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YOSEMITE, SEQUOIA & KINGS CANYON NATIONAL PARKS

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Vernal Fall, Yosemite National Park | TOPSELLER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

When Lonely Planet assigned me this guidebook, I had been writing news stories about Yosemite for nearly three years. Though I had visited countless times, my coverage had focused on fires, drought, floods and crowds, and I hadn’t visited many of the park’s natural wonders.

During the research for this book, though, all that changed. I hiked the most glorious trails, scaled the towering plutons, and encountered a cranky bobcat pacing around some talus. I slept beneath the stars in historic Camp 4 and bathed in iridescent mist at Vernal Falls.

I now get why people are willing to wait four hours to enter the park – it also pains me to watch climate change batter the Sierra Nevada. My advice is simple, folks: see Yosemite now. And do it on a weekday.

Ashley Harrell

@where_smashley_went

Ashley is a Northern California–based journalist who writes about travel and the outdoors.

[image: jpg]

My favorite experience is the Mist Trail hike. It’s particularly spectacular in the springtime when the waterfalls get so splashy you have to wear a rain jacket.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our second writer and expert chooses the place which, for them, defines Yosemite, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks.
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Michael Andrew Just/Shutterstock ©

Sequoia’s Foothills (pictured) are a thrilling place to start exploring the park, but many visitors drive straight through them. They’re missing out. The Foothills have some stunning hikes, and the oak forests and wildflowers are a colorful counterpart to the sequoias and granite peaks deeper in the park. Along the best trails, you can hike higher and higher, watching the landscape transform from oaken greenery to dizzy highcountry…it’s a trip.

[image: jpg]

Anita Isalska

@lunarsynthesis

Anita is a wayfaring writer and editor who splits her time between Australia, the French Alps, and her adopted home city, San Francisco. Read her work on anitaisalska.com.
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AWESOME VIEWS

Punctuated with fairy-tale spires and knobby domes, vertiginous canyon cliffs and talus-encrusted mountaintops, the scenery in the Sierra Nevada might just put a crick in your neck as you gaze at it all. A jaunt through Yosemite Valley is a ticker-tape parade of granite skyscrapers, with Half Dome taking a deep bow. Meanwhile, tempestuous Mt Whitney lords over the far-eastern reaches of Sequoia National Park. You could gaze for a lifetime – it never gets old.

[image: jpg]

Olmsted Point | Ashley Harrell/lonely planet ©

Size Matters

Spanning 400 miles across central California, the Sierra Nevada (pictured) encompasses dazzling mountain canyons and some of the highest peaks in the country.
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MELISSAMN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

High & Low

California claims the highest point in the contiguous US (Mt Whitney, 14,505ft; pictured) and the lowest elevation in North America (Badwater, Death Valley, 282ft below sea level).

[image: jpg]

APURKISPHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Safety First

Use caution when hiking around cliff edges and precarious viewpoints. Some park overlooks have railings, but plenty don’t.


BEST VIEWS

[image: jpg]

Marvel at the dizzying overlook of Half Dome and falls pouring from all sides at 1 Glacier Point .

Look upon the entirety of Yosemite Valley from 2 Tunnel View , with the iconic Half Dome front and center and Bridalveil Fall plunging in the distance.

Behold a lunar landscape of glaciated granite and a stunning view down Tenaya Canyon at 3 Olmsted Point.

Climb 350 steps to Sequoia National Park’s iconic granite dome 4 Moro Rock , with its mind-boggling views of the Great Western Divide.

Pull over to survey the canyon depths and distant peaks at 5 Junction View on the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway.








GLORIOUS WATERFALLS

Nothing can strike you speechless like water plunging off a cliff. Standing at the base of a massive waterfall, hearing its roar and reveling in its drenching mist is simultaneously invigorating and humbling. Yosemite holds one of the world’s greatest collections of waterfalls and, in springtime, Yosemite Valley is spray central.

[image: jpg]

Vernal Fall, Yosemite National Park | Ashley Harrell/lonely planet ©

Rainbows & Moonbows

In springtime, rainbows burst from the Sierra Nevada’s waterfalls by day and reappear in the moonlight by night. Bring a camera.

When to Waterfall

Spring snowmelt means waterfalls go off in April, but usually hit peak wetness (sometimes causing floods) in May. Hike with a rain jacket.


BEST WATERFALL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Marvel at the thundering cascades from across Yosemite Valley; together 1 Yosemite Falls’ three falls measure an astonishing 2425ft.

Visit 2 Bridalveil Fall in Yosemite Valley, called Pohono by the Ahwahneechee people.

Take the misty trail along 700 granite steps to thundering 3 Vernal Fall tumbling into Yosemite Valley.

Experience one of Kings Canyon’s most popular spots, 4 Mist Fall , with its massive boulders, rock formations and soaring views.

Be wowed by the prism that jets off 5 Rainbow Fall as it crashes from more than 100ft near the Devils Postpile.








DREAMY DAY HIKES

The sights look lovely from the car, but hiking through the landscape allows you to stop, smell and touch. Some of the parks’ most spectacular sights can be visited on short, easy trails, a few of which are wheelchair accessible. Many of the most famous hikes are day hikes, but they often involve steep ascents and descents.

When to Go

Avoid the crowds and blistering afternoon heat by starting early if you’re tackling the trails in summer, such as Taft Point (pictured).

[image: jpg]

Ashley Harrell/lonely planet ©

Mind the Snowpack

Depending on last winter’s snowpack, some trails may be closed until late spring or even midsummer, especially in the high country.

[image: jpg]

4kclips/Shutterstock ©

Permit or No?

Permits are not required for day hikes into the backcountry, with the exception of Yosemite’s Half Dome and Mt Whitney.


BEST DAY-HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Ease up the rocky slope of 1 Mt Hoffmann to share the jaw-dropping viewpoint with marmots at Yosemite’s midpoint.

Clamber up to expansive canyon views before dropping down to picnic in the spray of gushing 2 Marble Fall .

Take the easy stroll to shallow 3 Mirror Lake and its reflection of Mt Watkins and Half Dome, one of the Valley’s most photographed sights.

Stand awestruck at the glacially carved 4 Cathedral Lakes , the most spectacular day hike destination in all of Tuolumne Meadows.

Hike to the gorgeous overlook 5 Taft Point and don’t miss the Fissures at the edge of a 3000ft cliff, where giant boulders rest in granite cracks.








BADASS BACKCOUNTRY

The majority of the region’s millions of visitors never venture more than a few miles from a visitor center. Don’t let this be you. Instead, break out that pack, put some distance between you and everyday life and sleep beneath the stars. Overnight backpacking is one of the Sierra Nevada’s finest adventures, and there are just a few painless bureaucratic hurdles to jump before heading out, such as obtaining a wilderness permit.

[image: jpg]

Rae Lakes, Kings Canyon National Park | BRM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Bear Canisters

Backcountry hikes require a bear-resistant container (pictured) for scented items. Get a model approved for the region as bears have learned how to open some types.

[image: jpg]

Kelly vanDellen/Shutterstock ©

Don’t Forget

Bring a good topographic map and compass, which never run out of batteries or lose service the way GPS devices such as watches or smartphones do.

[image: jpg]

Don Bendickson/Shutterstock ©

Renting Gear

Backpacks, tents and other equipment can be rented from the Yosemite Mountaineering School. The school also offers multi-day trips for novices.


BEST BACKCOUNTRY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Get acquainted with Kings Canyon backcountry in 1 Rae Lakes along a chain of sparkling lakes.

Dodge bear scat along the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir during a spring hike to 2 Rancheria Fall .

Sneak up on 3 Mt Whitney from Sequoia or get a permit to enter through the Whitney Portal and scale this popular peak.

Feel a spring in your step while trekking without the weight of a tent or food, as you link the 4 High Sierra Camps .

Climb to the rim of Yosemite Valley on the lovely uncrowded route from 5 Old Big Oak Flat Rd to Yosemite Falls.








GIANT SEQUOIAS

The parks of the Sierra Nevada were created to preserve giant sequoias, the largest trees on the planet, whose complex root systems, trunks and canopies all contain their own incredible ecosystems. In the Eastern Sierra, weathered and twisty bristlecone pines have been around for upwards of 4000 years, making them the oldest living things on Earth.

[image: jpg]

Bristlecone Pine, Yosemite National Park | NYKER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Locating Sequoias

Giant sequoias survive today in about 75 scattered groves. Those in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks are the most extensive because of the deep soil.

Historic Protection

When Sequoia National Park was established in 1890, it became the first park created to protect a specific living organism.


BEST FOREST EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Pace the needle-carpeted trails of Yosemite’s 1 Mariposa Grove , and its almost 500 hardy sequoias.

Time travel in the high-altitude 2 Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest with its 4000-year-old stalwarts.

Visit the 3 Giant Forest to see the world’s largest living tree, the General Sherman, taller than a 27-story building.

Dance around a virtual sequoia playground and explore the country’s first ranger station at the 4 Grant Grove .

Discover the small, hidden gem of 5 Nelder Grove just outside Oakhurst, in Sequoia National Forest.








SCENIC DRIVES

A great many roads in the Sierra Nevada are lined with beautiful scenery, to the point where you really can’t make a wrong turn. Some of the best will take you through Yosemite’s high country, through the Eastern Sierra and between Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks.

Road Info

For the latest on road conditions, check the national park websites or call the 24-hour National Park Service line at 209-372-0200.

[image: jpg]

Ovidiu Hrubaru/Shutterstock ©

Gas

Get pricey gas at Wawona or Crane Flat inside the park, El Portal on Hwy 140, or at Lee Vining at the junction of Hwys 120 and 395.

[image: jpg]

Larcsky789/Shutterstock ©

Hazards

Roads are plowed in winter, but snow chains may be required at any time. Rock slides have shut down roads for months at a time.


