This is where politics enters in, epitomizing the kind of grassroots democracy
that eventually brought about passage of the landmark California Desert Protection Act. The
formula for wilderness conservationists has been and continues to be “endless pressure
endlessly applied.”But once designated, the unending job of wilderness stewardship is just
beginning. The managing agencies have a special responsibility to administer wilderness in
“such manner as will leave them (wilderness areas) unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as
wilderness.” Unimpairment of wilderness over time can only be achieved through partnership
between concerned citizens and the agencies.Wilderness is the only truly biocentric use of land.
It is off-limits to intensive human uses with an objective of preserving the diversity of nonhuman
life, which is richly endowed in the California desert. As such, its preservation is our society’s
highest act of humility. This is where we deliberately slow down our impulse to drill the last barrel
of oil, mine the last vein of ore, or build a parking lot on top of the last wild peak. The desert
wilderness explorer can take genuine pride in reaching a remote summit under his or her power,
traversing a narrow serpentine canyon, or walking across the uncluttered expanse of a vast
desert basin. Hiking boots and self-reliance replace motorized equipment and push-button
convenience, allowing us to find something in ourselves we feared lost.Have Fun and Be
SafeWandering in the desert has a reputation of being a dangerous activity, thanks to both the
Bible and Hollywood. Usually depicted as a wasteland, the desert evokes fear. With proper
planning, however, desert hiking is not hazardous. In fact, it is fun and exciting and is quite
safe.An enjoyable desert outing requires preparation. Beginning with this book, along with the
maps suggested in the hike write-ups, you need to be equipped with adequate knowledge about
your hiking area. Carry good maps and a compass, and know how to use them.Calculating the
time required for a hike in the desert defies any formula. Terrain is often rough; extensive detours
around boulders, dry falls, and drop-offs mean longer trips. Straight-line distance is an illusion.
Sun, heat, and wind likewise all conspire to slow down even the speediest hiker. Therefore,
distances are not what they appear in the desert. Five desert miles may take longer than 10
woodland miles. Plan your excursion conservatively, and always carry emergency items in your
pack (see appendix B).While you consult the equipment list (appendix B), note that water ranks
the highest. Carrying the water is not enough—take the time to stop and drink it. This is another
reason desert hikes take longer. Frequent water breaks are mandatory. It’s best to return from
your hike with empty water bottles. You can cut down on loss of bodily moisture by hiking with
your mouth closed and breathing through your nose; reduce thirst also by avoiding sweets and
alcohol.Driving to and from the trailhead is statistically far more dangerous than hiking in the
desert backcountry. But being far from the nearest 911 service requires knowledge about



