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{ david@hmbreview.com ]

Len Erickson walks where he knows he
shouldn’t. 

A few times in recent months, he has hoofed it
along Capistrano Road in Pillar Point Harbor. He
has woven his way through Princeton and then

hiked on Pillar Point and reached,
through surreptitious paths, the Pillar
Point bluff tops. There, informal and
well-trodden paths offer views of Maver-
icks and connections to the Seal Cove

neighborhood.
“I always felt that if you’re in the Princeton area and

you want to get to Pillar Point, it should be a great walk.
And it’s not. You shouldn’t have to risk life and limb to
do that,” Erickson says.

The El Granada resident and software con-
sultant hopes that his current walking path will
take on a more officious shape. Such as a pos-
sible portion of the California Coastal Trail.

“It’s a pretty self-evident trail,” he says. “It’s
one of those pieces that, when you graft it to-
gether, makes a really nice piece.”

Erickson’s ambition is shared by many on
the Coastside who are working toward connect-
ing the missing links in the Coastal Trail. 

The trail, which was first envisioned and ap-
proved by voters by way of Proposition 20 in
1972, is intended to stretch from Oregon to Mexico.
State laws in 2001 called for the trail’s completion, and
some bonds passed around that time gave the California
Coastal Conservancy some added financial heft to finish
the job.

“We have about half of the Coastal Trail in California
constructed,” says Tim Duff, project manager at the
Conservancy. “I think there’s been a lot of momentum
in just the past eight years” for finishing some major sec-
tions.

Indeed, many agencies have made big steps in the past
year toward constructing some trail sections on the San
Mateo County Coast. 

Perhaps the jewel in the Coastside’s crown of trail pos-
sibilities is Devil’s Slide. Local trail enthusiasts will be
excited to learn, however, that much of the planning for
running the Coastal Trail through this scenic stretch of
treacherous terrain is already done. When Caltrans is
done with the twin tunnels and bridges through Mon-
tara Mountain and over Shamrock Valley sometime in

2012, the existing Highway 1 will become the Coastal
Trail.

“What we’ve got to do is put the traffic through the
tunnel,” said Project Manager Skip Sowko. “And after we
put the traffic through the tunnel, we have to sever the old
highway by putting cul-de-sacs in at both ends.”

Those cul-de-sacs will be paired with parking areas and
even a bus stop near the southern portal. A major benefit
of the plan is that no new construction is needed to make
the trail. 

“Basically that roadbed will provide the trail,” Sowko
said. “The actual pavement in that location is in really
good shape.”

Some concerns still persist, however, says Supervisor
Rich Gordon, who has been coordinating a bimonthly
task force on the Devil’s Slide trail section. 

“We have some concern of whether there will be ade-
quate parking at either end of the trail heads,” Gordon

says. “The other issue that we’ve looked at in that area
are what are the potential impacts of pedestrians and bi-
cyclists on endangered species in the zone,” such as the
peregrine falcon, which has a habitat on the nearby
cliffs.

One last element of the Devil’s Slide section is its pre-
carious nature. While it is certainly less likely to take the
immense pounding of automotive traffic and therefore
unlikely to shift or fail as it has in recent years, then a
new path for the Coastal Trail would have to be found. 

“If the whole thing blew out, and you’re looking at mil-
lions and millions of dollars to restore it, the county
doesn’t have that kind of money,” Gordon says. “And we’re
not accountable for that kind of repair.” For that reason,
county and state parks departments are exploring alterna-
tive routes on Montara Mountain.

Moving south from Devil’s Slide poses some immedi-
ate challenges for continuing the trail.

“One of the key connections that we’re interested in
completing is a critical missing link between the Devil’s

Slide tunnels project and the existing state park,” says
Duff, referring to McNee Ranch State Park near Mon-
tara. 

That connection will start with a crosswalk across High-
way 1 near the tunnel’s southern portal. Caltrans, in fact,
has the permits to install wiring for either a lighted cross-
walk or a traffic light in the area, should officials ever want
to take that step. In the meantime, that link between
Devil’s Slide and Fitzgerald Marine Reserve will go uncon-
nected for the foreseeable future. 

The trail resumes on the Fitzgerald bluffs, which is
owned and operated by San Mateo County. Department of
Parks Director Dave Holland said that the county has just
issued a request for proposals to fix up the existing trail.
Holland hopes those improvements can be finished this
summer. But his enthusiasm for the idea of connecting
the Coastal Trail on the San Mateo County coast is un-
bounded. 

“It is to me the tie that binds the coast to-
gether,” he says. “It’s pretty much the only thing
we don’t have to fight about.”

From Fitzgerald the trail stops around Moss
Beach’s Seal Cove neighborhood. But Ocean
Boulevard, which runs along the bluff top and
has been closed by the county for more than a
year and a half, is a possible candidate for con-
version to pedestrian trail.

The next connection, from Seal Cove to the
Pillar Point area, will occur this summer when
the Peninsula Open Space Trust constructs a

segment of the Coastal Trail on the 123 acres it owns on
Pillar Point Bluff. 

Chris Detwiller, a land manager for POST, says that the
trust just received the final permits for construction and
will begin working on a packed-dirt trail around Aug. 1. 

“The project is actually out to bid right now. We met on-
site with potential bidders last week,” Detwiller says, re-
ferring to the week of April 7.

The Coastal Conservancy is paying for the construction,
but POST will oversee the work and manage the trail for
the first year, all to the tune of $377,000 in grants from the
state agency.

“Then we’re hoping to transfer the entire property to
County Parks,” Detwiller says.

Then comes one of the trickiest areas through which
the Coastal Trail will have to meander, at least on the
Coastside: Pillar Point Harbor. 