BEST DRIVING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Wheel across Yosemite’s high country on 1 Tioga Rd , the only road that bisects the park between its eastern and western borders.

Take the astounding 2 Kings Canyon Scenic Byway into one of North America’s deepest canyons.

Trace the eastern escarpment of the mighty Sierra Nevada on 3 Highway 395 , passing near the highest and lowest points in the continental US.

Meander through a horseshoe canyon under the shadow of Carson Peak on the 4 June Lake Loop . Rainbows abound in springtime.

Explore 5 Ebbetts Pass Scenic Byway, flanked by giant sequoias, a ski resort, and a stunning alpine lake lined with beaches and campgrounds.








GEOLOGIC WONDERS

Stretching ever skyward, the Sierra Nevada provides living, earth-shaking evidence of the irresistible geological forces still shaping the landscape today. Need a crash course in geology? Hike to the otherworldly formations of the Devils Postpile, explore the surreal Mono Lake tufa and then take a dip in a steaming hot-springs pool.

[image: jpg]

Devils Postpile National Monument, Yosemite National Park | Robert Bohrer/Shutterstock ©

Yosemite’s Granite

Giant sequoias survive today in about 75 scattered groves. Those in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks are the most extensive because of the deep soil.

So Much Ice

During the Ice Age, the Sierra Nevada was covered in glaciers, including a giant cap of ice, 275 miles long and 40 miles wide.


BEST GEOLOGIC EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Marvel at the surreal 1 Devils Postpile, which flaunts 60ft basalt columns formed from old molten lava rivers.

Visit mysterious 2 Mono Lake , and its unearthly tufa towers, formed from calcium bubbling up from springs.

Take a wet-and-wild guided walk deep into Kings Canyon’s 3 Boyden Cavern , where stalactites, stalagmites and flowstone abound.

Learn how a magma chamber cooled beneath the Earth’s surface, got uplifted and became 4 Half Dome.

Take in the surrealistic view of vast granite walls at 5 Olmsted Point below Clouds Rest.








SWIMMERS’ PARADISE

Chock-full of deep lakes, careening rivers and veins of gentle streams, the region has endless water adventures to choose from. You can swan dive into pools, simmer in thermal waters or plunge into an icy pond. After heavy snows in wintertime, rivers absolutely gush with snowmelt in the spring.

[image: jpg]

Merced River, Yosemite National Park | Lorcel/Shutterstock ©

Cold & Fast

Take heed: rivers swollen with spring snowmelt don’t become safe enough for swimming until midsummer, and alpine lakes stay chilly year-round.

Family Swims

For those who are wary of swimming in the wild, public pools with lifeguards are open in summer at Half Dome Village and Yosemite Valley Lodge.


BEST SWIMMING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Plunge into 1 June Lake, backed by towering mountains and brimming with visitors in summertime.

Suit up and wander down to Yosemite’s best summer splash, the 2 Merced River , or sit and soak up some sun.

Find a solitary spot with a mountain view in one of the 3 Eastern Sierra’s Hot Springs and strip to your birthday suit.

Build sandcastles on the beach of Yosemite’s high-altitude 4 Tenaya Lake (warning: the water is chilly, all year!)

Along the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway, take a dip in 5 Hume Lake , with sandy beaches crowded with families.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Yosemite Complete

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days	Distance: 280 miles


Pack in all of Yosemite’s major sights on a greatest-hits tour of waterfalls, sequoias and high-country vistas. In between wild adventures, epic hikes and scenic drives, you’ll find time to explore a gold rush–era town and sip a libation at the park’s fanciest digs.


[image: jpg]

Yosemite Valley | TRAVELVIEW/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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1 Yosemite Valley [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend your first two days in Yosemite Valley, strolling the loop, gazing up at the towering granite and basking in wildflower-strewn meadows. Camp under the stars or in a Curry Village tent cabin and set out the next day along the iconic Mist Trail to Vernal and Nevada Falls, where you’ll be treated to mind-melting Sierra scenery and doused in iridescent waterfall droplets.

[image: jpg]

CORY WOODRUFF/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Glacier Point [image: ] 1 DAY

Reserve day three to either huff and puff the Four Mile Trail to Glacier Point or drive to the top and hike to Sentinel Dome and Taft Point for breathtaking 360-degree views of the park. Head back to Yosemite and reward yourself with a cocktail at the legendary Ahwahnee Hotel or a leisurely float on the Merced River.

[image: jpg]

ASHLEY HARRELL/LONELY PLANET ©

3 Wawona [image: ] 1 DAY

The next morning head south, making a stop at Tunnel View for a classic view of the entire valley before continuing to Wawona. Humble yourself exploring the ancient Mariposa Grove, ideally with a packed lunch in tow, then in the afternoon, hike to thundering Chilnualna Fall. Spend the night at the Wawona Hotel.

[image: jpg]

TURTIX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Hetch Hetchy [image: ] 1 Day

Drive out to Hetch Hetchy for a hike to Tueeulala Fall and Wapama Fall along the edge of San Francisco’s infamous reservoir. Better yet, strap on a backpack and make it an overnight trip to Rancheria Fall. Clean up with a spa day and a fancy meal at Rush Creek Lodge, just outside the Big Oak Flat park entrance.

[image: jpg]

Nickolay Stanev/Shutterstock ©

5 Tuolumne Meadows [image: ] 1 DAY

The following day, stop to marvel at Olmsted Point from the Tioga Rd viewpoint and take in the dazzling views from the sandy shores of Tenaya Lake. Wind up your trip with a wander around the Sierra Nevada’s biggest alpine meadow while camped at Tuolumne Meadows and choose from many epic high country hikes to alpine lakes.

[image: jpg]

Iliana Intialma/Shutterstock ©

6 Groveland [image: ] 1 DAY

On your way back west, hit up the Lucky Buck Cafe and then continue to historic Groveland, a gold rush town with charming B&Bs and eateries. If you’ve got energy for a last hurrah, go white-water rafting on the Tuolumne River and grab a celebratory craft beer at Around the Horn or a delicious coffee at Mountain Sage.

[image: jpg]

FinJoe/Shutterstock ©






ITINERARIES

Long Weekend in Yosemite

[image: jpg]

Allow: 4 days	Distance: 100 miles


If you only have a few days in the Sierra and you’re spending them in Yosemite, this whirlwind tour ticks off all the must-sees. Base yourself at campgrounds inside the park for all three nights to minimize driving time and maximize the chances of encountering wildlife.


[image: jpg]

Curry Village | Kit Leong/Shutterstock ©
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1 Yosemite Valley [image: ] 1 DAY

On your way to Yosemite Valley, stop at Tunnel View to drink in vistas. Head east along Southside Dr to spot the microscopic climbers working their way up El Capitan. Rent a bicycle and do a Valley Floor Tour. Wheel up to Mirror Lake and snap a photo of Half Dome’s dignified reflection in its shallow waters.

[image: jpg]

David A Litman/Shutterstock ©

2 Yosemite Village [image: ] 1 DAY

Follow the bike path to Yosemite Village and stop for a sandwich at Degnan’s Kitchen. Saunter over to the new Welcome Center to explore the exhibits on park geology and wildlife. Tour the Yosemite Museum and the Indian Village and the Ansel Adams Gallery before a gorgeous afternoon hike along the Mist Trail.

[image: jpg]

Javen/Shutterstock ©

3 Glacier Point [image: ] 1 DAY

Reserve day two to either huff and puff the Four Mile Trail to Glacier Point or drive to the top and hike to Sentinel Dome and Taft Point for stunning 360-degree views. Take in the scenery on the Glacier Point Rd drive back to Yosemite Valley and reward yourself with a cocktail at the legendary Ahwahnee Hotel.

[image: jpg]

Logan Bush/Shutterstock ©

4 Wawona [image: ] 1 DAY

On your final full day, head south to Wawona to explore the ancient Mariposa Grove, ideally with a packed lunch in tow. Then in the afternoon, hike to thundering Chilnualna Fall. Spend the night at the Wawona Hotel and the next morning jump on a horse at Wawona Stable.

[image: jpg]

Francesco Carucci/Shutterstock ©
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Chilnualna Fall Hike | Alisha Bube/Shutterstock ©






ITINERARIES

National Parks of the Sierra

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days	Distance: 325 miles


Hit the Sierra Nevada’s three national parks over one glorious week, cruising north to south. You’ll check off the world’s biggest trees, the deepest canyon in the United States and some of the loveliest viewpoints, meadows and slabs of granite on Earth.


[image: jpg]

Kings Canyon | Wasim Muklashy/Shutterstock ©
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1 Tuolumne Meadows  [image: ] 1 DAYS

Begin one of the greatest weeks of your life surrounded by the lush, open fields, clear blue lakes and ragged granite peaks and domes of Tuolumne Meadows. By day, take a hike to the top of Lembert Dome, around the Cathedral Lakes and into Lyell Canyon. By night, camp beneath the stars.

[image: jpg]

Pung/Shutterstock ©

2 Yosemite Valley [image: ] 2 DAY

Stroll or pedal Yosemite Valley and lunch at the fabulous Ahwahnee Hotel. In the afternoon, bump around Yosemite Village and dine at Yosemite Valley Lodge’s Mountain Room. Camp under the stars or in a Curry Village tent cabin and next day tackle the iconic Mist Trail for mind-melting Sierra scenery.

[image: jpg]

Simon Dannhauer/Shutterstock ©

3 Glacier Point [image: ] 1 DAY

Drive the 16-mile stretch of Glacier Point Rd to what many consider the finest viewpoint in Yosemite. A lofty 3200ft above the valley floor, 7214ft Glacier Point practically puts you at eye level with Half Dome. From here, you can hike to Sentinel Dome and Taft Point or along the Panorama Trail. In the evening, hop on a stargazing tour.

