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Map Of Kings
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Navigating the Giants: A
Comprehensive Guide to the
Map of Kings Canyon
National Park

Imagine standing at the base of a sequoia tree so
immense that its trunk could swallow a car. Imagine
the roar of a waterfall plunging into a granite canyon
carved  by  ancient  glaciers.  This  is  Kings  Canyon
National Park, a wild expanse of deep river gorges,
towering peaks,  and groves of giant sequoias.  To
truly  experience  this  wilderness,  you  need  more
than just a sense of adventure—you need a reliable
map of Kings Canyon National Park.  Whether
you are planning a day hike to scenic overlooks or a
multi-day  backcountry  expedition,  understanding
the park’s geography is essential for both safety and
enjoyment.  In  this  article,  we  will  explore  the
different  types  of  maps  available,  highlight  key



features you must not miss, and offer tips for using
your  map  to  unlock  the  full  magnificence  of  this
California  treasure.

Why a Map of Kings Canyon
National Park Is Essential

Kings Canyon National Park is not one continuous
valley; it consists of two distinct areas: the smaller,
popular  Grant  Grove  area  on  the  west,  and  the
deep,  dramatic  Kings  Canyon  itself  on  the  east.
Beyond  these  accessible  sections  lies  the  huge
backcountry,  part  of  the  combined  Sequoia  and
Kings Canyon National Parks wilderness. Cell service
is virtually nonexistent. GPS devices can fail or run
out  of  battery.  A  physical  map,  combined with a
compass and the skills  to use them, remains the
most reliable navigation tool.

A map of Kings Canyon National Park  reveals
the  intricate  network  of  trails,  the  locations  of
backcountry campsites, water sources, and critical
geological  formations.  It  helps  you  estimate
distances, plan resupply points for long treks, and
identify potential hazards such as crossing streams
during  spring  melt.  For  casual  visitors,  the  map
highlights  scenic  drives,  viewpoints,  and  the
locations for ranger-led programs. In short, it turns a
confusing  tangle  of  peaks  and  valleys  into  an
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understandable landscape.

Understanding the Park’s Layout

The park is often referred to as the “Kings Canyon”
but it includes two major canyons: the Kings River
drainage and the South Fork of the Kings River. The
famous Kings Canyon Scenic Byway (Highway 180)
descends from Grant Grove into the canyon itself,
ending at Roads End. Along this highway, you will
find  pullouts  with  stunning  views  of  the  glacial
valley. On a map of Kings Canyon National Park,
you will see that the road hugs the river, with trails
branching  off  into  side  canyons  like  Bubbs  Creek
and  Woods  Creek.

Grant Grove – Home to the General Grant
Tree, the third largest tree on Earth. Elevation
about 6,650 feet. Accessible year-round.
Cedar Grove – The developed area inside the
canyon. Elevation about 4,600 feet. Open
typically from late April to mid-November due
to snow.
Roads End – The terminus of the paved road.
Trailheads for the Rae Lakes Loop, the John
Muir Trail, and other long-distance routes
begin here.
Backcountry – Extends east into the High
Sierra, including the Sierra Crest and the
headwaters of the Kings River.



Types of Maps Available for
Kings Canyon

Not all maps are created equal. Depending on your
activity, you will want a map that provides the right
level of detail. Below we explore the most common
and useful maps.

Official National Park Service (NPS) Map

The NPS publishes a free map that is included with
the park brochure when you pay your entrance fee.
This  map  of  Kings  Canyon  National  Park  is
excellent  for  driving,  locating visitor  centers,  and
identifying  major  attractions  such  as  the  General
Grant Tree, Cedar Grove Village, and Hume Lake. It
also  shows  the  park  boundary  and  the  adjacent
Sequoia National Park. However, it lacks the contour
lines  and  detailed  trail  data  needed  for  serious
hiking. Use it for general orientation, but for hiking,
upgrade to a topographic map.