possible hazards and proper precautions to avoid them. It is not an oxymoron to have fun and to
be safe. Quite to the contrary: If you’re not safe, you won’t have fun. At the risk of creating
excessive paranoia, here are the treacherous twelve:DehydrationIt cannot be overemphasized
that plenty of water is necessary for desert hiking. Carry one gallon per person per day in
unbreakable plastic screw-top containers. And pause often to drink it. Carry water in your car as
well so you’ll have water to return to. As a general rule, plain water is a better thirst-quencher
than any of the colored fluids on the market, which usually generate greater thirst. It is very
important to maintain proper electrolyte balance by eating small quantities of nutritional foods
throughout the day, even if you feel you don’t have an appetite.Changeable WeatherThe desert
is well known for sudden changes in the weather. The temperature can change 50 degrees in
less than an hour. Prepare yourself with extra food and clothing, rain/wind gear, and a flashlight.
When leaving on a trip, let someone know your exact route, especially if traveling solo, and your
estimated time of return; don’t forget to let them know when you get back. Register your route at
the closest park office or backcountry board, especially for longer hikes that involve cross-
country travel.Hypothermia/HyperthermiaAbrupt chilling is as much a danger in the desert as
heat stroke. Storms and/or nightfall can cause desert temperatures to plunge. Wear layers of
clothes, adding or subtracting depending on conditions, to avoid overheating or chilling. At the
other extreme, you need to protect yourself from sun and wind with proper clothing. The broad-
brimmed hat is mandatory equipment for the desert traveler. Even in the cool days of winter, a
delightful time in the desert, the sun’s rays are intense.VegetationYou quickly will learn not to
come in contact with certain desert vegetation. Catclaw, Spanish bayonet, and cacti are just a
few of the botanical hazards that will get your attention if you become complacent. Carry
tweezers to extract cactus spines. Wear long pants if traveling off-trail or in a brushy area. Many
folks carry a hair comb to assist with removal of cholla balls.Rattlesnakes, Scorpions,
TarantulasThese desert “creepy crawlies” are easily terrified by unexpected human visitors, and
they react predictably to being frightened. Do not sit or put your hands in dark places you can’t
see, especially during the warmer “snake season” months. Carry and know how to use your
snakebite-venom-extractor kit for emergencies when help is far away. In the event of a snakebite,
seek medical assistance as quickly as possible. Keep tents zipped and always shake out boots,
packs, and clothes before putting them on.Mountain LionsThe California desert is mountain-lion
country. Avoid hiking at night, when lions are often hunting. Instruct your children on appropriate
behavior when confronted with a lion. Do not run. Keep children in sight while hiking; stay close
to them in areas where lions might hide.Mine HazardsThe California desert contains thousands
of deserted mines. All of them should be considered hazardous. Stay away from all mines and
mine structures. The vast majority of these mines have not been secured or even posted. Keep
an eye on young or adventuresome members of your group.Hanta VirusIn addition to the mines,
there are often deserted buildings around the mine sites. Hanta virus is a deadly disease carried
by deer mice in the Southwest. Any enclosed area increases the chances of breathing the
airborne particles that carry this life-threatening virus. As a precaution, do not enter deserted



buildings.Flash FloodsDesert washes and canyons can become traps for unwary visitors when
rainstorms hit the desert. Keep a watchful eye on the sky. Never camp in flash-flood areas.
Check at a ranger station on regional weather conditions before embarking on your backcountry
expedition. A storm anywhere upstream in a drainage can result in a sudden torrent in a lower
canyon. Do not cross a flooded wash. Both the depth and the current can be deceiving; wait for
the flood to recede, which usually does not take long.LightningBe aware of lightning, especially
during summer storms. Stay off ridges and peaks. Shallow overhangs and gullies should also be
avoided because electrical current often moves at ground level near a lightning strike.Unstable
Rocky SlopesDesert canyons and mountainsides often consist of crumbly or fragmented rock.
Mountain sheep are better adapted to this terrain than us bipeds. Use caution when climbing;
the downward journey is usually the more hazardous. Smooth rock faces such as in slickrock
canyons are equally dangerous, especially when you’ve got sand on the soles of your boots. On
those rare occasions when they are wet, the rocks are slicker than ice.GiardiaAny surface water,
with the possible exception of springs where they flow out of the ground, is apt to contain Giardia
lamblia, a microorganism that causes severe diarrhea. Boil water for at least five minutes or use
a filter system. Iodine drops are not effective in killing this pesky parasite.Zero-Impact Desert
EtiquetteThe desert environment is fragile; damage lasts for decades—even centuries. Desert
courtesy requires us to leave no evidence that we were ever there. This ethic means no grafitti or
defoliation at one end of the spectrum, and no unnecessary footprints on delicate vegetation on
the other. Here are seven general guidelines for desert wilderness behavior:Avoid making new
trails. If hiking cross-country, stay on one set of footprints when traveling in a group. Try to make
your route invisible. Desert vegetation grows very slowly. Its destruction leads to wind and water
erosion and irreparable harm to the desert. Darker crusty soil that crumbles easily indicates
cryptogamic soils, which are a living blend of tightly bonded mosses, lichens, and bacteria. This
dark crust prevents wind and water erosion and protects seeds that fall into the soil. Walking can
destroy this fragile layer. Take special care to avoid stepping on cryptogamic soil.Keep noise
down. Desert wilderness means quiet and solitude, for the animal life as well as other human
visitors.Leave your pets at home. Check with park authorities before including your dog in the
group. Share other experiences with your best friend, not the desert.Pack it in/pack it out. This is
more true in the desert than anywhere else. Desert winds spread debris, and desert air
preserves it. Always carry a trash bag, both for your trash and for any that you encounter. If you
must smoke, pick up your butts and bag them. Bag and carry out toilet paper (it doesn’t
deteriorate in the desert) and feminine hygiene products.Never camp near water. Most desert
animals are nocturnal, and most, like the bighorn sheep, are exceptionally shy. The presence of
humans is very disturbing, so camping near their water source means they will go without water.
Camp in already-used sites if possible to reduce further damage. If none is available, camp on
ground that is already bare. And use a camp stove. Ground fires are forbidden in most desert
parks; gathering wood is also not permitted. Leave your campsite as you found it. Better yet,
improve it by picking up litter, cleaning out fire rings, or scattering ashes of any inconsiderate