[image: jpg]

Larcsky789/Shutterstock ©

4 Wawona [image: ] 1 DAY

Drive south to Wawona, home of the park’s first tourist facilities, and the Yosemite History Center. Then pack a lunch and mosey over to the Mariposa Grove of giant sequoias, where some of the world’s largest trees recently withstood a wildfire. In the afternoon, the raging cataracts of Chilnualna Fall make for a great waterfall hike.

[image: jpg]

Gilberto Mesquita/Shutterstock ©

5 Kings Canyon National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

In Kings Canyon, begin with a walk in General Grant Grove, encompassing the world’s third-largest living tree and the gigantic Fallen Monarch. Drive the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway, pulling over to survey the canyon depths from lofty Junction View and Boyden Cavern. Get sprayed by the Roaring River Fall and admire verdant Zumwalt Meadow.

[image: jpg]

Kara Jade Quan-Montgomery/Shutterstock ©

6 Sequoia National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Start your day at Foothills Visitor Center in Sequoia National Park, then head to the Giant Forest and let yourself be dwarfed by the majestic General Sherman Tree, the world’s largest. Snap a photo of your car driving through the tunneled log then climb the puff-and-pant stairway up Moro Rock for bird’s-eye canyon and peak views.

[image: jpg]

My Good Images/Shutterstock ©






ITINERARIES

Yosemite & the Eastern Sierra

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days	Distance: 300 miles


This delightful jaunt combines highlights of the Yosemite National Park with less-traveled Hwy 395 and its unusual natural attractions. You’ll see some of the world’s biggest trees and some of its oldest, and hike the tallest mountain in the contiguous United States.


[image: jpg]

Mt Whitney | Byron W.Moore/Shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]

1 Mariposa [image: ] 1 DAY

Start this trip in Mariposa, Yosemite’s most intriguing gateway town. Try some climbing at the Boulder Farm or a scintillating e-bike ride through the Sierra foothills. You can tap into the region’s history by combing through several good museums and panning for gold on the banks of the Merced River, and try its white water rafting opportunity.

[image: jpg]

Ashley Harrell/lonely planet ©

2 Yosemite Valley [image: ] 2 DAYS

Upon entering Yosemite Valley, stroll the loop and gaze up at the towering granite. Take lunch in Yosemite Village and check out the museums, then hike the iconic Mist Trail to Vernal and Nevada Falls. Camp under the stars or in a Curry Village tent cabin and set out the next day on another hike to Upper Yosemite Falls.

[image: jpg]

cb_travel/Shutterstock ©

3 Hetch Hetchy [image: ] 1 DAY

For a glance at San Francisco’s drinking water and the magnificent O’Shaughnessy Dam, drive north to Hetch Hetchy. Budget several hours for the dreamy hike around the reservoir to Tueeulala Fall and Wapama Fall. Clean up with a spa day and a fancy meal at Rush Creek Lodge, just outside the Big Oak Flat park entrance.

[image: jpg]

Donna Bollenbach/Shutterstock ©

4 Tuolumne Meadows [image: ] 1 Day

Your base for the next couple of nights is the lush, open fields of Tuolumne Meadows surrounded by clear blue lakes, craggy peaks and smooth granite domes. Take in the views from the sandy shores of Tenaya Lake and pick a new hike each day: standouts include Lembert Dome, Cathedral Lakes and Lyell Canyon.

[image: jpg]

Danita Delimont/Shutterstock ©

5 Mono Lake [image: ] 1 DAY

Take the scenic drive along Tioga Rd out to Mono Lake and its otherworldly tufa, and then south for the vistas and sandy beaches along the June Lake Loop. Hike to lakes or play in the snow at Mammoth Mountain and take a dip in the nearby hot springs.

[image: ] Detour: Check out the eerie basalt formations at the Devils Postpile National Monument. [image: ] 35 minutes each way.
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Zack Frank/Shutterstock ©

6 Mt Whitney [image: ] 1 DAY

Take your time on the way to Mt Whitney for the country’s highest hike, stopping at quirky one-horse towns and roadside lakes. Visit the remains of a Japanese internment camp and catch a film-worthy sunset at the Alabama Hills.

[image: ] Detour: Wind up the road into the White Mountains to visit the Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest. [image: ] 1 hour each way.
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James Mattil/Shutterstock ©






ITINERARIES

Sierra Sampler

[image: jpg]

Allow: 14 days	Distance: 350 miles


This itinerary really shows off the best of the entire Sierra Nevada. Feast on a multicourse banquet of attractions within Yosemite, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks, including scenic overlooks, giant sequoias, gushing waterfalls and tranquil meadows. Then continue out to the Eastern Sierra for spectacular geology, unusual lakes and bubbling hot springs.


[image: jpg]

Moro Rock, Sequoia National Park | FiledIMAGE/Shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]

1 Sequoia National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Kick off the trip with a couple of days in Sequoia National Park, touring the Giant Forest, saying hello to General Sherman (the world’s largest tree by volume) and powering to the top of Moro Rock for panoramic mountain views. Camp under the stars in the Lodgepole area and do an easy morning hike by the river to Tokopah Fall.

[image: jpg]

FiledIMAGE/Shutterstock ©

2 Kings Canyon National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend an afternoon cruising the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway into Kings Canyon National Park, making stops to explore the Boyden Cavern and to see the stunning river canyon. Overnight at the Cedar Grove Lodge. Hike the Zumwalt Meadow or scale the spectacular water feature, Mist Fall. Finally, pay your respects to the General Grant Tree.

[image: jpg]

Wirestock Creators/Shutterstock ©

3 Oakhurst [image: ] 2 DAYS

Head north to Oakhurst, just outside of Yosemite National Park’s southern entrance, and base there for a while. Catch the awesome new virtual reality experience at the Yosemite Theater as a primer on the park. Over the next couple of days, tour the Yosemite History Center, wander the ancient Mariposa Grove and behold the Tunnel View lookout.

[image: jpg]

SvetlanaSF/Shutterstock ©

4 Yosemite Valley [image: ] 3 DAYS

Spend several nights camping in Yosemite Valley and wake up early each day to conquer the valley floor loop, the Mist Trail and Yosemite Falls, giving yourself oodles of time and lots of scenic breathers along the way. Quench your thirst post-hike with celebratory drinks at the Yosemite Valley Lodge’s festive Mountain Room Lounge and the Ahwahnee Hotel.

[image: jpg]

Ashley Harrell/lonely planet ©

5 Tuolumne Meadows  [image: ] 2 DAYS

Head north through the park, stopping to marvel at Olmsted Point from the Tioga Rd viewpoint, and take in the views from the sandy shores of Tenaya Lake. Repitch your tent in the Sierra Nevada’s biggest alpine meadow, Tuolumne Meadows, and spend a few days hiking to granite domes and riverside meadows in the gorgeous high country.

[image: jpg]

Santi Rodriguez/Shutterstock ©

6 Eastern Sierra [image: ] 3 DAYS

Take spectacular Tioga Rd to the Eastern Sierra. Journey to Mono Lake and its otherworldly tufa, then south for the mountain vistas of June Lake Loop. Hike to the bizarre formation of Devils Postpile before a dip in the hot springs at sunset.

[image: ] Detour: Drive northeast from Lee Vining to the ghost-town ruins of Bodie State Historic Park. [image: ] 45 mins.
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WHEN TO GO

It’s all in the timing, and yet, there is not really a bad time to visit the Sierra Nevada.


Each of the Sierra Nevada’s four seasons is worthwhile for a visit, and each comes with its own unique challenges. In the all-popular summertime, temperatures in the parks soar above 90°F (32°C), but the higher altitude mountain wilderness offers adventures and glorious sunshine. Autumn brings splendid fall foliage and diminishing crowds but lower temperatures, while winter repels crowds but attracts snowshoers and skiers with its snowy veneer. Spring is perhaps the loveliest time of all, with gushing waterfalls, popping wildflowers and (just) manageable visitation levels.


I LIVE HERE

MOUNTAIN SPORT

Chris Van Leuven is a journalist based in Mariposa. He’s the founder of YosemiteEbiking.com.

I moved to Yosemite right after high school in the mid-90s and have called this area home ever since. I love climbing the towering walls of Yosemite in late autumn when the rock is cool to the touch. I ride my e-bike then, too. Mariposa offers endless hilly dirt roads, fire roads and narrow, winding pavement traveled by few cars, making riding here safe, scenic, and oh-so-fun for everyone!




TIOGA ROAD

In summer, after Tioga Road has been plowed and the roadside walls of snow recede, make a beeline for Yosemite’s high country for carpets of outrageous wildflowers and a cornucopia of alpine lakes.



Accommodations Lowdown


In high season (June to August), lodgings in and around the Sierra Nevada’s parks (and particularly Yosemite) fill up weeks and even months in advance. Some campgrounds operate on a first-come, first-served basis, and the key to scoring their sites is arriving between 8am and noon. Arrive too early and the previous night’s guests haven’t yet left; arrive too late and sites are full with new campers.

[image: jpg]

Wildflowers, Tioga Road, Yosemite National Park | Earl D. Walker/Shutterstock ©

FIRE SEASON

Recently, the Sierra Nevada’s fire season has been arriving as early as June and staying as late as November. If you’re traveling within that timeframe, know that your trip could be impacted by smoky conditions and wildfire.

