
14   ASJ—Oct/Nov 2011

There is a treasure in far northwestern 
California that goes unexplored by 

most who pass through it. It is the intrepid 
and curious outdoor wanderers who have 
found this gem and placed it where it 
belongs: upon the crown of California’s 
wild places.

Continuing northward from Humboldt 
County through the forests of towering 
redwoods and across the Klamath River brings 
you into Del Norte County (pronounced “Del 
Nort” by the locals). Few Californians are 
familiar with our northern most coastal county, 
probably because Del Norte is home to much 
more wilderness than people. Those who do 
know about it recognize it for its magnificent 
old growth forests, historic lighthouses, or the 
expansive crescent beach in Crescent City. A 
rare few are intimately familiar with its inner 
secrets. 

Stepping east from the sparsely populated 
coast reveals a treasure you won’t find 
anywhere else in the Golden State: The only 
major undammed river in California from 
source to sea, the Smith River.

Draining the western slopes of the Siskiyou 
Mountains of California and southern Oregon, 
the Smith River is a wonderland watershed. 
During and just after the rainy season it is 
a destination river for whitewater kayakers 
and rafters. All three forks of the river have 
navigable runs and countless tributaries make 
for exciting steep-creek boating. Summertime 
brings warmer water for leisurely tube floats 
and swimming during the dry season’s low 
flows. 

An undammed status in California is reason 
alone to celebrate a river, but the Smith has 
plenty more attributes to boast. In 1990, 450 
square miles of the Smith River watershed 
within the Six Rivers National Forest was 
designated as a National Recreation Area 
(NRA) for protection of wild and scenic 
rivers, ecological diversity and recreation 
opportunities. More than 320 miles of the 
Smith River and its tributaries are designated 
wild and scenic, making it the longest river in 
the National Wild and Scenic Rivers system. 
It is considered the premier stronghold for 
wild salmon and steelhead in the state and is a 
world-renowned fishing destination. 

In the words of Six Rivers National Forest 
Biologist Mike McCain, it is a “land of 
superlatives” with the largest redwood tree, 
the state record for the biggest steelhead ever 
caught, the highest rainfall in the lower 48’s 
to fall in one year (20 feet!), one of the most 
diverse coniferous forests in the world, and the 
list goes on.

Remarkably, none of the above facts were 
what kept this author coming back year after 
year to kayak the Smith. 

Undeniably, the most appealing feature of the 
Smith River is the water itself. It is some of the 
cleanest water in the world. The river receives 
very little sediment due to the basin’s geology 
and the intact surrounding forest. Metamorphic 
rocks comprise the canyon walls and serpentine 
is one component of the basin. Sunlight 
penetrates through the clear water and reflects 
the blue and green hues of the serpentine 
giving the river an otherworldly aquamarine 
color. Even after a heavy rainfall the water will 
return to its clarity within a couple of days. 
That clarity makes kayakers feel as if they’re 
floating on air because they can see through the 
gin clear water to the bottom of the river below 
their boats. 

Paul Gamache and Jennie Goldberg are 
two kayakers who hold a special place in 
their hearts for the Smith. Goldberg has seen 
plenty of rivers in her 30 years of paddling 
and competing in both slalom and wildwater 
racing. She’s held national and world titles, 
been to Olympic team trials twice and has 
been an American Whitewater board member 
since 2000. While living in Seattle for graduate 
school she was introduced to the Wild Rivers 
Coast of Southern Oregon and Northern 
California and discovered the Smith River. 
Goldberg lives in Seattle now and still makes 
the trek down to paddle the turquoise flows.

She loves it for the same primary reason 
everyone else does. “It’s beautiful and well 
worth the 10-hour drive from Seattle,” she 
says. “It’s got it all: easy runs, moderate runs, 
challenging runs, all within the same basin, and 
in some sections you’re paddling through these 
incredible old growth forests with giant trees.” 

Gamache may be best known for his 2008 
world-record setting drop down a 108-foot 
waterfall in British Columbia (since broken, but 

no less impressive), but his 2006 run through 
Oregon Hole Gorge on the Middle Fork Smith 
at flood stage may be even more impressive 
to experienced kayakers. Just days before, the 
river had flowed at 450 cubic feet per second 
(cfs), a level you could easily wade across. With 
nonstop rainfall the flow charged up to 80,000 
cfs carrying entire trees down with it and 
swallowing the banks of the river whole. The 
gorge was a veritable firing squad with gaping 
holes, whirlpools, re-circulating eddy lines and 
no escape with the edges of the river rising well 
into the surrounding forest. 

