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Southern California is full of scenic terrain and tourism hotspots to explore, and the

inland stretch between Los Angeles and San Diego is no exception. Among the 120-

mile stretch are some of the state's preserved lands, intended to protect delicate

ecosystems, and other species from development. Among the 53,000 acres of park

land within San Diego County are nature preserves and other protected lands. This

includes North County's Elfin Forest Recreational Reserve, a delightful nature

preserve known for trails and majestic mountain peaks.

Elfin Forest Recreational Reserve (EFRR) is located 33 miles from San Diego and 105

miles from Los Angeles. Commonly known as "Elfin Forest," the property opened in

1992 created jointly by the Olivenhain Municipal Water District (OMWD), San Diego

County Water Authority, and the Bureau of Land Management. Its primary purpose is

to provide water, nature conservation, and recreation to the region. The 784-acre

reserve is adjacent to the banks of Lake Hodges and both the Escondido Creek

Preserve and the Los Cielos Preserve, featuring varied habitat conservation, including

mountain chaparral, coastal sage, riparian forest, and grasslands. It also shares a

boundary with the vast Olivenhain Reservoir and Dam, and serves as a watershed for

Escondido Creek, which runs through the main parking area with the nonprofit

Escondido Creek Conservancy assisting with some operations of EFRR.

The year-round destination is generally open daily from 8 a.m. to approximately 30

minutes before sunset, and is highly ranked among Google reviewers (4.7) and

TripAdvisor members (4.4) for its overall experience and natural setting. The combined

factors of diverse terrain, panoramic vistas, popular hiking treks, bird and other wildlife

sightings, and interactive learning spaces are what make Elfin Forest a lovely place for

visitors to commune with nature and recreate outdoors.

How to visit Elfin Forest Recreational Reserve

An ideal first stop will be the Elfin Forest Interpretative Center Honoring Susan J.

Varty which is open from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. every day, and staffed by volunteer docents.

The building was designed by architect James Hubbell, with art installations from a

variety of local artists, which are part of the permanent displays. Here you can find

about daily programs and other information, and obtain maps, which are

also viewable online. You can join one of the complimentary guided nature walks on

the second and third Sunday mornings of the month, which detail the history, plant

life, and animals of the area. Other center activities include a free eco-centered

concert series held every Sunday at noon, quarterly insect presentations, and a junior

ranger program for kids.

With more than 150 species of birds within the reserve, Elfin Forest and neighboring

Lake Hodges are considered one of the best U.S. bird watching destinations,

according to Reddit users. EFRR offers a downloadable birding guide which lists each

avian type, the chance of seeing them, and a specific ideal location to spot them. 

The reserve is easily reachable from Escondido, an old-school California city and

charming wine paradise, approximately 6 miles away. It's also only 12 miles away from

California's picture-perfect town with sprawling estates and luxury hotels, Rancho

Santa Fe.

Hike and enjoy panoramic vistas at Elfin Forest
Recreational Reserve

Hiking one of the 11 miles of multi-use pathways is one of the primary ways to explore.

There's a comprehensive trail map, which details the routes, lengths, and where they

intersect. These lead to six distinct overlooks, with five featuring picnic areas. A

docent-led guided hike on one of eight routes is held monthly, which are considered

moderately taxing, not fit for young children, and last for three to five hours. You'll

want to check online for the specific schedule and distances. 

Elfin Forest offers scenic views of the surrounding mountains, including Carlsbad's

Denk Mountain at 1,040 feet, Woodson Mountain at 2,899 feet, and Mount Israel which

sits at 1,335 feet. The summit of Mount Israel is accessed directly through the preserve

along the The Way Up Trail, a 2.2 mile loop route which leads to the Harmony Grove

Overlook for picturesque views of the valley and forest. It's good for leashed dogs and

is family-friendly, and once you reach the top, you can take in the landscapes from a

seating area. For an interactive experience, take the Botanical Trail, a 1.1 mile loop

from the parking lot, which features 27 educational signs highlighting some of the

over 150 plant species along the route, with a downloadable brochure. It links up with

the Way Up Trail, or returns downhill to the starting location. 

Equestrians on horseback frequent the five-mile-long Equine Incline Loop Trail, which

climbs along a rocky route to the picturesque Elfin Forest Overlook and the

neighboring Los Cielos Preserve. Another popular route for trekkers is the Lake

Hodges Overlook Trail with stunning views of mountain peaks, the Del Dios Highlands,

and the lake itself, while passing through three overlook viewpoints.

Between Los Angeles And San Diego Is
California's Lovely Nature Preserve For
Mountain Views And Trails
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* We may receive a commission on purchases made from links.