Classic Events


During Taste of Yosemite, visitors can meet top chefs from around the country as they lead cooking demonstrations and offer behind-the-scenes kitchen tours at the Ahwahnee Hotel. [image: ] January and [image: ] February

In Bishop’s unique rodeo-like event Mule Days, cowboys have their backcountry skills tested, with events including donkey dressage. [image: ] May

Yosemite Facelift is the year’s biggest volunteer event, when climbers and other grateful souls arrive for a major cleanup (yosemiteclimbing.org) at the season’s end. [image: ] September

Bracebridge Dinner at the Ahwahnee Hotel is part traditional Christmas feast and part Renaissance fair. Guests indulge in a multicourse meal while being entertained by actors in 17th-century costumes. [image: ] December


I LIVE HERE

FOREST MAINTENANCE

Alveta Coats is a Paiute grandmother with a background in forest maintenance and a long line of ancestors who managed this land for more than 7000 years.

In the summer, I spend time up in Tuolumne Meadows replanting meadow grass in areas where tourists walked off the trails and stomped vegetation. Like my mother, grandmother and great-grandmother, I gather acorns to grow black oaks. I also replant milkweed for migrating Monarch butterflies.
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Butterfly on milkweed | Gene and Muyu/Shutterstock ©

Natural Phenomena


Yosemite’s most famous waterfalls demonstrate their vigor, and seasonal flows such as Hetch Hetchy’s Tueeulala Fall, and Silver Strand Sentinel Fall in Yosemite Valley, briefly come to life. [image: ] May

For two weeks at the end of the month, the thin, seasonal cascade of Horsetail Fall becomes Yosemite’s most photographed attraction during the Firefall. [image: ] February

Astronaut talks, activities for kids, photography workshops and guided tours of the celestial firmament make for busy evenings during the Dark Sky Festival in Sequoia and Kings Canyon. [image: ] September

Fall colors light up the Sierra Nevada and leaf-peeping photographers joyride looking for the best shot. [image: ] October

SNOWED IN

The mountains, especially above 6000ft, experience long winters with periodically heavy snows that last from late October to early April. The northern peaks, in general, get more snow than the southern ones.

Weather Through the Year
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 41°F (5°C)
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 43°F (6°C)
Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg daytime max 48°F (9°C)
Days of rainfall: 6
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 55°F (13°C)
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

MAY

Avg daytime max: 64°F (18°C)
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 75°F (24°C)
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 81°F (27°C)
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 79°F (26°C)
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 72°F (22°C)
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 62°F (17°C)
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 50°F (10°C)
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 41°F (5°C)
Days of rainfall: 5




GET PREPARED
YOSEMITE, KINGS CANYON & SEQUOIA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Hiking Half Dome, Yosemite National Park | PMMRD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

Layers: For comfortable hiking, wear several layers of light clothing, which you can easily take off or put on as you warm up or cool down. Most hikers use three main layers: a base layer next to the skin, an insulating layer and an outer, shell layer for protection from wind, rain and snow. For the upper body, the base layer is typically a shirt (long or short sleeves depending on temperatures) of synthetic material (nylon or polyester) for drawing moisture away from the body. Merino wool is an option for cooler climes. The insulating layer retains heat next to your body and is often a synthetic fleece or lightweight down or synthetic-filled jacket. The outer shell should be a waterproof jacket that protects against cold winds.

For the lower body, the layers generally consist of either shorts or loose-fitting pants, ‘long-john’ underwear and waterproof rain pants. If you’ll be hiking through snow, deep mud or scratchy vegetation, gaiters will protect your legs and help keep your socks dry. Choose gaiters made of strong fabric, with a robust zip protected by a flap, that secure snugly around your hiking boots.

Footwear: Trail-running shoes are fine over easy terrain, but for more difficult trails and across rocks and scree, try hiking shoes or boots for more ankle support. Hiking shoes are lighter than boots (and generally don’t need to be broken in) and more structured than trail-running shoes, which makes them the preferred choice, especially outside of winter conditions. Nonslip soles provide the best grip.

Buy boots in warm conditions or go for a walk before trying them on so that your feet can expand slightly as they would on a walk. Many hikers also carry a pair of river sandals to wear at night, at rest stops and/or when fording waterways.

Headwear: Hats and sunglasses are a must to protect your head and eyeballs from the sun, wind and rain. Be sure to pack these items regardless of the season.


Manners

Respect the tranquil environment on the trails. Listen as nature does the talking, and don’t make noise with electronic devices.

Don’t smoke while actively hiking. This is prohibited, in fact, but you may smoke while stopped. Just be sure to crush out and dispose of butts in a trash receptacle.

Hikers coming uphill have the right of way. If you’re descending, step aside for people climbing up.




READ

[image: jpg]

The Last Season (Eric Blehm; 2007) Gripping investigation into the disappearance of park ranger and conservationist Randy Morgenson.

[image: jpg]

The Wild Muir: Twenty-Two of John Muir’s Greatest Adventures (2013) Essential collection of Muir’s writings on Yosemite and the Sierra.

[image: jpg]

A Way Across the Mountain (Scott Stine; 2015) A reevaluation of how white explorers first encountered Yosemite.

[image: jpg]

An Uncertain Path: A Search for the Future of National Parks (Bill Tweed; 2010) Retired park planner hikes and ponders climate change.




WATCH

[image: jpg]
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Valley Uprising (Peter Mortimer and Nick Rosen; 2014) Fast-paced documentary on Yosemite’s Camp 4 rock-climbing revolution.

The National Parks: America’s Best Idea (Ken Burns; 2009) Documentary series on US park history.

The Dawn Wall (Peter Mortimer and Josh Lowell; 2017) Free climbers ascend what many consider the hardest big wall in the world.

Yosemite (Joseph Pontecorvo; 2017) PBS documentary exploring the extraordinary impact of climate change on the park.




LISTEN

A Buffalo Soldier Speaks (Shelton Johnson; 2012) Weekly podcast with a Yosemite ranger broadcasting as a Buffalo Soldier.

Outdoorsy (Valley Public Radio; 2016) A podcast about outdoor adventuring in California, with lots of insider tips.

The Dirtbag Diaries (Fitz Cahall; 2007) A podcast about adventurers in wild places, with some stories set in the Sierra Nevada.

Yosemite Nature Notes (Yosemite National Park; 2009) A podcast series that tells unique stories of the park’s natural and human history.






TRIP PLANNER

BACKPACKING PREP

So you’ve decided to say goodbye to the crowds and venture into the backcountry wilderness of the Sierra Nevada’s national parks. Great idea! After you’ve identified a route that matches your schedule, skill and fitness level, it’s time to gather some equipment and secure a wilderness permit.


[image: jpg]

Hiking, Yosemite National Park | HY-DP/Shutterstock ©

Equipment

If you’re going backpacking, you’ll be shouldering everything for a few days, so a comfortable pack weight is crucial. Pare down to the essentials, and make sure that what you bring isn’t unnecessarily bulky – having a clean shirt every morning is not as important as how your back feels at day’s end. Use a checklist to ensure all the important stuff gets remembered.

Backpack: For multiday hikes, you will need a good backpack made of strong fabric, with a lightweight internal frame and an adjustable, well-padded harness that evenly distributes weight. Wear it before purchasing to ensure it matches your torso length and body type.

Tent: A three-season tent will usually suffice. Be sure the tent’s floor and outer shell, or fly, has taped or sealed seams and covered zips to stop leaks. Ultralight backpackers can ditch the tent and opt for using the fly and ground tarp, or even a hammock system during warm, dry weather.

Sleeping bag: Mummy bags are the best shape for warmth and reducing drafts; top bags have a bottom layer of fabric that attaches to a sleeping pad, which means you’re less likely to roll off.

Mat: Air mats, which you inflate like a balloon, are the best in terms of warmth, packability and thickness, but they can be pricey. Cheaper, self-inflating sleeping mats work like a thin air cushion between you and the ground and insulate you from the cold.

Stove and Fuel: Canister stoves (remote, upright or integrated systems) are small, efficient and ideal for extended use. You’ll need fuel canisters of pressurized liquid propane plus n-butane or isobutane.


PACKING SMART

Bear Canisters Most backcountry hikes require a bear-resistant container for storing all scented items (eg food and toiletries). If you have your own canister, confirm that the model is approved for the Sierra Nevada, where black bears have learned how to open some types of canisters.

All-black Garcia canisters can be rented for $5 per week (with a $95 deposit) in the parks and at US Forest Service (USFS) ranger stations. Buying canisters costs anywhere from $79 for a heavier Garcia to $359 for the Wild Ideas ’Bearikade’ expedition model (John Muir Trail hikers might want to invest).

Packing Extras While it’s lovely to fully immerse in nature and escape your devices, no one will judge you for bringing a cell phone (and portable charger) and a camera with extra batteries. For additional safety, add an emergency distress beacon and a satellite phone. A mosquito net can add additional protection against critters and a groundsheet can help keep you warm. Hiking poles may prove useful in rugged terrain. Extra clothing items might include thermal underwear, a warm hat, gloves and some extra laces for your hiking boots. Throw in a swimsuit, too.



Wilderness Permits

YOSEMITE

Wilderness permits are required year-round in Yosemite for backpacking, overnight climbing and any other overnight stay in the wilderness. The number of permits per trailhead is limited, with some trails in high demand.

Reservations

Reservations are required from April through October, and 60% of the permits for each trailhead become available through a recreation.gov weekly lottery system, 24 weeks in advance. The reservation fee is $10 per application (nonrefundable) and if you obtain a wilderness permit, there’s an additional fee of $5 per person. Note that reservations for trailheads typically fill up during the lottery period, as demand is very high and ever-increasing. But there are other ways to get a reservation. If spaces remain after the week’s lottery concludes, they are made available 22 weeks in advance and can be booked on a first-come, first-served basis on recreation.gov.
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Hetch Hetchy, Yosemite National Park | Sundry Photography/Shutterstock ©


ESSENTIAL STRATEGIES

In Advance

• The most important tools for finding your way in the wilderness are a good topographic map and a compass. Cell service is poor over much of the Sierra Nevada, so you’ll need to carry a printed map or download one on your phone.