Gamache put into the river alone while his 
two friends drove back downriver to film what 
they hoped would not be his last run. Fear is 
palpable in their recorded voices as they beg 
Gamache to roll up again and again and again, 
for a massive total of 11 rolls in less than the 
2 minutes it took to get through the roughest 
one-mile section. He took an incredible beating, 
but repeated the mantra his buddy said to him 
while getting ready, “Whatever you do, do not 
swim.” A swim, purposefully exiting the kayak 
due to the inability to roll upright, could be a 
fatal move with the tremendous force of the 
floodwaters, untold submerged debris, potential 
for entrapment, and the fact there was no one 
else on the river to help. 

Paddling this section wasn’t in the initial 
plan for the day, but Gamache saw the 
opportunity and took it, and to this day is still 
thankful he did it and made it out in one piece. 
Today, Gamache’s new exploits on the Smith 
involve a project called Explore Six Rivers 
(www.exploresixrivers.com). This project will 
see Gamache’s team float down each of the six 
rivers within Six Rivers National Forest from 
their source to the sea. The six rivers include 

the Smith, Van Duzen, Mad, Eel, Trinity and 
Klamath Rivers.

Gamache’s flood-water run is an example of 
the most extreme of the whitewater possibilities 
on the Smith. The three forks of the Smith 
sport a variety of runs, which, depending on the 
water level, can be appropriate for everyone. 
The runs don’t end with the three forks though; 
Hardscrabble and Goose Creeks are two of 
Gamache’s favorite tributary runs and there are 
at least 12 others of varying difficulty. Gamache 
recommends Lars Holbek and Chuck Stanley’s 
book, The Best Whitewater in California, for 
more detailed information. Other good info 
sources can be found online, including A Wet 
State (awetstate.com) and California Creeks 
(cacreeks.com).

The Middle Fork Smith boasts the most 
variety of difficulty starting with a casual class 
I-II lower section that is frequented by locals 
in tubes and pool rafts toting an extra tube 
for the cooler. This fun run starts at the iconic 
‘Forks’ where the South and Middle Fork come 
together. It passes Jedediah Smith State Park 
Campground, with great riverside camping 
and redwood giants right in your campsite, it 
is a first choice for many campers. During the 
low-water period the park install a footbridge to 
cross from the campground into the Stout Grove 
of ancient redwoods on the opposite bank. The 
beach leading to Stout Grove is a bonus stop for 
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river runners offering a great lunch spot and a 
sun-speckled walk through the giants.

The Middle Fork’s class II-III middle section 
is perfect for beginning kayakers and tubers 
alike and starts at the confluence of the North 
and Middle Forks (which is a location that 
doubles as a great summertime swimming 

hole). The classic IV+ two-mile Oregon Hole 
Gorge is in between the previous two runs and 
ends with the Oregon Hole Rapid. 

Another Middle Fork run from Patrick 
Creek to Panther Flat serves as a nice warm 
up for the North Fork with more gradient and 
technical drops than the South Fork. If you 
can master this run, you’ll be in control on the 
North Fork. The Siskiyou Gorge, another class 
IV-V run, is in the upper reaches of the Middle 
Fork above Patrick Creek. Scouting most of the 
Middle Fork is a cake walk with Highway 199 
following it all the way into Oregon.

The South Fork is well known for a fun 
and easily accessible 11-mile class III (with 
one IV) run between Steven’s Bridge and 
Craig’s Beach. This run probably sees the most 
diversity of craft between rafts, hard shell 
kayaks and inflatable kayaks. If you don’t take 
out at Craig’s Beach you’ll be heading into the 
class IV+ South Fork Gorge. This gorge has 
more difficult and continuous drops than the 
Oregon Hole Gorge and a more remote feel. 
Goldberg and her friends often like to take a 
day to “gorge out” as she calls it. They run 
all of the short, challenging gorges in one day 
because they are all so close together and easy 
to approach. In all the gorges the difficulty and 
challenges can vary greatly with the water level, 
so homework is required to find out what you’ll 
be facing.

The North Fork stands apart as a classic class 
IV wilderness run for 14 miles. It is a favorite 
to both Goldberg and Gamache for its remote 
wild feel. The North Fork does have the longest 
drive at about two hours, but you can maximize 
your time by calling local Bearfoot Brad in the 
town of Gasquet for a shuttle: (707) 457-3365 
or email bradcamden@earthlink.net. He’s 
been running shuttles for over 20 years on the 
Smith and charges the reasonable rate of $45/
shuttle. He’ll be able to give you tons of local 

beta and your vehicle will be safe and secure 
in his driveway if you want to make the trip an 
overnighter. 