predecessors. Remember that artifacts fifty years old or older are protected by federal law and
must not be moved or removed.Treat human waste properly. Bury human waste 4 inches deep
and at least 200 feet from water and trails. Pack out toilet paper and feminine hygiene products;
they do not decompose in the arid desert. Do not burn toilet paper; many wildfires have been
started this way.Respect wildlife. Living in the desert is hard enough without being harassed by
human intruders. Remember this is the only home these animals have. They treasure their
privacy. Be respectful and use binoculars for long-distance viewing. Especially important: Do not
molest the rare desert water sources by playing or bathing in them.Beyond these guidelines,
refer to the park’s regulations for specific rules governing backcountry usage. Enjoy the beauty
and solitude of the desert, and leave it for others to enjoy.How to Use This BookThis guide is the
source book for those who wish to experience on foot the very best hikes and backcountry trips
the vast and varied Joshua Tree desert has to offer. Hikers are given many choices from which
they can pick and choose, depending on their wishes and abilities.The maps in this book that
depict a detailed close-up of an area use elevation tints, called hypsometry, to portray relief.
Each gray tone represents a range of equal elevation, as shown in the scale key with the map.
These maps will give you a good idea of elevation gain and loss. The darker tones are lower
elevations and the lighter grays are higher elevations. The lighter the tone, the higher the
elevation. Narrow bands of different gray tones spaced closely together indicate steep terrain,
whereas wider bands indicate areas of more gradual slope.Maps that show larger geographic
areas use shaded, or shadow, relief. Shadow relief does not represent elevation; it demonstrates
slope or relative steepness. This gives an almost 3-D perspective of the physiography of a
region and will help you see where ranges and valleys are.Begin by referring to the hike locator
map on page 12, along with the “Hikes at a Glance” matrix, for a quick overview of all of the
hikes presented for the park. After making your selections, turn to the specific hike descriptions
for added detail. Each hike is numbered and named and begins with a general description. This
overview briefly describes the type of hike and highlights the destination and key features.The
“start” is the approximate road distance from a nearby town or park visitor center to the trailhead.
The idea is to give you a mental picture of where the hike is in relation to your prospective
travels.Hike “distance” is given in total miles for the described route. The mileage is in one
direction for a loop, in which you return to the place where you started without retracing your
steps, or for a one-way hike, in which you begin at one trailhead and end at another, requiring
two vehicles, a shuttle bus, or another driver to pick you up or deposit you at either end. Round-
trip mileage is provided for an out-and-back hike, in which you return to the trailhead the same
way you came. A lollipop loop combines a stretch of out-and-back with a loop at one end.
Mileages were calculated in the field and double-checked as accurately as possible with the
most detailed topographic maps.“Approximate hiking time” provides a best guess as to how long
it will take the average hiker to complete the route. Always add more time for further exploration
or for contemplation.The “difficulty” rating is necessarily subjective, but it is based on the
authors’ extensive backcountry experience with folks of all ages and abilities. Easy hikes present