• Consider downloading an app like CalTopo, which allows you to create and use highly customizable maps.

• Before setting off, ensure that you understand the contours and map symbols, plus the main ridge and river systems in the area. Familiarize yourself with the true north–south directions and the general direction you are heading in.

Once There

• On the trail, try to identify major landforms (eg mountain peaks) and locate them on your map. This will give you a better grasp of the region’s geography.

• You should also buy a magnetic baseplate compass and learn to use it. The attraction of magnetic north varies in different parts of the world, so compasses need to be balanced accordingly.

• Some backpackers use GPS receivers, which give users an accurate reading of their location, and altimeters, which determine altitude by measuring air pressure. Both can be worn on wrist-based devices and are also available on smartphone apps.



[image: jpg]

Half Dome, Yosemite National Park | Pmmrd/Shutterstock ©

Seven-Day Advance Permits

The remaining 40% of wilderness permit reservations become available online seven days in advance starting at 7am. Reservations can only be obtained up to three days before a trip would start, and getting them is all but essential.

Walk-Up Permits

There is, however, a chance of obtaining a walk-up wilderness permit, as any unused permits will be available at wilderness centers on the start date of the trip. From late October to mid-April this may be a decent option, but during the rest of the year, you’d really have to luck out to score one of these. Unless you score a walk-up permit, your trip leader must pick up your permit in person either the day before the reservation starts, or before 10am on the same day. Otherwise, your reservation will be canceled. Between late May and early October, you can speak to a wilderness ranger Monday through Friday, 9am to noon and 1pm to 4:30pm by calling 209-372-0826.

SEQUOIA & KINGS CANYON

Wilderness permits are free, self-issued and unlimited from mid-September to late May. During the rest of the year, known as ’quota season,’ permit reservations become available on recreation.gov in late November. They can be booked up to six months in advance, and are released daily at 7am.

Quota Season

During quota season, permits cost $15 per trip, plus $5 per person, and you must pick up your wilderness permit from the closest station to your trailhead between 1pm the day prior to your trip and 10am on the same day. If you fail to pick up your permit on time, it will be canceled.

Walk-up permits can be obtained beginning at 1pm on the day before a trip begins and carry the same cost as reservations. Credit cards are preferred and no change is available.


WILDERNESS STATION LOCATIONS

Yosemite Village Between the post office and the Ansel Adams Gallery.

Tuolumne Meadows East of the campground and the Lembert Dome parking area.

Big Flat Information Station Just inside the gate entrance on Hwy 120 W.

Wawona Visitor Center At Hill’s Studio, next to Wawona Hotel on Hwy 41

Hetch Hetchy At the entrance station; permits are only issued here until 5pm.

Badger Pass Inside the A-frame 200ft from the main lodge, open late Dec to Mar.






TRIP PLANNER

TRAVEL WITH PETS

If you bring your pets, it’s crucial that they stay comfortable and safe. Consider the availability of pet-friendly lodgings, potential interactions with other pets and wildlife, and local restrictions on recreational use, especially hiking. Be sure to check the different regulations governing each of the areas you plan to visit, too.
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BEST REGIONS FOR PETS

Yosemite National Park: Dogs are allowed on most paved paths, including the scenic Yosemite Valley Loop, but not on hiking trails (with one or two exceptions). Almost all park campgrounds accept pets, and a few have facilities for horses as well.

Around Yosemite: Mammoth Lakes and the Eastern Sierra offer an abundance of dog-friendly trails and scenic backcountry stock trips, especially in the Inyo National Forest. National forests, including Sequoia National Forest, allow dogs on hiking trails and in campgrounds.

Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks: Dogs are prohibited on all park trails, but are allowed at park campgrounds and picnic areas. As an alternative, leashed dogs are allowed on trails within the neighboring Sierra National Forest and Giant Sequoia National Monument.

DOG-FRIENDLY LODGINGS

Except for service animals, dogs are not allowed inside any park lodgings. Some hotels and motels outside the parks accept pets, although a nightly surcharge, weight limits and breed restrictions may apply. Not far from Yosemite’s South Entrance, Tenaya Lodge offers a ’pampered pet package’ and kennel services (surcharge applies) for hotel guests. Yosemite has a dog kennel, though it’s a 30-minute drive from Yosemite Valley. Dogs are kept in outdoor kennels and have the option of a private or group walk and group play. The boarding fee is $15 per day (no overnight stays allowed), and there’s a $20 mandatory deposit to make a reservation. You must provide a written copy of immunization records. Reservations are strongly recommended.


POLICIES AND REGULATIONS

Access Pets are allowed in the parks, though restrictions are limiting. Dogs aren’t allowed on park shuttles, inside any buildings or lodgings, on (almost any) hiking trails or in wilderness areas.

Campgrounds Dogs are generally permitted in campgrounds and picnic areas but must be kept on a 6ft-long leash and accompanied at all times. Don’t sneak dogs into the backcountry or leave them tied up and unattended at campgrounds; it’s illegal and you will be cited. Remember to clean up your pooch’s poop, too.

Leashed Pets In the Sequoia National Forest, leashed dogs are permitted on trails and at campgrounds (maximum two pets per campsite), but they must sleep inside a tent or vehicle at night. Dogs aren’t allowed at developed swimming areas.

For up-to-date policies, see: Yosemite nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/pets.htm

Sequoia & Kings Canyon nps.gov/seki/planyourvisit/pets.htm

Sequoia National Forest FAQ fs.usda.gov/sequoia

Service animals are welcome. They may accompany visitors with documented disabilities on park shuttles, in visitor centers, and on hiking trails.



DOG-FRIENDLY ADVENTURES

Yosemite Mountain Sugar Pine Railroad Well behaved dogs on leashes get a free ticket to these one-hour train ride and history tours.

Wawona Meadow Loop Trail An easy 3.5-mile loop beginning from the Wawona Hotel welcomes leashed dogs.

Bodie State Historic Park Leashed dogs are allowed in the Eastern Sierra’s spookiest ghost town.

Nelder Grove A small stand of giant sequoias just outside of Oakhurst, where you and Fido can frolic among giants.

1850 Brewing Company This atmospheric, family-owned restaurant has the best dog-friendly patio in the West.


KEEPING PETS SAFE & HEALTHY

Top Tips

• Pets are extremely susceptible to overheating. Never leave your pet alone in a hot car, where they may experience brain and organ damage after only five minutes.

• Follow park regulations and keep your dog leashed at all times.

• Off-leash, there’s more opportunity for your dog to roll in poison oak or get in a fight with another pet or a wild animal.

Once There

• Keep your dog healthy by periodically checking for ticks and being prepared for weather extremes.

• Bring plenty of water on hot days and blankets for chilly evenings.

• Remember that pet food is potentially bear food; store it properly.
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THE OUTDOORS

Maybe it’s the granite. Or the big trees. Whatever it is, hikers, climbers, riders, runners and skiers cannot get enough of the Sierra Nevada.
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Mammoth Mountain, Yosemite National Park | Umomos/shutterstock ©

Whatever your outdoor passion, you’ll likely find it in the Sierra Nevada. That holds true whether you’re a budding outdoor enthusiast or a world-class athlete. Thanks to its dramatic landscapes, the Sierra has become one of the world’s top year-round natural playgrounds. In spring, summer and fall, the mountains invite hiking, cycling, swimming and climbing, while winter brings a flurry of skiing, snowboarding, snowshoeing and ice skating.

Hiking & Backpacking

Whether strolling leisurely along the floor of Yosemite Valley or schlepping a 60lb pack over a high pass, hiking is the way most visitors experience the Sierra Nevada. And it’s no wonder: more than 1600 miles of trails traverse a diverse and spectacular landscape, ranking the region’s national parks among the world’s most incredible hiking and backpacking destinations.

Some of the parks’ most spectacular sights can be visited on short, easy trails, a few of which are wheelchair-accessible. Many of the most famous hikes are day hikes, but they often involve steep ascents and descents. Avoid the crowds and blistering afternoon heat by starting early if you’re tackling those trails in summer. Depending on last winter’s snowpack, some trails may be closed until late spring or even midsummer, especially in the high country.

Several long-distance trails pass through Yosemite, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks, most famously the 211-mile John Muir Trail (JMT), which starts in Yosemite Valley and follows the Sierra Crest all the way to Mt Whitney (14,505ft). The daunting 2650-mile Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail (PCT) extends from Canada to Mexico, passing through the High Sierra. The province of experts, these trails can be a lifetime achievement for those who manage to through-hike the entire distance, but many people choose to hike them in smaller, more manageable sections. For more information on both trails, consult the Pacific Crest Trail Association (pcta.org); for trail conditions, call 888-728-7245.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Go rafting or kayaking in Yosemite Valley or just splash around by the sandy shores of the Merced River.

Ride historic narrow-gauge trains into the forest at Yosemite Mountain’s Sugar Pine Railroad.

Marvel at giant sequoias along Big Trees Trail in Sequoia National Park.

It’s less than a mile to the footbridge below Vernal Fall, one of Yosemite Valley’s most famous waterfalls.

Hike paved, flat trails, then hop on the shuttle bus back to the start of the Yosemite Valley Loop.

Older kids and teens will go bananas over Mammoth Mountain, a giant mountain-bike park, in the summertime.

Kids aged 10 and up can take a beginners’ ’Go Climb a Rock’ class from Yosemite Mountaineering School in Yosemite Valley.



Swimming

Chock-full of deep lakes, careening rivers and the veins of gentle streams, the region has endless water adventures to choose from. You can swan dive into pools, simmer in boiling liquid or plunge into an icy pond.

On a hot summer day, nothing beats a dip in the gentle Merced River, though if chilly water doesn’t float your boat, you can always pay to play in the scenic outdoor swimming pools at Curry Village and Yosemite Valley Lodge. Other sandy-shored swimming holes worth a dip include June, Hume and Tenaya Lakes.