Heading off on an island vacation? Lucky you! Here's one piece of advice to start off

your trip right: Pack only a carry-on bag. You'll save on checked bag fees, won't waste

precious vacation time waiting at the luggage carousel, and never have to worry

about your luggage getting lost. Plus, if you need to fly standby or your flight gets

canceled, you'll be able to hop on the next available flight.

What's that you say? You're going away for a week? No problem! Here's a step-by-

step guide to getting everything you need into one portable bag, all without having to

shell out for expensive packing accessories. Let's go!

Plan before you pack

The key to packing light is getting organized before you place even one flip-flop in

your roll-on.

First, consult the weather forecast for your destination. Only sunshine during your trip?

Leave the raingear at home — one secret to packing light is to only bring what you

need, without adding "what ifs" to the bag.

Next, check with your accommodations to see what in-room amenities and toiletries

your hotel offers. Hairdryers and irons are standard at most properties, so no need to

pack them. If they don't have irons, leave items that need to be ironed at home.

Remember the 3-1-1 rule for carry on luggage (one 1-quart bag with liquids no more

than 3.4 ounces). Avail yourself of your lodging's toiletries when you can (many luxe

spots even offer poolside suntan lotion). Do, however, throw in some individual laundry

packs or a small container of detergent so you can wash clothes on the go.

Consider what you'll wear on the plane and what
carry-on you'll bring

Now, before you put anything in a bag, make a list. Overpacking happens when you

start grabbing drawers full of shirts and dropping them into your open bag (for a

packing check list, see below). Write down every item you're going to bring on

vacation.

Stick to a color scheme. A neutral background — think black, white, tan — with a few

colorful accessories, such as a scarf or a sweater, will help limit what you're packing.

Wear your heaviest items on the plane. For example, if you're planning on hiking, wear

your hiking boots on the way to your destination. For casual trips, wear sneakers and

layers, including whatever outerwear you're bringing with you for cool evenings, such

as a jacket or sweater. Basically, anything bulky that will take up a great deal of

suitcase space should be worn (leave the sandals and shorts to pack in your bag).

Pro tip: When making your list, you should figure out what kind of bag suits you best. If

you're not checking luggage, that means one in the overhead compartment and one

below the seat. Look for a good, durable duffel bag or dependable roller that goes up

top and a stylish backpack that stays with you. And be sure it's perfect for your laptop

or tablet and headphones.

Fold, roll, and bag your clothes

Okay, you have your list and you know what you're wearing on the plane. Now it's time

to pack your bag. Consult your list and lay out everything where you can see it. Do not

add anything to this. The secret to traveling with a carry on bag is to not overstuff.

Now consider the most space-efficient way to pack each item.

T-shirts and shorts should be rolled to both save space and cut down on wrinkling.

Start with a shirt face down on a flat surface. Fold the arms back so you have a perfect

square. Fold in half vertically. Now roll up from the bottom to the top — voila, a perfect

cylinder.

Heavier materials, like khakis and sweaters, should be folded into squares.

For lingerie and delicate items such as bathing suits, use mesh lingerie bags (you can

find these at most drug stores or on Amazon), which will allow security to see your

items without actually touching them and keep small items organized.

Dress up. For dresses, skirts, blouses or dress shirts, place each item on a hanger, and

place in individual plastic drycleaner bags. This keeps clothes wrinkle-free (the plastic

reduces friction) and organized.

Pack your clothes strategically

Now you're ready to pack your bag. Stack square shapes first, then rolled items

around those. Tuck shoes and flip flops into corners (and remember that shoes don't

need to travel next to each other). Socks can be placed into shoes or into empty

spaces. Place your toiletry bag on top of your perfectly folded clothes so you can

reach it easily for separate screening. Then lay your plastic-wrapped dress clothes on

top and fold it over to fit into the bag. Zip and go!

Pro tip: Even with just a carry-on bag, you should consider purchasing and using a set

of packing cubes. By putting your clothing and accessories in these, packing is easier

than playing Tetris.

What clothes to pack in your carry-on

Remember:

1. 1. Write everything down before you start packing.

2. 2. Lay out everything where you can see it.

3. 3. Do NOT add anything else to your suitcase once you have it packed.

How To Pack Just One Carry-On For A
Week-Long Vacation
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5 shirts■

3 shorts or skirts■

2 dressy options (mix and match with accessories and outerwear)■

1 outerwear — sweater or jacket■

AD

1 pair sneakers■

1 pair dressy shoes■

1 pair flip-flops■

1 hat■

2 bathing suits■

1 cover up■

1 athletic outfit■

Pajamas■

Socks■

Underwear■

Accessories (scarves, jewelry)■
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