Tangle Blue and Big Marshy Lakes
2 Hikes
Easy to moderate, 6.6 to 10.9 miles
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The Tangle Blue Lake hike from the Tangle Blue Trailhead
is a fairly short and easy trail along swift-moving Tangle Blue
Creek and through lush meadows and under forest canopy
to a lovely lake in a granite bowl. The trail to Tangle Blue
Lake is a very enjoyable, fairly easy day hike.
Despite its less-than-glamorous name, Big Marshy Lake is
actually quite lovely, in its red-rock, peridotite basin. Big
Marshy is well worth the extra effort to hike up from the
trail to Tangle Blue Lake. Little Marshy Lake is quiet and less
impressive than its bigger namesake, but also worth a look.
Sometimes, the breezes at Big Marshy can make Little
Marshy a more appealing overnight camp site. If you take in
both Tangle Blue and Big Marshy Lakes, you are in for a
very enjoyable day hike of just under 11 miles. Have your
mid-morning snack at Tangle Blue, and head on up to Big
Marshy Lake for lunch.

Hikes
Tangle Blue Lake (41° 12.475'N, 122° 44.649'W)
Total Length (round-tip): 6.6 miles via Grand National
Trail (Tangle Blue Trailhead)
Elevation Gain: 1,160’
Difficulty: Easy-to-moderate
♦ Big Marshy Lake (41° 13.283’N, 122° 45.753’W) and
Little Marshy Lake (41° 13.226’N, 122° 45.527’W)
Total Length (round-trip): 9.2 miles Boulder Lake Trail
(8W02) fork of Grand National Trail
Elevation Gain: 1,730’
Difficulty: Moderate beyond the fork from Tangle Blue
♦

Topo Maps
♦
♦

Tangle Blue Lake
Billys Peak beyond the fork to Big and Little Marshy Lakes

Directions to Trailhead
24.4 miles to Tangle Blue Trailhead
Take Hwy 3 north from Trinity Center about 20¾ miles to
USFS Road 39N20. The turn is about 1¼ miles beyond the
IP Road (the sign for the road may be missing), on the outside of a hairpin turn. Follow 39N20 about 3.6 miles to the
trailhead. There is ample parking.

A Great Day Hike
Tucked into a handsome basin in the northeastern corner of
the Trinity Alps, Tangle Blue Lake combines many of the
range’s best qualities into one attractive package: a large lake,
swaths of lush meadow, a rollicking creek and tall granite peaks.
Tangle Blue Lake is located on the north side of the massive
granite bulge that is occupied by the Bear Lakes Basin. This
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results in an appearance that stands in contrast to the lake basins
just to north, such as the Marshy Lakes, which are in the red peridotite veins of the Scott Mountains.
The trail from the Tangle Blue Trailhead to the lake is actually
named the Grand National Trail on the USFS Trinity Alps Wilderness Map because there is a side hike to the site of the Grand
National Mine. This is somewhat confusing, because the trail
from the other direction, near Eagle Peak, is actually called the
Tangle Blue Lake Trail. But don’t let all this get confusing. The
Grand National Trail from the Tangle Blue Trailhead is one of
the easiest trails in all of the Trinity Alps. It is only a bit over 3
miles from the trailhead to the lake and it gains only about 1,160
feet. Not only is the grade very moderate and its distance short,
the Grand National Trail follows Tangle Blue Creek the entire
distance to the lake, meaning there is never a shortage of water.
Moreover, the creek livens up a trail that would otherwise just be
a walk in the woods. The sound of the creek also adds lots of ambience. In addition to the creek, a couple of peaceful meadows
break up the time in the forest, adding just enough variety to
make the trail seem fresh all the way to the lake. There are some
very nice campsites at the lake, offering nice day hikes to Big
Marshy and the Grand National Mine.
Another great day hike from the same trailhead, is the hike to Big
and Little Marshy Lakes. This hike begins at the same trailhead,
but forks off the route to Tangle Blue 2½ miles from the trailhead. You can actually make a small loop that takes you first to
Little Marshy Lake, and the up to the upper basin containing Big
Marshy Lake. A very slight side trip on the way up to the upper
lake lets you take in a very nice waterfall on Marshy Creek as the
Creek cascades down to the lower lake.
Trinity Lake Revitalization Alliance
PO Box 128, Trinity Center. CA 96091
NorthTrinityLake.com
facebook.com/northtrinitylake

Tangle Blue and Big Marshy Lakes (continued)
Most of Little Marshy Lake is on private land, and there are
some minor improvements at the east end of the lake. Don’t
disturb the private facilities. The entire basin, including part of
Tangle Blue basin, is often used for summer grazing for cattle.
Therefore, watch out for the cattle droppings on the trail, and
choose your campsite carefully!