Skiing & Snowboarding

When it comes to downhill skiing and snowboarding, Mammoth Mountain in the Eastern Sierra reigns supreme. A top-rate mountain with excellent terrain for all levels of ability, Mammoth is known for its sunny skies, vertical chutes, airy snow and laid-back atmosphere. For a more local vibe, hit nearby June Mountain.

There’s also Badger Pass, California’s oldest ski resort. Gentle slopes, terrain parks, an excellent ski school and rental gear for the whole family make it an incredible spot for beginners. In the Sequoia National Forest, between Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks, novices can also try out snowboarding at Montecito Sequoia Lodge.


BEST SPOTS

For downhill skiing or snowboarding, Mammoth Mountain reigns supreme
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Little Lakes Valley, Yosemite National Park | Jimmy W/shutterstock ©


Adrenaline Sports

ROCK CLIMBING

Spend the night at historic Camp 4 and learn to climb big walls with Yosemite Mountaineering School.

RAFTING

Let Zephyr Whitewater Expeditions bounce you over the spring runoff that ends up in the Merced River as class III to VI rapids.

HORSEBACK RIDING

Go trail riding from Wawona Stable to the Meadow Loop Trail, and know that early pioneers in wagons took the same route.

CYCLING

For serious road cyclists, Yosemite’s Glacier Point Rd ascends more than 1200ft over 16 miles.

SKYDIVING

Fly over Yosemite Valley, with views of Half Dome and El Capitan, before exiting the plane and parachuting to the ground.

ICE SKATING

In wintertime, glide around in Curry Village’s outdoor ice-skating rink and admire the superb scenery of surrounding Yosemite Valley.

HANG GLIDING

If you’re certified, take off from a cliff at Glacier Point and float down to Yosemite Valley.




ACTION AREAS

Where to find Yosemite, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks’ best outdoor activities.
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THE GUIDE

YOSEMITE, SEQUOIA & KINGS CANYON NATIONAL PARKS

Chapters in this section are organized by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK

[image: jpg]

FORMIDABLE AND EXQUISITE ADVENTURER’S WONDERLAND

In Yosemite, everything feels a little less tame, a lot more wondrous and far, far bigger than wherever it is you came from.
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Black bear, Hetch Hetchy | Kelly vanDellen/shutterstock ©

The crown jewel of California’s national parks is defined by its plunging waterfalls, soaring trees, wildflower-dotted valleys and majestic domes. Formed by tectonic plate crushing against plate and then sculpted by glaciers, Yosemite’s stunning granite monoliths have been gazed upon by devoted humans through the ages and from all over the world, and its landscapes have served as an inspiration, a playground, and a home for some 8000 years.

The original care-takers, the Ahwahneechee people, were violently displaced in the mid-1800s by white settlers. After roads and inns began springing up, conservationists petitioned Congress to protect the area. In 1864, President Abraham Lincoln signed the Yosemite Grant, which ceded the land to California as a state park. This decision, paired with the efforts of conservationist John Muir, led to a congressional act in 1890 creating Yosemite National Park.

Today, the show-stopping park is also a Unesco World Heritage Site and is visited by millions of people each year, with visitor numbers surging ever higher while park officials scramble to manage the impacts.

A controversial new reservations system may soon be implemented permanently; meanwhile, the catastrophic wildfire, drought, floods and severe storms that have come with human-caused climate change are transforming the park’s landscapes.

Yosemite is more fragile than ever, and its future is uncertain. But at least for now, the park’s wild and consummate beauty still abounds.
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THE MAIN AREAS

YOSEMITE VALLEY

Glacier-carved falls wonderland.

GLACIER POINT

Views for days.

WAWONA

The park’s historical center.

TUOLUMNE MEADOWS & TIOGA ROAD

Alpine lakes and wildflowers.

HETCH HETCHY

Wildlife, a famous dam and drinking water.



Find Your Way

Stretching over nearly 750,000 acres of mostly wilderness in central California, Yosemite National Park is divided into several distinct regions featuring unique highlights, with the all-popular Yosemite Valley at the heart of it all.
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Plan Your Time

Yosemite National Park is a place to get close to nature. Hike those trails, float that river, climb that rock and hug that tree.
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Yosemite Falls | Roberto Dantoni/shutterstock ©


IF YOU ONLY DO ONE THING

• Spend the day in Yosemite Valley. To avoid parking or reservation problems, consider a Valley Floor Tour. If DIY is more your style, stop at Tunnel View on your way in, wander up to misty Lower Yosemite Falls and look for microscopic climbers working their way up the sheer granite of El Capitan.

• In the afternoon, head to the historic Ahwahnee Hotel for a well-deserved cocktail or coffee and lunch before setting out to hike the Mist Trail. Reward yourself at Curry Village Pizza Deck and get some restful sleep in a nearby tent cabin.




FIVE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• After a day in Yosemite, you’ll definitely want four more, especially in summer. Rent a bicycle to explore the valley and visit Mirror Lake, where you can gaze at Half Dome’s glorious reflection. If you’re ambitious, hike Four Mile Trail to Glacier Point, or maybe just drive there, for epic views of the valley.

• Spend some time down in Wawona checking out the ancient Mariposa Grove and riding in a stagecoach at the Yosemite History Center.

• On your final days in the park, drive the Tioga Pass, and sleep under the stars in Tuolumne Meadows.




WITH MORE TIME

• Lucky you, there’s time for a multiday hike in the backcountry. If you’re a beginner, consider the two-day Rancheria Fall trek in the lesser-explored Hetch Hetchy Valley. If you’re ready for more, extend that hike to do the entire Hetch Hetchy loop, or try the high country’s 27-mile Vogelsang.

• If you manage to score a permit, might as well take the summit of the almighty Half Dome. Reward yourself with a good meal and a slice of pie at Yosemite Bug Rustic Mountain Resort, then head for the intriguing gateway town of Mariposa where you can pan for gold, raft the Merced River and browse the region’s best history museums.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Springtime is lovely for wildflowers and waterfalls, summer for drives and hikes, while fall colors and winter snow are pure magic.

JANUARY

Snow sports reign supreme. At the Ahwahnee, top chefs lead cooking demonstrations and offer behind-the-scenes kitchen tours.
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FEBRUARY

At the end of the month, the thin, seasonal cascade of Horsetail Fall becomes Yosemite’s most photographed attraction: Firefall.
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MARCH

When winter gives way to spring, Badger Pass holds the Spring Fling with costume contests, obstacle courses, snow sculpting and races.
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APRIL

By the end of the month, the dogwoods start to bloom and the waterfalls begin awakening. Also, anglers rejoice for the start of fishing season.
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SEPTEMBER

The nation’s biggest volunteer event, Facelift, sees climbers and other grateful souls arrive for a major cleanup at the season’s end.
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OCTOBER

Fall colors light up the park, sometimes intermixing with early snow (aka ‘snowliage’). Leaf-peepers joyride looking for the best shot.
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DECEMBER

The park is frosted and mostly solitary, but the Ahwahnee Hotel holds its Bracebridge Dinner: part feast, part Renaissance fair.
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YOSEMITE VALLEY
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The throbbing heart of the park, 7-mile Yosemite Valley is bisected by the rippling Merced River and hemmed in by some of the most majestic chunks of granite anywhere on Earth. The distinctive U-shaped valley was formed over millions of years by erosion and glaciation, and it’s still being carved out today. Ribbons of water, including some of the highest waterfalls in the US, tumble dramatically from atop the granite cliffs before crashing down in thunderous displays.

The counterpoint to the sublime natural scene is bustling Yosemite Village, a revamped commercial center with a new main visitor center, a museum, eateries and other services. On the east side of the valley, Curry Village is another hub with tent cabins and a delightful pizza deck. Some of the park’s most recognizable natural features such as Half Dome, El Capitan and Yosemite Falls loom large over the valley, and many trailheads for popular hikes are found here.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Glacier Point

2Half Dome

3Lower Yosemite Falls

SIGHTS

4Ansel Adams Gallery

5Bridalveil Falls

6Cathedral Beach Picnic Area

7Curry Village

8El Capitan

9El Capitan Meadow

10Happy Isles

11Happy Isles Art & Nature Center

12Indian Village of Ahwahnee

13Mirror Lake

14Old Visitor Center

15Pohono Bridge

16Sentinel Beach Picnic Area

17Sentinel Bridge

18Sierra Point

19Swinging Bridge Picnic Area

20Upper Yosemite Falls

21Valley View

22Yosemite Cemetery

23Yosemite Falls

24Yosemite Museum

25Yosemite Village

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 32Curry Village Swimming Pool

26Four Mile Trail

27Glacier Point Amphitheater

28Lower Yosemite Falls Bridge

29Lower Yosemite Falls Trail

30Mist Trail

31Mist Trail & John Muir Trail Trailhead

32Mountain Shop at Curry Village

33Stoneman Meadow

34Swan Slab

35Upper Yosemite Falls Trail

36Yosemite Valley Lodge

37Yosemite Valley Loop Trail

SLEEPING

38Ahwahnee Hotel

39Camp 4

40Housekeeping Camp

41North Pines Campground

EATING

see 32Curry Village Pizza Deck

42Degnan’s Deli

43Mountain Room Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 32Bar 1899

SHOPPING

44Village Store

INFORMATION

45Welcome Center

46Yosemite Wilderness Center




TOP TIP

If you’re visiting in summer, make reservations and obtain permits well in advance. Drive into the park during off-peak hours – early morning or later in the day – and stay parked in one spot for the whole day if possible, or you’ll end up stuck in heavy traffic.