North Fork canyon has its own unique 
geology and is home to the Darlingtonia 
pitcher plant, whose carnivorous ways attract 
insects with sweet nectar before trapping and 

devouring them. Beautiful waterfalls and fun 
rapids make the long drive worth the run. In 
comparison to whitewater in other parts of the 
state, Gamache says, “Paddlers in central and 
southern California won’t get this where they 
are. Out here on the North Fork you will have 
the whole river to yourself. There is no road 
next to the river, it’s wilderness.” 

Goldberg recalls one trip on the North Fork 
during high water. “It only took us 45 minutes. 
Normally that’s an all day run. It was a blast!” 

High water is a phenomenon that is easy 
to predict since the Smith has no dams and is 
primarily rain fed. All you have to do is watch 
the weather and know that when it rains, the 
river rises. This makes the Smith one of the 
earliest runnable rivers in California. Paddling 
season can begin as soon as the fall rains drop, 
often in November, and run all the way through 
May and even early June in some years. There 
is no need to wait for the Sierra snowpack to 
start melting before you can paddle, but you 
had better bring a dry suit and hot chocolate! A 
mid winter run can be frigid with the cold water 
and chilly air temps. 

A trip to the Smith River can easily fill 
3-4 days of great kayaking or rafting. Add a 
few days on to that to slide down the nearby 
Cal Salmon and Trinity Rivers and a trip to 
California’s north coast can really pack in a lot 
of paddling. 

“There’s a lot of bang for your buck with 
all the runs here on the Smith,” says Gamache. 
“There is very little driving involved in 
paddling many sections of the Smith, and that’s 
not something you always get with a trip to the 
Sierra.” 

Great paddling, an outstanding river, and 
hardly another soul around. What are you 
waiting for?  

“More than 320 miles of the Smith River and its tributaries 
are designated wild and scenic, making it the longest river 
in the National Wild and Scenic Rivers system.”
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Surfing
While Crescent City may not be known for 

sick point breaks, it does host a few fun spots, 
the obvious and most accessible of which is on 
the south side of town at Crescent Beach. If you 
didn’t come prepared for dropping in, the South 
Beach Outfitters surf shop next to Crescent Beach 
can hook you up with rentals. If you’re going to 
be around for a while be sure to pick up their card 
while you’re in the shop. They’ll happily look out 
the window and give you a first-person surf report 
if you call. 

If you can’t find what you’re looking for at 
South Beach Outfitters or you want the insiders info 
on where the best breaks are, check in at Nolls Surf 
and Skate. Rhyn Noll has made a name for himself 
with his world-class hand-shaped surf boards 
and his line of custom skateboards. He is also an 
accomplished surfer and boarder and currently 
holds the Guinness Book of World Records 
designation for riding the longest skateboard. He 
rode a 24-foot board,  at least a bathtub longer 
than an expedition sea kayak, at a speed of over 
30 miles per hour down a nearby hill. Though his 
shop remains in Crescent City under the care of his 
Mom, Beverly, Rhyn has moved to Hawaii, and 
this year’s 17th Annual Noll’s Longboard Classic 
competition during the first weekend of October 
will be the last by that name in Crescent City. This 
year they’ve added an extra day of stand up surf 
competition. The family is hoping that someone 
else will pick up the tradition and host a longboard 
competition next year.  

Beachcombing
If the swell has dropped and you just need 

to stretch your legs, there are miles of beach to 
explore. As with the surfing, the first place you’ll 
see the opportunity for beach play is Crescent 
Beach, no gear or even shoes required. Crescent 
beach is a massive arc of level sand reaching from 
Anchor Way on the south side of the harbor over 
three miles south to the bluffs at the end of Enderts 
Beach Road. On the north side of town is Pebble 
Beach. More than just sand, this choice spot for 
catching the sunset has tide pools for exploring and 
a half mile offshore, Castle Rock Wildlife Refuge is 
the second largest nesting seabird colony south of 
Alaska. Bring a scope or binoculars since this rock 
is off limits to people. Pebble Beach is sparsely 
visited at any time of the year and is great in the 
summer for bonfires and picnics. 

For an isolated coastal experience reminiscent 
of the Lost Coast, head to Point Saint George to 
walk for miles along the California Coastal Trail 
to the mouth of the Smith River at Pyramid Point. 
This beachfront is part of Tolowa Dunes State 
Park. Tolowa is named after the most recent Native 
Americans to live in the area and also has at least 
30 miles of hiking trails in the coastal dunes and 
forest.

