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California has 26 national parks, recreational areas and monuments.  Many are well known such as Yosemite, Redwoods, Sequoia, Death Valley and the series of parks and monuments in the San Francisco Bay area including the Presidio and Alcatraz.  While wonderful, these parks and monuments are constantly packed with tourists.

But there are 5 parks/monuments in California that have been coined the ‘Hidden Treasures’ of the Golden State.  They possess unequaled beauty and can be enjoyed without the hordes of tourists.

Lassen Volcanic National Park 
Lassen Park was officially named a National Park by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1905.  Lassen is the southern most peak in the Cascades.  It is one of two of the Cascade Mountains in the state the other being Mt. Shasta.  It is located south of the Oregon Stateline, 50 miles outside of Redding or 45 miles outside of Red Bluff.  Prior to the eruption of Mt. St. Helens, Mt. Lassen was the last Cascade Mountain to have erupted in 1912.  The park is over 100,000 acres in size but is surrounded by the Lassen National Forest adding to its wilderness. Obviously the main attraction is Mt. Lassen.  

However, the main road into and through the Park provides vistas of the geographic beauty of the Park and the surrounding region.  It can easily be appreciated through a windshield.  However, the value of the park is its volcanic terrain.  Visitors can see the 4 different types of known volcanic activity all in the Park.  These include Prospect Peak, a shield volcano; Cinder Cone, which is a cinder cone; Break Off Volcano which is a composite volcano and Mt. Lassen, which is a plug dome.
In addition you can see a variety of active hydrothermal areas featuring fumaroles, mud pots, boiling pools at places called Bumpass Hell and Devils Kitchen but unfortunately there are no geysers.
Beyond these areas, a 5 mile strenuous hike will get you to Lassen’s Summit at 10,462 feet and it should not be missed!
But if that is not your cup of tea, as stated earlier, the main road through the Park provides many vistas of the geographic beauty of the Park and surrounding region that can easily be appreciated through a windshield.

There are a 150 miles of hiking trails, plenty of camp grounds, a visitor’s center, Access is limited by weather. It is open through November. There is Great fishing, hiking in the summer and cross country skiing and snowshoeing in the winter.        
Channel Islands 
The islands are known as the ‘American Galapagos’ because of their biosphere of flora and fauna. And even though it is close to Los Angeles it may sound strange but it is the least visited National Park in the state with only 250,000 visitors a year. 
The Channel Islands located off the southern California coast are comprised of 8 islands; San Miguel, Santa Rosa, Santa Barbara, Santa Cruz and Anacapa make up the National Park that was created in 1980. San Nicolas and San Clemente are for military use for the US Navy and not open to the public without approval.  And of course the one most well known out of the group is Santa Catalina. The city of Avalon on Santa Catalina is home to 3,100 residents and thousands of tourists a year.

The Channel Islands stretch some 160 miles from (north to south) with the five that comprise the National Park at the northern end. Visitors need to make reservations for access (that is if you do not have a private sea worthy vessel or your own airplane). Otherwise travel is either through the multiple National Park concessionaires’ boats or planes to the Islands from the nearby National Park Visitor Centers at Ventura and Santa Barbara.
The Islands environmental sensitivity is the main reason for the small number of
visitors annually. The Park Service requires reservations and regulates visitations. There are no facilities for tourists, you can camp in informal campground areas or stay aboard either your own or concessionaire’s vessels.  The scuba diving and snorkeling are great. Visitors will see some of the richest marine life in North America from diving with sea lions, Garibaldi’s, moray eels, bat rays, giant black sea bass and blue banded gobies. The Island is only closed on Thanksgiving and Christmas.