Exploring Yosemite Village

GETTING ACQUAINTED WITH YOSEMITE

First of all, congratulations on arriving in Yosemite Village! It seems you’ve managed to get through one of the park entrances, drive into the valley and find a spot in the recently expanded parking area near the newly erected Welcome Center. The first thing you’ll want to do is walk into this 3000 sq ft, state-of-the-art space that aims to revolutionize the visitor experience within the park. Although the place wasn’t yet open at research time, park officials said that by 2024, this will be the place visitors meet with rangers and volunteers to plan their itineraries, shop for guides and maps and learn about safety and stewardship.

If you’re eager to hike around and see some mind-blowing granite and world-class waterfalls, that’s understandable, and you should go for it. But for those looking to get their bearings and spend a bit of time getting acquainted with the history, culture and geography of the park, it’s worth bumping around the village for a minute to orient yourself and begin to understand where you are. The village may not be the most awe-inspiring place in the park, but it is a place where you can pick up a meal or a snack at the Village Store, learn about the region’s original inhabitants and look at some impressive park-related art and photographs.

As you exit the Welcome Center and walk north into the village, you’ll soon reach Degnan’s Kitchen, a cafeteria-style lunch spot with good sandwiches, salads and pizzas. Grab a bite or continue along the path past the post office and the Yosemite Wilderness Center, where you can inquire about backpacking trips and permits.

Beside it is the famous Ansel Adams Gallery, where the famous black-and-white landscape photographer’s original prints are on display. Beyond that building on the right, you’ll see the old visitor center, which in 2023 was slated to become a learning center.

Next door, a distinctive rustic-style building houses the  Yosemite Museum and its collection of Miwok and Paiute artists, including hand-woven baskets, beaded buckskin dresses and dance capes made from feathers. There’s also an art gallery featuring a permanent collection of paintings and photographs. Behind the museum, a self-guided interpretative trail winds past the reconstructed 1870s Indian Village of Ahwahnee, complete with pounding stones, an acorn granary, a ceremonial roundhouse and a conical bark house. To the west across Village Dr, you’ll find the modest and little-visited Yosemite Cemetery, where 65 Native Americans, white settlers and other early contributors to the park’s history are buried. Occasionally rangers do talks, and they’re worth attending.
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PARK ENTRANCES

Arch Rock Entrance

Hwy 140 runs through the Merced River Canyon before entering Yosemite Valley on the western side of the park.

Big Oak Flat Entrance

Hwy 120 W runs east from Groveland through Stanislaus National Forest before entering the park on its west side.

South Entrance

The southern entrance to the park along Hwy 41 is just north of the town of Fish Camp and minutes to Mariposa Grove.

Tioga Pass Entrance

Hwy 120 E traverses the park as Tioga Rd, connecting Yosemite Valley with the Eastern Sierra.



Yosemite Valley on Foot

WANDERING IN WONDERLAND

When you’re ready to take in the views from the meadows and bridges around the valley floor, the Yosemite Valley Loop Trail awaits. This system of paths is an undeniably great way to get to know Yosemite Valley, although the trail isn’t always super clear. In some places, it joins the road, while in others it peters out only to reappear later. Generally, the trail follows alongside Northside and Southside Drs, with some sections tracing the routes of former wagon roads.

For the ambitious, a 13-mile path leads up and down the entire valley. It can easily be cut in half or broken into smaller segments, making the journey manageable for just about any level of hiker. Pick up a free Yosemite Valley hiking map at the Welcome Center for easy route-finding and labeled point-to-point distances. Note that parts of the trail are wheelchair- and stroller-friendly, and they feature ever-changing views of the valley’s most important historic and natural features.

The most famous are, of course, the monumental 7569ft  El Capitan (El Cap), one of the world’s largest granite monoliths and a magnet for rock climbers, and 8842ft Half Dome, the park’s spiritual centerpiece – its rounded granite pate forms an unmistakable silhouette. Meanwhile, Yosemite’s waterfalls mesmerize even the most jaded traveler, especially when the spring runoff turns them into thunderous cataracts. Yosemite Falls are considered the tallest in North America, dropping 2425ft in three tiers. A slick wheelchair-accessible trail leads to the bottom of the cascade or, if you prefer solitude and different perspectives, you can also clamber up the Upper Yosemite Falls Trail, which puts you atop the falls after a grueling 3.4 miles. No less impressive is nearby Bridalveil Fall and others scattered throughout the valley.

Any aspiring Ansel Adams should lug their camera gear along the 1-mile paved trail to Mirror Lake early or late in the day to catch the ever-shifting reflection of Half Dome in the still waters. The lake all but dries up by late summer. South of here, where the Merced River courses around two small islands, lie Happy Isles, a popular area for picnics, swimming and strolls. It also marks the start of the John Muir Trail and the Mist Trail to several waterfalls and Half Dome.

On the east side of the valley, there’s a 2.6-mile loop trail that starts and ends at Curry Village. From here, head east along the edge of the day-use parking area, with the tent cabins on your right. When you hit the shuttle road, turn right and follow the road into and through the trailhead parking area. Southeast of the parking lot, two trails lead to Happy Isles: one skirts the shuttle road, and another leads into the trees and across a delicate meadow area known as the Fen. After visiting the Happy Isles Art & Nature Center, cross the Merced River and follow the trail alongside the road, veering left when you can to stay along the banks of the river. Just before you reach the stables, head left (southwest) on the road across the river, past the entrances to Lower and Upper Pines Campgrounds. Then look for the sign pointing to Curry Village.

For those seeking a more tranquil valley trail, the 6.5-mile loop on the west end passes good swimming spots on the Merced and offers fabulous views of El Capitan and Bridalveil Fall. The trail follows Northside and Southside Drs between the base of El Capitan and Pohono Bridge, the westernmost bridge over the Merced River.
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HOW THE SIERRA NEVADA FORMED

The Sierra Nevada was shaped over millions of years through a series of complex geological processes including plate tectonics, glaciation, erosion, weathering and volcanic eruptions. It all began with the Pacific Plate colliding with and sliding under the North American Plate. This subduction zone caused intense pressure and heat, leading to the formation of magma. As the magma rose towards the surface, it intruded into the existing rocks, cooling and solidifying to form granite. Over time, extensive uplift and erosion occurred, and then glaciers carved deep valleys to create, for example, the iconic features of Yosemite Valley.




TOP SUMMER ACTIVITIES
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Hayley Ashburn (@hayley_ashburn) is a highliner and rock climber, and the author of How to Slackline. When it’s too hot to climb El Cap, she recommends:

Swimming in Yosemite Falls

Usually the falls are too strong, but in late summer you can walk up the Lower Falls Trail to the base and jump in a magical Olympic-size swimming hole.

Picnicking in El Cap meadow

Bring lunch and binoculars for a look at the face of El Cap. Rangers with a telescope can help you spot climbers, and you can swim in the Merced, too.

Sundowners at the Ahwahnee

Head to the Ahwahnee’s back porch at sunset to watch Half Dome light up in the alpenglow as you sip a cocktail on comfy patio furniture.





BICYCLE TOUR
Yosemite Valley on a Bicycle

The most efficient and fun way to tour Yosemite Valley is on a beach cruiser. Grab a rental for $8/30/40 per hour/half day/full day at Curry Village, Yosemite Village or Yosemite Valley Lodge. From late spring, there’s also a bike-share program. Download the free Yosemite Bike Share app, unlock a bike at a bike-share station and return the bike to the same place within two hours.
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1 Curry Village

Start your ride in Curry Village with its historic lodgings. Founded in 1899 as summertime Camp Curry, hundreds of hotel rooms, wood cabins and tent cabins are squished together beneath towering evergreens.

The Ride: Ride east along Happy Isles Loop Rd and make a left at Upper Pines Campground to cross the Merced River. Continue east along the Mirror Lake Trail until you reach the lake.

2 Mirror Lake

If you’re here in spring or early summer, prepare for the splendid sight Mirror Lake is named for: Mt Watkins and Half Dome reflected on its tranquil surface. Beat the crowds by arriving early morning or late afternoon. The lake all but dries up by late summer.

The Ride: Take the Mirror Lake Old Carriage Trail back west toward Yosemite Village, down through Backpacker’s Campground and on to the splendid Ahwahnee Meadow, stretched out before the famous, eponymous hotel.

3 Ahwahnee Hotel

Lock your bike and enter the crème de la crème of Yosemite’s lodging. This sumptuous historic property dazzles with soaring ceilings and atmospheric lounges featuring mammoth stone fireplaces. You simply must indulge in a cocktail or cup of tea from the opulent Ahwahnee Bar. Note the hotel is a dead zone for cell-phone reception.

The Ride: Pedal west along Ahwahnee Dr, through Yosemite Village, then park your bike just north of the Yosemite Valley Lodge and walk to the trailhead for Lower Yosemite Falls.

4 Lower Yosemite Falls

Join legions of visitors for the easy quarter-mile stroll to the base of Yosemite Falls, one of the world’s most dramatic natural spectacles. Naturalist John Muir devoted entire pages to its changing personality, myriad sounds, movement with the wind and transformations between the seasons. Once the snowmelt has dissipated, the falls dry up – sometimes to a trickle, other times altogether.

The Ride: Ride south past the Yosemite Valley Lodge and cross the Merced River over the Swinging Bridge. Head northwest through the meadow, parallel to Southside Dr.

5 Yosemite Valley Chapel

This modest little chapel is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. Designed in 1879, the chapel hosts over 80 weddings a year. John Muir initially hated the idea of a chapel in Yosemite, but after it was installed he changed his mind.

The Ride: Take the Valley Loop Trail back toward Camp Curry to return your bike.