Hiking/Mt. Biking
If a bit of beachcombing whets your appetite 

for a more serious trek, you’re in luck. The Smith 
River National Recreation Area maintains nearly 
80 miles of trails in addition to those managed by 
state and national parks. Trails in Redwood State 
and National Parks are for foot traffic only, but 
most of the trails in the Smith River NRA are bike 
friendly. Check into the Forest Service Visitor 
Center in Gasquet to find out what’s what, get maps 
and guide books, and learn about any seasonal road 
closures.

The most noteworthy trail in the region is the 
Coast to Crest route, which links the California 
Coastal Trail to the Pacific Crest Trail. Winding 
through remnants of old growth redwood and 
Douglas Fir, part of this route is along the newly 
recovered Old Kelsey Trail. Following the South 

Fork of the Smith River, this trail was a historic trade 
route hauling supplies from Crescent City inland to the 
old Fort Jones Army Post via mule trains. 

Little Bald Hills Trail welcomes hikers and 
mountain bikers. This 9.8-mile one way trail climbs a 
total of 1600 feet. Launch from either Jedediah Smith 
State Park or Smith River NRA’s Paradise Trail and 
plan ahead for return transport if you’re hiking one 
way. Bikes can easily do the entire loop which includes 
about nine miles on Hwy 199 and South Fork Road, 
which offers sneak peeks at the South Fork Gorge. 

Right off Highway 199, the Myrtle Creek and 
Darlingtonia Trails are both one mile or less and 
guide you along your journey with interpretive signs 
explaining the hydraulic mining that took place up the 
lush Myrtle Creek canyon and the strange lives of the 
carnivorous pitcher plant Darlingtonia. Keep your eyes 
peeled along both trails for lilies and sweet smelling 
azaleas in spring and early summer.

There are trails enough to keep you walking for 
weeks here. In the summer the most coveted are those 
which reward hikers with sweet swimming holes along 
the Smith River. For the skinny on these, you’ll have 
to make friends with a local or sweet talk the folks at 
the visitor center — or just buy a good map and start 
walking!

Fishing
No fish tales here, the Smith River is honestly a 

world class fishing destination. With no dams to hold 
them back, salmonids have about 300 miles of habitat 
in the Smith watershed. Along with steelhead and 
Chinook salmon, the Smith also has runs of Coho and 
coastal cutthroat trout. A quick online search reveals no 
shortage of guides to help you hook the big one, which 
is quite likely since the Smith River is well known for 
producing the state record steelhead, 27 lb. 4 oz., and 
the record for the second largest Chinook caught at 86 
pounds. 

Eats and Sleeps
Riverfront sites and hot showers are part of what 

makes Jedediah Smith State Park Campground the 
most popular place to camp on the Smith River, but 
because of its popularity it is often full. Check out the 
many Forest Service Campgrounds along the Middle, 
North and South Forks of the Smith River. Big Flat 
Campground is a more secluded camp with easy access 
to upper South Fork runs, all access facilities and trail, 
and a launching point for the Old Kelsey Trail. The 
visitor center in Gasquet will tell you about seasonal 
campground closures. If camping is not your style, 
the Hiouchi Motel is your best bet along with myriad 
vacation rentals and mini resorts dotting the region. 
Middle Fork Ranch has four different structures, from 
a three-bedroom house to cozy yurt. Rent them all for a 
family reunion or just one for a private getaway. What 
you won’t find on the Smith River are strip motels. 
Head back to Crescent City for standard roadside 
lodging. 

If a post hike-paddle-bike or any combination 
of the above leaves you with no energy to whip up 
your own campfire bar-b-que, your best bet is to head 
into Crescent City. There are a few standard burger 
and pizza places, but hands down the best food is at 
Vita Cucina. The fair priced family run café brings 
a wholesome, handcrafted touch to everything they 
serve, from their baked goods to house cured meats 
and mouthwatering soups. Everything is from scratch 
down to the bun for your pulled pork sandwich and the 
croutons on your salad. At this time they are only open 
Wednesday-Saturday 7am-3pm, but it’s possible they 
could be adding hours this winter.

Too late in the day for Vita Cucina? Check out 
the Good Harvest Cafe. With a broad enough menu 
to satisfy all tastes, fair prices, wifi, and a hometown 
atmosphere, this is a reliable “go-to” place for a hungry 
mob, or table for two. 

—Haven Livingston

The Bounty of Del Norte County
There is more to Del Norte County than boating on the Smith River. On tap for those seeking a day off from 
boating, something besides submersion, or submersion of a different sort, there is an abundance of other 
activities. This is a land of outdoor opportunity, so come prepared to be outside, that’s where it all happens. 
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