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to provide for the health, inspiration and 
education of the people of California by helping 
to preserve the state’s extraordinary biological 
diversity, protecting its most valued natural and 
cultural resources, and creating opportunities 
for high-quality outdoor recreation.

California State Parks supports equal access. 
Prior to arrival, visitors with disabilities who 
need assistance should contact the park at  
(707) 465-7335. If you need this publication in an 
alternate format, contact interp@parks.ca.gov.
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the rugged California 

coast, scenic river 

canyons, dense 

forests, and steep 

cliffs create a mosaic of 

interdependent habitats 

in the Del Norte region. 
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V isitors to Del Norte Coast Redwoods State 
Park experience the grandeur of an  
old-growth redwood forest on California’s 
rugged coast. Inland, they can witness  
historic efforts to restore forests felled by a 
century of logging. The steep cliffs, lush river 
canyons, and rocky beaches invite hikers, 
cyclists, equestrians, and anglers.

This area has the state’s heaviest rainfall, 
averaging 70 inches annually. Year-round 
temperatures vary from 30 to 80 degrees. 
Summer days bring morning fog to thirsty 
redwoods and ferns.

PARK HISTORy
Native People
The Tolowa and Yurok are the original 
inhabitants of the area now known as Del 
Norte Coast Redwoods State Park. The 
Tolowa derive from Athabascan-speaking 
peoples whose aboriginal lands extend 
north into Oregon and east along Mill Creek 
and the Smith River. The Yurok language 
has Algonquian roots; their aboriginal lands 
extend south to the Little River and east  
along the Klamath River.

Both the Tolowa and Yurok utilize the 
bountiful ocean. They also hunt and gather 
from inland mountain ranges and free-flowing 
rivers. Their important foods include salmon, 
steelhead, smelt, clams, deer, elk, berries, 
and acorns.

The region’s indigenous people suffered 
enormous losses from genocide and 
disease when Euro-Americans arrived in 
the 19th century. Today’s Tolowa and Yurok 
descendants flourish in a thriving society — 
continuing their cultural heritage, life ways, 
traditional languages, and tribal governments.

The Legacy of Logging
European settlers came to the Del Norte coast 
in the 1850s. To build homes and businesses, 
logging quickly became the foremost industry; 
by the 1930s, many old-growth redwoods had 
been cut down. 

Hobbs, Wall and Company established 
logging camps on Mill Creek’s upper 
watershed in the 1920s. The company built 
a railroad line to transport temporary 
logging camps into the groves and 
ship logs back to mills in Crescent 
City. Constructing a railroad through 
the mountains was considered the most 
ambitious undertaking on the North Coast.

Redwood National and State Parks
Del Norte Coast Redwoods State Park 
was established in 1927. When Mill Creek 
Watershed was added to it in 2002, Del Norte 
became the state’s fifth largest state park. 
It’s also part of Redwood National and State 
Parks, which also includes Redwood National 
Park, Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park, 
and Prairie Creek Redwoods State Parks. 
The 133,000 acres in these four parks are 
recognized by the United Nations as a  
World Heritage Site and an International 
Biosphere Reserve.

Mill Creek’s old-growth trees and natural 
beauty made it a strong candidate for the first 
redwood national park in the 1960s. In 1968, 
however, a nearby 100,000-acre parcel was 
selected to become Redwood National Park. 
Loggers increased their pace in Mill Creek, 
and by 2002 when California State Parks 
acquired upper Mill Creek watershed, most of 
the big redwood trees were gone.

NATuRAL HISTORy

Rhododendron
Geology
Offshore and beneath the forest, 

layers of sandstone, shale, serpentine, 
chert, and greenstone (a blend called 
Franciscan complex) emerge eight miles 
from the ocean floor.

These layers resulted from repeated 
tectonic plate collisions and processes  
of three plates — the North American, 
Pacific, and Gorda plates, which form  
the Mendocino Triple Junction south  
of Eureka. 

Offshore, isolated rock towers called  
“sea stacks” remain from erosion and 
coastline retreat.

Plants
Part of one of the largest contiguous 
sections of ancient coast redwood forest 
left in the world, Del Norte shelters 350-
foot redwoods as well as tanoak, madrone, 
red alder, big leaf maple, Douglas-fir, 
western hemlock, grand fir, and California 
bay trees. Sitka spruce trees hug the cliffs. 
Ferns, azaleas and orchids blanket the 
forest floor in lush colors and textures. 
Rhododendrons may reach 30 feet.
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A watershed is a drainage basin. 
From ridgetops to valleys below, all the rain or snow that falls in a watershed drains 
into the same body of water. Disturbances on upper slopes can devastate life down 
below. Past logging around upper Mill Creek, for example, puts the salmon and tall 
trees downstream at risk. That's why California State Parks acquired Mill Creek's upper 
slopes in 2002 and devised a plan to restore the entire watershed to its lost splendor. 
At 25,000 acres — an area as big as San Francisco — this is the largest restoration 
project in state park history. 

Restoring even a small portion of what’s been lost in the upper basin will take decades. But some benefits are already clear: 

•	 Mill Creek’s coho salmon run — one of the most productive in the state — is growing; 
•	 Native plants are thriving in healthy young forests; 
•	 Nearby Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park is less vulnerable to flooding and siltation; and 
•	 Land managers are learning techniques that will help restore and manage redwood forests elsewhere. 

When you want to take care of a piece  
of land, where do you start?

   — With a watershed  
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