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Ahjumawi 
 

  

 
 

“The most remote of California’s 300 state parks” is how Tom Steinstra describes 
Ahjumawi. There are no roads or trails to the park. The only way to get there is by 
canoe, kayak or the like – no motorized crafts of any kind are allowed. 

 
You launch your kayak at a place called Rat Farm, which I later learned is called that 
because it used to be a muskrat farm. I’ve never had muskrat. People say it tastes just 

like chicken.  
 
Ahjumawi is not an overly used park. We found a beer can from the 1950’s, the kind of 

can that opened with a church key*, basically just sitting on a rock next to a trail. 
Somebody who could have been in the Eisenhower administration at the time had 
stopped for a beer at that very spot. 

 
A beaver. An elk jumping into the water and swimming away. Bald eagles. Snakes. 
Ahjumawi has more than enough wildlife to shock and awe almost anyone.  

 
There are a total of nine campsites in the entire park. Most of them are not clearly 
marked. Not all of them are kept in pristine operating condition either. I’d bet it’s been a 

long time since all nine campsites were used at the same time. 
 
The setting is, well… I’ll shut up now. 
 

 

 
 
*if you don’t know what a “church key” is, it’s one of those old fashioned can/bottle openers, where one 
side is for opening bottles, and the other is a metal triangle for jabbing a hole in the top of a can. That’s 
what you used to open this can of beer. Barbaric.  
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Ahjumawi is said to have one of the largest concentrations of freshwater springs in the 

world. The topography (that’s a cool word) reminds me of a small bayou, but not too 
small, certainly not too small to get lost in, which I did. That was a little scary. The place 
is a little confusing. 

 
 
Ahjumawi also happens to be a remarkable place to fish. The Ajumawi have known this 

for several thousand years. There are still ancient fish traps (rock mazes) at the park.  
 

 
 

These traps (right) were 
not used to catch trout; 
they were used to catch 

a type of sucker fish 
during their spawn.  
 

I’m guessing that 
paleontologists know 
this because of the type 

of fish bones they found 
in the trap, but I bet the 
paleontologists would 

have had to consult with 
an ichthyologist to know 
that for sure. Right? 
Perhaps if we were to 

examine the bones of 
the paleontologists, we 
would find the answer to 

this question. 
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I honestly can’t recall catching harder fighting trout, ever. Special regulations require the 

release of all fish over 14 inches. I did not catch any fish under fourteen inches.  
 
“Ahjumawi? Those fish have shoulders!” was what the ranger said to me the night 

before we arrived. I thought he meant the fish were really big, which I naturally thought 
was a load of you-know-what, because that’s the kind of fishertalk you normally hear. 
But now I’m pretty sure that ‘shoulders’ must mean “fish of both great size and 

strength” in Ahjumawian. I did not catch a fish under 2 ½ pounds. I’m guessing my 
biggest was an honest four and-a-half pounds. Maybe bigger. Probably bigger. 
 

In a part of the state where blue ribbon trout opportunities compete for your attention, 
Ahjumawi stands out like a big zit on the chin of your high school prom date.  
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Ahjumawi is one of the few places where you can look to your left and see Mt. Shasta, 
and then turn to your right and see Mt. Lassen. 
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“And just how did they get lost in the little bayou?” Well, since you’re asking…after 
paddling about an hour and-a-half or so, we found what we thought was the first group 
of campsites. Actually, what we had found was the last group of campsites. Thinking 
we’d landed at the first group, we got back in the boats and continued paddling further, 

in an attempt to explore the two remaining groups of sites. There are three groups of 
sites, with three sites in each group.  
 

We kept paddling, looking for groups 2 & 3, but of course we were never going to find 
them, because we’d already passed them by hours earlier. But we didn’t know that. We 
kept paddling.  

 
As I mentioned earlier, the sites are not well marked. In addition to all the paddling, our 
nervous energy further depleted our already dwindling stamina. After we finally 

convinced ourselves that we had to have screwed up and that we better turn around, 
we weren’t real confident that we could even find the spot we’d already been to and, in 
fact, we weren’t able to. Though tired and sore, we were reinvigorated by our constant 

fear and rational concern that we’d have no place to sleep that night. 
 
Eventually, we paddled back to what we thought was site #3, or maybe site #2. Actually 

it was site number one that we had finally found, which did freak us out, because that’s 
where we thought we had been at first. We were a little afraid to get back in the boats 
the next day. 

 

 
 

Topography 
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