The Trails
Though there are no boundary markers, the Grand National
Trail begins at the boundary of a privately owned section of
land. This is why the first 1.3 miles of trail are, in fact, an old
road as it crosses the section. From the parking area, head west
downhill toward Tangle Blue Creek, passing a gate almost immediately. Cross the creek on a bridge built of thick steel plates
bordered with telephone poles stretching across the water. Beyond the bridge the trail makes a sharp turn to the left and begins the steepest climb of the entire trail, which switchbacks after 0.1 mile and again follows the creek, this time higher up. The
road continues all the way to the boundary of the Trinity Alps
Wilderness, where you’ll find a USFS gate.
Just prior to the wilderness boundary the trail deviates from the
old road for the first time. The road continues on the private
land, but the trail turns to the right, crossing an earthen mound
that blocks wilderness access to vehicles. Though it is not obvious here, this route was also at one time a dirt road but nature
has been chipping away at it long enough that it looks like normal single-track at the this point. The creek, still off to the right
of the trail, is accessible via easy scrambles down a 10-foot embankment to swimming holes and rapids.
Shortly after becoming a regular trail, the route enters a small
but scenic meadow, though the trail skirts the northern edge of
the grassy area rather than crossing through it. After crossing a
few small, spring-fed streams and reaching the far end of the
meadow, the trail makes a very short descent down to a Tangle
Blue Creek crossing. Unless water is very high, it is easy to hop
across the creek on rocks. Just prior to crossing an extremely
faint trail branches off to the left and climbs up to the ruins of
the Grand National Mine. This route is no longer maintained.
Once across the creek, the trail does one switchback to gain
some elevation, and joins rocky Marshy Creek. At about 0.6
miles past the creek crossing, you arrive at the fork to Marshy
Lakes. The trail to the upper lakes continues up an old road and
after a very short interval becomes the steepest portion of the
upper trail. The Marshy Lakes trail is discussed below.
Staying to the left at the fork, the Grand National Trail becomes
the Tangle Blue Lake Trail and passes between some enormous
cedar trees before breaking out into a large, lovely meadow.
Tangle Blue Creek marks the eastern perimeter of the meadow.
To the south, the granite spires above Tangle Blue Lake become
visible for the first time, indicating that the trail is nearing its end
as you approach the lake.
While passing through the meadow, the trail moves closer to the
creek and then makes a short drop down to its banks. Crossing
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the creek, the trail enters thick woods again. The map marks this
area as the site of the Messner Cabin. Nothing remains now except a heavy duty old oven. Still, it comes as a bit of a surprise
this far out in the wilderness. Beyond the cabin site, the trail begins its final ascent up to Tangle Blue Lake. The climb is about
½ mile. Although it is mostly in the shade, it does at times have
direct sunlight on it and may get hot later in the day. Fortunately
there is a cure for that just a short distance away. Finally, the trail
emerges from the trees and enters another lovely meadow as the
path levels off. The lake and the massive granite headwall are
now visible
By no means the grandest lake in the Trinity Alps, Tangle Blue
Lake is nonetheless a fine specimen of an alpine lake. Campsite
are abundant. The ones around the outlet are particularly notable, where old Forest Service ovens are constructed. The iron
plate griddles have been removed recently but the old rock and
concrete structures remain. All in all, it is a great place to camp.

Big Marshy Lake
Returning to the fork in the trail 2.5 mile from the trailhead, taking the fork to the right begins the ascent to Big and Little
Marshy Lakes. If you made the trip to Tangle Blue first, there is
a shortcut that saves ¼ mile. When you cross Tangle Blue Creek
at Messner’s cabin, don’t take the trail back to the fork. Cross
the meadow uphill to its northwest corner and rejoin the trail
westbound. But if you’re just coming up from the trailhead, stay
right at the fork. There are two signs pointing the way to Marshy
Lakes, and one sign points out that you are joining route 8W01.
The steep ascent only lasts 0.4 miles, and as the trail flattens out,
it reenters private land. Almost immediately, you encounter a
meadow that the maps shows has a small pond. Across the
meadow is a platform for a tent and a horse camp. If you follow
the trail, or explore the meadow, you will encounter an old road
on the north side of the meadow.
Follow the road until you come to another meadow. Look for
the trail to continue to the west. If you stay on the road until you

Tangle Blue and Big Marshy Lakes (continued)
reach a creek crossing, you’ve gone too far. The trail is in the
From the north side of the lake, hike up and over the north rim
trees at the south end of the meadow. This trail will take you to of the lake until you encounter the trail running east-west. This
Little Marshy Lake.
is the Boulder Lake Trail, and you turn right to follow it along
the south side of a meadow, and then just stay on this trail until
As you arrive at the lake, you will encounter some private facili- it turns into an old road. Follow the road, and eventually you
ties, including and A-frame outhouse, and a granite counter and will be paralleling Marshy Creek. You will come to a side trail
sink. Again, these are private facilities that should remain undis- that crosses the creek and turns into another old road. This is
turbed.
the road you took in the opposite direction after the climb up
from the Grand National Trail. Take the road back to the
If you make your way north across the creek outlet, you should meadow that had the tent platform, and look for the trail along
find a faint trail along the tree line. This trail will climb the hill the east side of that meadow. Follow the trail back down to the
north of Little Marshy Lake. Listen for the waterfall, and if you steep portion that takes you back down to the Grand National
make about an 80 yard diversion, you can get a great shot of the Trail. Your return hike from Big Marshy Lake to the trailhead
Marshy Creek waterfall cascading down some big boulders.
will be about 4 2/3 miles.
If you went to the falls, make your way back to the trail and
continue up to Big Marshy Lake. The view of the lake in its
basin from the south side is spectacular, but you’ll want to take
the trail around the lake to the north side and view the lake and
the mountains to the southeast. That is the granite bulge of the
Bear Creek area.

If you’ve combined Tangle Blue with the Big Marshy hike,
you’ll end up with about 10.9 miles under your shoes. If you
just hiked the Marshy Lakes, it’s about 9.2 miles. Either way,
you’ve had a wonderful day hike to some beautiful Alps lakes.
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Elevation profile for the hike to Tangle Blue Lake — an elevation gain of about 1,160’ over 3.3 miles
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Elevation profile for the hike to Marshy Lakes loop — an elevation gain of 1,730’ over 4.3 miles.
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