Lava Beds National Monument
If you like to explore, specifically caves, you will love this National Monument.  Lava Beds is located twenty miles outside of the small community of Newell in northeastern California.  The Monument is near the Oregon Stateline.  It is about halfway between Klamath Falls and Alturas.  It is yet another geologist’s playground.  The Monuments’ 7,000 acres are home to over 600 lava tube caves containing some 28 miles of tunnels.  Many are easily accessible, but the Mushpot Cave is the premiere cave.  It is lit and easily accessible to all visitors. It is about the length of a football field. The Monument has a beautiful Visitor’s Center and there is web cam access on the National Park’s Service website for the Monument.
Besides, the geological significance of the site, the National Monument is historical in nature for it was the location at the center of the Modoc War in 1872-73. Part of the site is set aside describing the unfortunate political divide that lead to extensive killings associated with the US government working to place different Indian tribes such as the Klamath and Modoc onto reservations in southern Oregon.  The outcome lead to indifference between some members of the Modoc and the U.S. government. This in turn led to attacks and killings of members of a government delegation involved in the effort along with slayings of militia men in the apprehension of the Modoc’s that were involved in the action. During the War, the Modoc Indians used what is now the Park and its lava flows to their tactical advantage. Under the leadership of a Modoc ‘Captain Jack,’ some Modoc’s took refuge in what is called "Captain Jack's Stronghold," a natural lava fortress. From here a group of 53 fighting Modoc’s and their families held off US Army forces numbering up to ten times their strength for five months before their capture.
The National Monument remains home to untamed wildlife and a rugged landscape.   During the winter the caves are typically around 50 degrees where outside it may be freezing. Conversely during the summer it could be 90 degrees outside and 50 degrees inside.
Pinnacles National Monument
This Monument derives its name from the geological formations in the area formed 10,000 years ago.  This 26,000 acre area is located in the central part of the state just an hour and half drive from San Jose, close to the community of Hollister. 
The Monument was established by President Theodore Roosevelt by proclamation in 1908 so it is celebrating its centennial this upcoming year.  

The area is most noted for its great rock climbing and two caves, Bear Gulch and Balconies Cave but within the last few years’ its notoriety has peaked as a National Monument because it has become a release point for the endangered California Condor.  The National Monument since 2003 has been participating with the Ventana Wildlife Society which works to release the California Condor into the wild.  Currently there are 13 Condors flying free within the Monument.

Winter, Spring and Fall are the best times of the year to visit the Monument.  Temperatures during the summer rise into the uncomfortable 100’s. 

Devils Postpile
This Monument is yet another geologist’s playground. Originally known as Devils Woodpile, it wasn’t recognized as Devils Postpile until 1901.  The Monument was originally part of Yosemite National Park in 1905, but mining and forest interests in the late 1800’s created by the Mammoth Mining Company that discovered a silver comstock nearby wanted the acreage around the Postpile.  So Congress withdrew 500 acres including the Postpile from Yosemite. However national and specifically Californian interests would prevail with President Taft signing a proclamation to preserve the area making it a separate national monument, and once again becoming part of the nation’s protected lands in 1911.

The Monument revolves around the geology found in the region, the Devils Postpile formation which is a rare sight in the geological world. The Postpile formation is columnar basalt, which towers some 60 feet high.  From ground level it looks like huge six sided rock columns glued together, with many toppled and broken on the ground. You can go and stand on the top of the formation and see their individual composition.  In addition to the Postpile there is also the 101 ft.  high Rainbow Falls and in the distance the beautiful Minaret Mountain Range.  
The Monument is located in the backbone of the Sierra’s on their eastside along State Highway 395.  The Monument is located in the Mammoth Lakes Ski Resort region and is surrounded by a variety of other places of interest such as Mono Lake, the mining ghost town of Bode, Inyo Craters and Obsidian Dome and of course the recreation area of Mammoth and its corresponding year round accommodations and hospitality services.
The Monument because of snowfall is closed most of the year.  It is normally open in June through September possibly middle of October.  To protect the Monument’s environment, visitors must take a park shuttle bus to and from the Monument located at the Mammoth Ski Resort.  There are minimal campgrounds

and facilities at the Monument, so visitors typically stay at the Mammoth Resort.

Get Out There!

While the Parks may be known as ‘Hidden Treasures’ they are so because of seasonal climatic conditions that create their closures and due to environmental sensitivity, regulating the number of visitors to the parks and monuments.  In addition, most are not within a day’s travel to and from major population centers.  For the most part, these ‘Hidden Treasures’ require careful travel planning and good physical fitness before visiting.  But they are there for our enjoyment and use and can make for an exciting even if they are anything but restful-great travel adventure!  
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