USGS 7.5 Minute Topographic Maps

For the serious backpacker or mountaineer, a USGS
quadrangle provides the highest level of detail. The
park  spans  several  quadrangles:  Lodgepole,  Mt.
Whitney  (southwest),  Sphinx  Lakes,  and  others.
These  maps  show  contour  intervals  of  40  feet,
allowing  you  to  see  steep  cliffs,  moraines,  and  the
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shape of  the canyon walls.  If  you are venturing off-
trail or into remote cross-country routes, this is your
essential map of Kings Canyon National Park in
its most technical form.

Tom Harrison or National Geographic
Trails Illustrated Maps

These are the most user-friendly options for hikers.
The National Geographic Trails Illustrated map for
Sequoia  and  Kings  Canyon  National  Parks  is
waterproof, tear-resistant, and includes detailed trail
mileages, campsite symbols, and points of interest.
It  covers  the entire  combined park at  a  scale  of
1:100,000.  Tom  Harrison’s  “Kings  Canyon  High
Country”  map  is  similarly  detailed  and  popular
among JMT and Rae Lakes Loop hikers. Both options
combine the strengths of topographic accuracy with
clear trail marking, making them the go-to map of
Kings Canyon National Park for most visitors.

Digital Maps and Apps

While we advocate for paper maps as a primary tool,
digital maps can be excellent backups. Applications
such as Gaia GPS, AllTrails, or CalTopo allow you to
download  offline  maps  of  Kings  Canyon.  You  can
load GPS tracks, measure distances, and see your
real-time location  (provided  your  device  has  GPS
reception).  Be  aware  that  battery  life  depletes
quickly in cold or high-altitude conditions. A battery



pack and airplane mode are wise precautions. For a
reliable map of Kings Canyon National Park in
digital  form,  download  the  official  NPS  app  or  a
premium  topographic  app  before  leaving  service.

Key Features Marked on a
Map of Kings Canyon
National Park

Let’s zoom in on the essential landmarks you will
find plotted on any detailed map.

Sequoia Groves

The park is famous for its giant sequoias, and your
map will  indicate the location of the Grant Grove
and  the  lesser-known  Redwood  Mountain  Grove.
Within Grant Grove, individual named trees such as
the General Grant Tree, the Robert E. Lee Tree, and
the Gamlin Cabin are marked. The map also shows
the  short  nature  trails  that  loop  through  these
groves.

Scenic Overlooks

Along  Highway  180,  you  will  find  markers  for
Junction View, a panorama of the canyon where the
Middle and South Forks of  the Kings River  meet.
Another key viewpoint is the Grizzly Falls pullout, a
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cascading waterfall  just a few miles before Cedar
Grove. A map of Kings Canyon National Park will
not label every photo spot, but it will show the major
pullouts and trailheads leading to viewpoints.

Backcountry Trails

This is where the map truly shines. The famous Rae
Lakes  Loop  traverses  the  park  clockwise  or
counterclockwise,  passing through stunning alpine
lakes and crossing the 62-pass. The map shows the
connecting trails: the Bubbs Creek Trail, the Woods
Creek Trail,  and the trail  to the summit of Mount
Whitney (if you plan to exit through Sequoia). Each
junction  is  labeled  with  distances,  aiding  in
navigation  where  the  trail  may  be  less  distinct.

Water Sources and Campgrounds

Water  is  cr it ical  in  the  backcountry.  On  a
topographic map of Kings Canyon National Park,
perennial  streams  are  represented  by  solid  blue
lines,  while  intermittent  streams are dashed.  The
NPS  map  also  indicates  designated  campgrounds
such  as  Sentinel  Campground  and  Sheep  Creek
Campground  in  the  canyon  bottom.  In  the
backcountry, you will  find symbols for “backcountry
camps” or “designated sites” often with a circle or
tent icon. Knowing where you can legally camp (and
also find water) helps you avoid long dry stretches.



