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TAke a
Los Angeles is synonymous 
with the glitz and glamour of 
Hollywood, and is so often 
associated with the words 
‘urban sprawl’ that the richness 
of its wild natural beauty tends 
to be overlooked. Within the 
borders of LA County – the 
most populous county in the 
nation, it spans more than 4,000 
square miles and 272 diverse 
neighbourhoods – a multitude 
of hiking trails traverse 
designated parklands. 
From the famous Santa Monica 
Mountains to the westward 
wilderness of Topanga State 
Park, navigating a trail through 
rugged terrain adds an atypical 
dimension to the LA experience. 
While out-of-towners exhaust 
themselves at crowded sites 
such as the Hollywood Walk of 
Fame, or opt to sightsee from 
a double-decker bus stuck in 
traffic, the secret to escaping 
the street-level pandemonium 
is by stepping off the beaten 
footpath and on to a dirt trail. 
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The hoLLywood Sign
Griffith Park

t
he Hollywood sign 
is a world-renowned 
icon, symbolic of LA 
and its film industry. 
Erected as HOLLY-

WOODLAND to temporarily 
promote a real estate devel-
opment in the 1920s, it stuck 
around to become one of the 
city’s most beloved landmarks. 
After many repairs and a resur-
rection (it lost LAND along the 
way), the sign is permanently at 
home on Mount Lee, safe under 
the guardianship of the Holly-
wood Sign Trust. 

It’s a pleasant 3.5-mile hike 
to see the letters up close. Start 
at the Hollyridge trailhead, loc-
ated at the top of Beachwood 
Drive behind the Sunset Ranch 
sign. After half a mile, make 
a sharp left at the fork to join 
Mulholland Trail. At the second 
fork, go right – the paved Mount 
Lee Drive gradually inclines 
to showcase a sprawling view 
of the valley before it turns to 
reveal the backs of the 45-feet-
high letters, obstructed only by 
a chain-link fence. 

To see the sign from above, 
a short dirt path leads to the 
mountain’s peak, which also 
offers panoramic views of San 
Fernando Valley, Forest Lawn 
Memorial Park, Lake Holly-
wood Reservoir and the distant 
Pacific Ocean from a 1,680ft 
elevation. Parking is available 
by the trailhead. Note: the fire 
road accommodates horses 
from the nearby stables, so 
watch your step.
GPS: 3400 N. Beachwood Drive, 
Hollywood
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l
ocated in burgeoning Culver City, this Cali-
fornia State Park has attracted joggers, hikers 
and workout fiends since 2009; not so much 
for the switchback trails as for the 282-step 
recycled concrete staircase, which cuts a 

jagged line down the hill’s grassy face. The steps run a 
half-mile, with each uneven slab ranging from two to 
20 inches in height. 

The well-marked trailhead begins at the inter-
section of Jefferson Blvd and Hetzler Road; after a 
couple of turns, it meets the stairwell’s base. Here, the 
choice is to either tackle a Stairmaster-like workout, 
or to continue zigzagging the trail for a mile. Either 

way, both roads lead to the 511ft-high viewing plat-
form, where the unique north-facing perspective is 
akin to looking at a foldout map of LA. 

Trace a line from the Pacific Ocean and Santa 
Monica, over the tops of Beverly Hills and the Sun-
set Strip, past West Hollywood and Koreatown, and 
over to downtown’s building cluster. Directly ahead 
is the Hollywood sign; immediately below, spot the 
rainbow-crowned Sony Pictures Studios, and the 
location of UK celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay’s TV 
series, Hell’s Kitchen. Parking is available on Jeffer-
son Boulevard. 
GPS: 6100 Jefferson Boulevard, Culver City

CuLver City Steps
Baldwin Hills Scenic Overlook
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o
nly a few minutes’ drive from the Holly-
wood Strip, Runyon Canyon Park is loc-
ated in the eastern Santa Monica Moun-
tain range. It offers a number of hiking 
trails, with the path most trodden being the 

1.65-mile loop that starts at the North Fuller Avenue 
entrance. For a medium-level workout and immedi-
ate views, follow the right-bearing trail to Inspiration 
Point – its steady incline allows a leisurely pace, and 
there’s a place to sit and marvel at the Hollywood vista. 
Then, a steeper climb up the ridge’s earthen steps 
leads to a second outlook: Cloud’s Rest. At an eleva-
tion of 1,040ft, the view from here sweeps over the Los 

Angeles Basin, anchored by the Hollywood sign in the 
east and Santa Monica to the west. From this midway 
point, it’s an easy descent along Runyon Canyon Fire 
Road to complete the loop. 

Popular with celebrities, runners, tourists, and dog 
walkers – there is an off-leash policy – the trail is busy 
at the weekends. Since street parking is a challenge, 
visit on a quieter weekday morning, or park on Holly-
wood Boulevard and walk two blocks uphill. Take note 
of street cleaning signs to avoid a costly ticket. Free 
daily yoga classes are offered in a shady grass enclave 
by the park’s entrance. 
GPS: 2000 N. Fuller Avenue, Los Angeles

Runyon Canyon Park
Santa Monica Mountains
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C
overing 11,000 acres of craggy peaks, sand-
stone cliffs and mountain slopes, Topanga 
State Park is described as the largest state 
park within a city limit in the US, turning 
the cliché of LA as an entangled mess of 

car-clogged highways on its head. The 6.5-mile Eagle 
Rock Loop starts at the parking lot by Trippet Ranch– 
a former 19th century homestead – and trails under 
an oak canopy before opening to a scene of vast un-
dulating mountains and peek-a-boo ocean views. It’s 
a steady 1.1-mile walk up Eagle Springs Fire Road to 
Eagle Junction, where a sign-post points to a narrow 
rocky path that leads to Eagle Rock. 