no difficulty to hikers of all abilities. Moderate hikes are challenging to inexperienced hikers and
might tax even experienced hikers. Strenuous hikes are extremely difficult and challenging, even
for the most-seasoned hikers. Distance, elevation gain and loss, trail condition, and terrain were
considered in assigning the difficulty rating. There are, of course, many variables. The easiest
hike can be sheer torture if you run out of water in extreme heat—a definite no-no.“Trail surfaces”
are evaluated based on well-defined trail standards. Dirt trails have no obstructions and are easy
to follow. Rocky trails may be partially blocked by slides, rocks, or debris but are generally
obvious and easy to find. Primitive trails are faint, rough, and rocky and may have disappeared
completely in places. In the desert some of the best hiking takes place on old four-wheel-drive
mining roads that are now closed to vehicular use because of wilderness designation or to
protect key values, such as wildlife watering holes. Many of the desert hikes are off-trail in
washes, canyons, ridges, and fans. “Use trails” may form a segment of the route. A use trail is
simply an informal, unconstructed path created solely by the passage of hikers.The best
“season” is based largely on the moderate-temperature months for the particular hike and is
greatly influenced by elevation. Additional consideration is given to seasonal road access at
higher altitudes. The range of months given is not necessarily the best time for wildflowers,
which is highly localized and dependent on elevation and rainfall. Nor is it necessarily the best
time to view wildlife, which may be during the driest and hottest summer months near water
sources.Two maps are listed for each hike—the National Geographic Trails Illustrated Joshua
Tree National Park (map 226), and the US Geological Survey 7.5-minute topographic map(s).
The Trails Illustrated map covers the entire park and is printed on waterproof paper. It has the
most up-to-date road, campground, and trail information. The USGS topo maps are the most
detailed maps available and are essential if you plan to hike off-trail, though the roads and trails
shown are often out of date. See Appendix C for map sources.For more information on the hike,
the best available “trail contact” for the park management agency is listed. See appendix D for a
complete listing of all agency addresses and phone numbers.“Finding the trailhead” includes
detailed up-to-date driving instructions to the trailhead or jumping-off point for each hike. Most
hikes have a signed, formal trailhead, but a few only have an informal parking area. To follow
these instructions, start with the beginning reference point, which might be the park visitor
center, a nearby town, or an important road junction. Pay close attention to mileage and
landmark instructions. American Automobile Association (AAA) map mileages are used when
available, but in many instances we had to rely on our car odometer, which may vary slightly
from other car odometers. To help you find the traihead, the GPS coordinates are listed for each
trailhead, in latitude/longitude format.The text following the driving directions is a narrative of the
actual route, with general directions and key features noted. In some cases interpretation of the
natural and cultural history of the hike and its surroundings is included. The idea is to provide
accurate route-finding instructions, with enough supporting information to enhance your
enjoyment of the hike without diminishing your sense of discovery—a fine line indeed. Some of
these descriptions are augmented with photographs that preview a representative segment of



the hike.The trail itinerary, “Miles and Directions,” provides detailed mile-by-mile instructions
while noting landmarks, trail junctions, canyon entrances, dry falls, peaks, and historic sites
along the way.And last, please don’t allow our value-laden list of “favorite hikes” (appendix A) to
discourage you from completing any of the other hikes. They’re all worth doing!
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Cheri C., “Ok - Better than many. This is probably the best of the books that we got on Joshua
Tree hikes... however even this one is not too complete. Seems you have to get every book you
can find to find all (or many of) the hikes at the Park. This is far from complete, but is easy to use
and understand.. or at least better than many of the others. I think internet searches can get you
more information though.”

Andrea C., “This book is a great source for finding hikes around Joshua Tree National Park ....
This book is a great source for finding hikes around Joshua Tree National Park that aren't often
mentioned. The book gives a good deal of info for finding the trails it highlights and tips for along
the hikes. A good amount of history and other information is included, too, which makes it quite
interesting. There are maps for nearly every hike, too. I would recommend this for anyone looking
to explore Joshua Tree further than the park handouts tell you about.”

GRS, “Excellent reference for first time visitors.. Excellent reference book for first time visitors.
Includes graphics and details for the trails, etc. Also works well with the National Geographic
Map relative to descriptions and trail identification.”

DG, “Essential book if you're thinking of adventuring in Joshua Tree. We use these in our Airbnb
property in Joshua Tree, and our guests really get a lot of good use out of it.”

The book by Bill Cunningham has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 33 people have provided feedback.
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