Erickson, who sits on the board of Midcoast Park Lands,
suggests that such a body might have to emerge to coor-
dinate trail construction through Pillar Point Marsh and

Princeton’s business district. MPL is the entity that manages
Quarry Park in El Granada.

“I would try to work in a line with the government and busi-
ness community first, and then (have) a public meeting for
those interested in participating,” Erickson says.

Once past the harbor, the trail would meet up with existing
stretches behind Sam’s Chowder House and the Beach House
Hotel, and the sidewalk along Surfer’s Beach. 

A major connection is already slated this summer on Mi-
rada Surf West, the area just south of Surfer’s Beach and north
of Miramar. That section is being paid for by County Parks,
and should be finished by the end of July.

Next is Half Moon Bay, through which the city’s “Coastside
Trail” already services much of the coast all the way down to
Francis Beach.

Then come some significant gaps between Seymour Street
and Redondo Beach Road. One notable bundle of parcels in
that stretch is a little property called Wavecrest.

“As far as formalizing the Coastal Trail, that would be a ways
down the road,” Detwiller says of Wavecrest, which POST
bought last fall. 

Gordon said that the county owns many smaller parcels
near Wavecrest, left over from a move in the 1970s to help the
state acquire land for a state park. But other parcels in the area
are still in private lands, and work needs to be done to con-
vince those private owners to either sell the land or donate an
easement for the trail.

“If I was a developer, I certainly would not have visions of
subdivisions” in that area, Gordon said. 

A likely and willing broker of easements and sales near
Wavecrest is Coastside Land Trust.

“It’s a doable project if folks came to the table and said let’s
pull this together,” says Executive Director Jo Chamberlain.
“But it takes people a long time to come to those realizations.”

If private owners ever do reach those realizations, then the
next section of the trail already exists from Redondo Road to
the Ritz-Carlton Hotel and alongside the Half Moon Bay Golf
Links. 

And another three-mile stretch, beginning near the existing
access point for North Cowell Beach, is slated for completion
this summer as well, taking the Coastal Trail well on its way
to the South Coast.

“You get these bigger pieces, some of that creates excite-
ment,” Holland says. 

Gordon agrees. 
“I’m absolutely convinced it will happen,” he says. “I think

it could take us another decade or so, just because of the com-
plexity of land ownership. But I believe that the people of this
region and this state absolutely want a continuous Coastal
Trail in California, and I believe we’ll have one.” r
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Wavecrest  to 
Redondo Beach area
An informal network of dirt
trails exists in this section. They
zigzag around drainage ditches
and are nearly impassable in
winter due to mud. An
assortment of private landown-
ers will need to sell or donate
land or allow easements for
this section to be realized.
POST now owns the Wavecrest
tract.

Cowell-Purisima trail
This three-mile stretch will
extend from Cowell Ranch
State Beach south to Purisima
Farms. The breathtaking
addition is scheduled to be
completed this summer.

A missing link
This short distance from the
golf course to Cowell Ranch
State Beach is privately owned.
A sale, donation or easement
would be needed to connect
the trail.

Mirada West
Construction of this section between Surfer’s
Beach and Magellan Avenue is nearly
underway. It is being paid for by County Parks,
and should be finished by the end of July.

Half Moon Bay’s portion
The existing paved pathway runs
unbroken from Mirada Road in the
north to a quarter mile past Poplar
Road in the south. The paved path ends
at Seymour Bridge.

Pillar Point Harbor
Another complicated piece of
the puzzle involves negotiat-
ing the commercial and
environmentally sensitive
areas along Princeton
Avenue and the Pillar Point
Marsh.

The Harbor to Surfer’s Beach
This existing section runs from the parking area at
the harbor past the Beach House Hotel and Sam’s
Chowder House to the popular Sufer’s Beach area.
It ends abruptly in a bumpy dirt path to the south.

Redondo Beach Road to the golf course
The paved pathway continues past Redondo Beach Road
and the Strawberry Ranch Conference Center. It then winds
its way past the Ritz-Carlton, Half Moon Bay, and along
the golf course, doubling as the cart path.

Pillar Point Bluffs
This summer, the Peninsula Open
Space Trust plans to construct a
segment of the Coastal Trail on the
123 acres it owns on Pillar Point Bluff.
Officials say they expect to start on a
packed-earth trail Aug. 1.

Devil’s Slide
The plan is in place for the existing roadbed to serve as the Coastal Trail
after the tunnel and bridge project are complete in 2011. Parking areas will
need to be built at both ends of the trail. There is a caveat, however. If —
or when — the road fails after the tunnel is built, the trail would be
abandoned and a new, as yet unfunded, route would be needed.

Montara
Getting the trail through

Montara will provide numerous
challenges and it is unclear
where the route would be.

Some have discussed using the
Caltrans easement east of

Highway 1.
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coast together.’
Department of Parks Director Dave Holland
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Definition of the 
California Coastal Trail
A continuous public right of way
along the California coastline; a trail designed to
foster appreciation and stewardship of the scenic
and natural resources of the coast through
hiking and other complementary modes of
nonmotorized transportation.
In 1972, Proposition 20 provided that “A hiking,
bicycle, and equestrian trails system shall be
established along or near the coast” and that
“ideally the trails system should be continuous
and located near the shoreline.”
Approximately half of the 1200 miles, from
Mexico to Oregon, are in place.

hernandez
bridge

wavecrest

Existing Coastal Trail

Planned Coastal Trail.
Project in place with
construction/completion
dates set.

Needs work. These
segments have unresolved
complications either with
property owners or govern-
ment agency conflicts.
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Interested in helping the project along? Contact Dave Holland, Department of Parks Director at dholland@co.sanmateo.ca.us.

GO TO:
http://www.coastal.ca.gov/
access/ctrail-access.html
for a complete set of
coastal trail maps in pdf
format.
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