Elevation Contours and Terrain

The contour lines are your eyes into the terrain. A
tight cluster of lines indicates a steep canyon wall or
cliff,  while  widely  spaced  lines  suggest  a  gentle
slope. When planning a route, examine the map for
unintended  cliff  bands  or  impassable  slopes.  The
map of Kings Canyon National Park reveals that
the canyon floor sits at roughly 4,600 feet while the
high  peaks  exceed  12,000  feet.  That  eight-
thousand-foot  vertical  relief  means any hike from
the bottom to  the  top  involves  significant  elevation
gain.

How to Use Your Map for
Planning a Trip

Having the right map is only the first step. You must
also know how to interpret it for a successful trip.
Below are practical tips.

Read the Legend and Scale

Before heading out, study the legend. Understand
what symbols represent trails, roads, trails that are
closed  to  stock,  wilderness  boundaries,  and
administrative  boundaries.  The  scale  will  tell  you
how many inches equal one mile. With a scale of
1:100,000, one inch equals about 1.58 miles. This
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helps you estimate hiking time. A general rule of
thumb: 2 miles per hour plus 1 hour per 1,000 feet
of elevation gain. A careful review of your map of
Kings Canyon National  Park  can  help  you set
realistic daily goals.

Identify Natural Landmarks

In the Sierra, trails often follow drainages or ridges.
Use your map to identify obvious landmarks such as
pointy  peaks,  lakes,  or  major  bends in  the river.
These act as checkpoints along the way. When you
see  a  prominent  peak  on  the  horizon,  cross-
reference it with your map to confirm your location.
For example, the iconic Sphinx Crest is visible from
the Bubbs Creek trail. Knowing its name and shape
anchors your route.

Plan for Water Crossings

Some  streams  on  the  map  of  Kings  Canyon
National  Park  are  seasonal  or  have  dangerous
fords. The map will show if a trail crosses a stream.
Call the park or check recent trip reports for current
conditions  before  you leave.  In  high  snow years,
early summer crossings can be life-threatening. Your
map may show the trail, but it cannot tell you the
depth. Prepare accordingly.



Backup Navigation Techniques

Bring a compass and know how to take a bearing
from the map. The magnetic declination in the park
is  about  13  degrees  east  (as  of  2025).  Use  a
compass  that  can be adjusted for  declination,  or
manually subtract the change. Practice orienting the
map  to  the  terrain  first:  hold  the  map  level  and
rotate  it  until  the  map’s  north  aligns  with  the
direction  the  terrain  appears  to  run.  Then use  a
compass  to  confirm.  This  is  especially  important  in
fog  or  low-visibility  conditions  when  landmarks
vanish.

Seasonal Considerations for
Map Use

The map does not change, but the landscape does.
Snow  buries  trails,  rivers  swell,  and  some  roads
close.  Understanding  seasonal  effects  helps  you
read your map of Kings Canyon National Park
more effectively.

Winter (November – April): High elevations
are under deep snow. The park’s eastern
section (e.g., Cedar Grove) is inaccessible by
car. Most backcountry travel requires skis or
snowshoes. Your map may show a trail, but it
might be indistinguishable from the
surrounding snow. Use GPS or altimeter for
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precision.
Spring (May – June): Rapid snowmelt makes
stream crossings hazardous. Contour lines
that show easy valleys may hold roaring
torrents. Many trails at higher elevations
(above 10,000 feet) remain snow-covered
until late June. Adjust your route to avoid
dangerous fords.
Summer (July – September): This is the
prime hiking season. All trails are usually
snow-free except on north-facing slopes near
the crest. Mosquitoes are heavy near water.
Your map’s indicated campsites are in high
demand. Permits are often required.
Fall (October): Cool weather and fewer
crowds. However, the first significant snowfall
can happen as early as October. Always check
conditions at Kings Canyon visitor centers.
Your map remains valid, but note that some
roads and facilities (such as the Cedar Grove
market) close after October.

Where to Get Your Map of
Kings Canyon National Park

You can acquire a physical map before you arrive or
upon entering the park.

Online1.