Much of Topanga’s terrain is a product of suc-
cessive earthquakes, and Eagle Rock, a giant boulder 
outcrop, is composed of dense volcanic rock. Scale 
its slanted face to enjoy a panoramic view over Santa 
Ynez Canyon from an elevation of 1,957ft. To com-
plete the loop, continue to Hub Junction, make a 
sharp right to meet up with Eagle Junction and head 
back to Trippet Ranch. 

On-site parking costs US$10. There is free street 
parking along Entrada Drive – it’s a short walk from 
the park’s entrance, and don’t be surprised if you 
spot a deer or two along the way.
GPS: 20825 Entrada Drive, Topanga

EagLe Rock Loop
Topanga State Park



135
Open skies / December 2013

t
his 3.5-mile hike is not for the faint of 
heart. The first half of the trail starts steep 
and the end is steep, making the Canyon 
Loop one of the more challenging routes 
in Temescal Gateway Park. Enter from 

Sunset Boulevard, walk past the parking lot, and 
track to the left. The immediate uphill trek begins 
as the Temescal Ridge Trail, which tapers after ten 
minutes under an archway of chaparral before re-
suming its ascent. The sinuous path continues like 
this for over a mile, with plenty of brown California 
Towhee birds hopping about as they incessantly for-
age the trail for food. 

Reaching the summit feels victorious – at 
1,000ft, the generous sweep of the glorious Pacific 
Ocean is a worthy reward. The path adjoins the 
Canyon Trail at a junction and travels 0.4-mile deep 
into dense vegetation before reaching a small wa-
terfall (not even a trickle for much of the year). It’s 
more than a mile along the pebbly canyon floor, and 
a paved road surrounds Santa Monica Mountains 
Conservancy’s conference facilities and offices be-
fore coming full circle at Sunset Boulevard. On-site 
parking costs US$7, although it’s free to park along 
Sunset Boulevard.
GPS: 15601 Sunset Boulevard, Pacific Palisades

TemescaL Canyon Loop
Topanga State Park 
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l
os Liones is a good introduction to the 
nature-loving hiking novice. Weaving its way 
through Topanga State Park, this slim trail is a 
rocky 1.5-mile climb along a ridge shrouded in 
grey chaparral, wildflowers and wiry grasses. 

Glimpses of the sparkling ocean along the way culmin-
ate in a panoramic snapshot at the outlook, located 
at the end of the winding trail. From the 500ft eleva-
tion, Santa Monica Pier and Catalina Island are easy to 
spot, though when there’s fog, the ocean and city are 
rendered opaque. 

It’s worth continuing the two extra miles to Parker 
Mesa Overlook to experience more spectacular views, 

though be warned, it’s a lengthy uphill pursuit along 
the East Topanga Fire Road. Devoid of shade thanks to 
low-lying sagebrush, the saving grace of this well-trodden 
trail is the unobstructed vista over the canyon, Pacific Pal-
isades homes and the ocean. After 1.5 miles, bear left at 
the junction to follow the path to its end, where Parker 
Mesa Overlook is marked by two benches and an infinite 
ocean view. From an elevation of 1,525ft, the scene takes 
in the haze of LA, Santa Monica Bay, Malibu’s shoreline 
and steep green bluffs. Bring a large bottle of water and a 
light snack for the seven mile round-trip. On-street park-
ing is available at the Los Liones entrance. 
GPS: 580 Los Liones Drive, Pacific Palisades

Los Liones and Parker Mesa OverLook
Topanga State Park
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M
ake a day of it and plan this hike around 
a visit to the Griffith Observatory (free 
admission, closed on Mondays). Start by 
walking through Fern Dell Park – a garden 
of Zen tucked under a canopy of Califor-

nia sycamores, further cooled by a rushing creek lined 
with lush green ferns, climbing ivy and tropical plants. 
This area was designated a Historic Cultural Monument 
in 1973 after archaeologists identified it as a Gabrielino 
Native American village site. Keep to the right and con-
tinue along the dirt trail that leads into Griffith Park’s 
wilderness. This is when the Observatory finally comes 
into view. The rest of the way presents excellent oppor-

tunities for photography buffs to capture the rotunda 
from unique perspectives. The trail ends at the Obser-
vatory’s grounds, where it’s easy to spend a few hours 
exploring the planetarium, relaxing in The Café At The 
End Of The Universe, and admiring the building’s archi-
tectural beauty in between peering at the massive met-
ropolis through telescopes. 

To complete the three mile loop, keep right at the 
fork when heading back down. Note: Time your descent 
well as trails close at sunset, which is when parking tick-
ets are given out on Fern Dell Drive. Movie fans: scenes 
from Yes Man starring Jim Carrey were filmed here. 
GPS: Fern Dell Drive at Los Feliz Boulevard, Los Feliz

Griffith Observatory West TraiL Loop
Griffith Park