Summiting Inspiration Point
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Some of the best vistas in all of Yosemite are granted to those who hike the steep trail to this classic viewpoint. It’s 2.6-mile roundtrip, starting from the Tunnel View Parking lot, which offers its own amazing look into the valley. But the view is even more impressive along the trail to Inspiration Point. Best of all, you’ll leave the crowds behind. Inspiration Point used to be a viewpoint along an old road into Yosemite Valley. The roadbed still exists, but this hike (actually the western end of the Pohono Trail) is now the only way to reach the point. You’ll start by climbing a series of switchbacks from the upper 1 Tunnel View parking lot (which is on Hwy 41 immediately east of the Wawona Tunnel). Almost immediately, the view improves with fewer trees and no bus tourists to battle for camera positions. Short spur trails lead to open viewpoints. The climb is steep and steady but, thankfully, fairly short.

The view from 2 Inspiration Point itself – a large open area with outlooks semi-obscured by trees – isn’t as spectacular as the views on the way up, but it’s a worthy destination nonetheless, quiet and perfect for a picnic. Better views can be had from cliffs just to the west. If you’ve got the energy, continue up the trail 2.5 miles to the 3 Turnoff for Stanford Point and even another half-mile on to the 4 Turnoff for Crocker Point (7090ft), and from there another half-mile on to the 5 Turnoff for Dewey Point (7385ft). All offer epic views. The Inspiration Point Trail is often doable in winter.





Gushing over Yosemite Falls
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This classic 7.2-mile round-trip hike along one of the park’s oldest trails leads from the valley floor to the top of the three-step falls. The stiff ascent makes it a thigh-burning, knee-busting haul. If it seems a bit much, you can always hike just the first mile (and 1000 vertical feet) to Columbia Rock, a justifiably classic viewpoint. From the northeastern side of 1 Camp 4, the Yosemite Falls Trail immediately starts in on the four dozen short switchbacks that zigzag up a talus slope through canyon live oaks. After 0.8 miles, the grade eases as the trail follows more switchbacks east to 2> Columbia Rock (5031ft). In another 0.4 miles, the trail approaches the top of 3 Lower Yosemite Falls, where breezes may shower you with mist. After admiring the view, brace yourself for the numerous switchbacks that run steadily up a rocky cleft to the valley rim. The falls once ran down this cleft. The trail tops out 3.2 miles from the trailhead and bends east. At the junction, the trail going straight leads to Eagle Peak (7779ft).

Turn right at this junction and follow the trail a short distance to the brink of Upper Yosemite Falls at the 4 Yosemite Falls Overlook (6400ft). The view of the falls is impressive, but views of El Capitan and Half Dome are obscured. For a wider perspective, go the extra 1.6 miles (and nearly 600ft more in elevation) to 5 Yosemite Point (6936ft), where you’ll get incredible views of Half Dome, North Dome, Clouds Rest, Glacier Point, Cathedral Rocks and Lost Arrow. When you’re done, retrace your steps to the trailhead.





HIKING TOUR
Feeling the Power of Vernal & Nevada Falls

Affording views that are unmatched anywhere else in the park, this well-trodden partial loop ascends the so-called Giant Staircase: the route of the Merced River as it plunges over Nevada and Vernal Falls. If you can only do one day-hike in Yosemite – and it’s springtime – make this the one. If you prefer a shorter excursion, and many do, stop at the top of Vernal Fall and return the same way you came.
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Vernal Fall | Ashley Harrell/lonely planet ©

1 Happy Isles

Where the Merced River courses around two small islands lie Happy Isles, a popular area for picnics and swimming with a small boardwalk over a marshy area. The Happy Isles Art & Nature Center, the Yosemite Conservancy’s art center, operates here as well, with daily classes.

The Walk: From the Happy Isles shuttle stop, cross the road bridge over the Merced River, turn right at the trailhead and follow the riverbank upstream for 0.8 miles.

2 Vernal Fall Footbridge

This bridge offers the first view of 317ft Vernal Fall upstream, one of Yosemite’s iconic falls. It’s created by the thundering waters of the Merced River as they tumble to meet the Yosemite Valley below. If it’s springtime, prepare to get drenched in spray – wear some waterproof clothing! – and peer behind you as you near the top to see rainbows in the mist.

The Walk: Shortly beyond the footbridge, you’ll reach the junction of the John Muir and Mist Trails. Turn left and begin the 0.3-mile ascent to the top of Vernal Falls.

3 Vernal Fall

Above the fall, the Merced whizzes down a long ramp of granite known as the Silver Apron and into the deceptively serene Emerald Pool before plunging over the cliff. No matter how fun the apron looks on a hot day, don’t enter the water: underwater currents in Emerald Pool have whipped many swimmers over the waterfall.

The Walk: After 1.3 miles you’ll again meet the John Muir Trail. You’ll then cross a footbridge (elevation 5907ft) over the Merced. Beneath it, the river whizzes through a chute before plummeting 594ft over Nevada Fall.

4 Nevada Fall

Spectacular views await from this fall, part of the ’Giant Staircase’ leading the Merced River down into Yosemitle Valley. Plant yourself on a slab of granite for lunch and views, and be prepared to fend off the ballsy Steller’s jays and squirrels that will have your jerky in their jaws in no time, should you let down your guard.

Returning from Nevada Falls along the John Muir Trail offers a fabulous glimpse of Yosemite Falls.

The Walk: The trail passes the Panorama Trail junction and traverses a cliff, offering awesome views of Nevada Fall. Soon you’ll reach Clark Point and a junction that leads down to the Mist Trail. From here it’s just over 2 miles back to Happy Isles.





TOP SIGHT
Half Dome

Just hold on, don’t forget to breathe and – whatever you do – don’t look down. A pinnacle so popular that hikers need a permit to scale it, Half Dome is Yosemite Valley’s coveted cocked-top jewel. The hike takes longer than an average work day, with an elevation gain equivalent to 480 flights of stairs and a near-vertical final stretch.
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Summiting Half Dome

Yosemite’s most distinctive natural monument, Half Dome is 87 million years old and has a 93% vertical grade – the sheerest cliff in North America. Climbers come from around the world to grapple with its legendary north face, but good hikers can reach its summit via a 17-mile round-trip trail from Yosemite Valley. The trail gains 4900ft in elevation and has cable handrails for the last 200yd.


DON’T MISS

Vernal Fall

Emerald Pool

Nevada Fall

Little Yosemite Valley

Liberty Cap

Sub Dome

Half Dome Cables

Diving Board



Getting your Permit

The Half Dome cables usually go up at the end of May and come down the first week in October. To stem lengthy lines (and increasingly dangerous conditions), the park requires day hikers to obtain a cables permit in one of three ways. For more information, visit nps .gov/ yose/ planyourvisit/ hdpermits .htm.

Preseason Lottery

Lottery applications ($10; recreation.gov) for 225 of the 300 daily spots must be completed in March, with confirmation notification sent in mid-April; an additional fee of $10 per person confirms the permit. Applications can include up to six people for a range of dates.

Daily Lottery

A small number of additional permits are distributed by lottery two days before each hiking date. Apply online at recreation.gov or by phone (877-444-6777) between 7am and 9pm Pacific Time; notification comes late that same evening. Weekday permits are easier to score.

Backpackers

Those with Yosemite-issued wilderness permits that reasonably include Half Dome can request Half Dome permits (also $10 per person) without going through the lottery process.


THE MANY FACES OF HALF DOME

Half Dome’s namesake shape is actually an illusion. From the valley the dome appears neatly sliced in half, but from Glacier or Washburn Points it’s a thin ridge with a steep back slope. From Mirror Lake, Half Dome presents a powerful form, while from the Panorama Trail, it looks like a big toe.



The Hike

Hikers with a permit can reach its summit from the valley via a long series of trails. Regardless of your start point, it’s important to begin at dawn or even before. Although you can start from Glacier Point or Clouds Rest, most people begin the hike near Happy Isles and the Curry Village parking areas (shuttle service doesn’t begin until 7am, so you’ll have to walk along the road to the trailhead).

The glorious first leg of the journey takes you up the steep asphalt of the Mist Trail past Vernal and Nevada Falls. The trail splits near the top of Nevada Falls, and you’ll turn left to continue toward Half Dome. The trail levels out for a bit, passing behind the prominent peak of Liberty Cap (7080ft) and traversing Little Yosemite Valley, then climbing through a giant sequoia forest, with occasional views of Half Dome and the cables. Next, you’ll need to ascend Sub Dome, a mini granite dome with hundreds of stone steps, and rangers will check your permit here.


TOP TIPS

• The hike can be done in a day but is more enjoyable if you camp overnight (Little Yosemite Valley is the most popular spot).

• When a storm is brewing, avoid exposed ridges, summits and granite domes, including Half Dome.

• If you plan on hiking during the day, it’s smart to leave at sunrise (or earlier) and have a non-negotiable turn-around time.

• Check for sunrise and sunset times before you hike and carry a flashlight or headlamp with good batteries.

• Although the trail is well marked, take a good topographic map and compass and know how to use them.



The Cables

The final 45-degree stretch to the top was first made accessible by George Anderson, a blacksmith who drilled holes in the granite in 1875 and installed a rope system, which was later replaced by the cable system. The system’s poles are spaced 30in apart and strung with steel cables, with just enough space for two people to squeeze past each other. It’s freaky and (a few) people have fallen and died.

The summit is a mostly flat surface with mind-melting views in every direction. Snowfields tend to linger into spring after snowy winters, and marmots and chipmunks will approach for a snack (don’t comply). Be sure to check out the Diving Board, a prominent rock on the west side of Half Dome where Ansel Adams snapped his famous photograph ‘The Monolith.’





HIKING TOUR
Backpacking Old Big Oak Flat to Yosemite Falls

Sometimes the best way to appreciate the beauty of Yosemite Valley is to sneak up on it from above. The Old Big Oak Flat Rd to Yosemite Falls hike skirts the Valley’s northern perimeter, climbing up to bird’s-eye views of Yosemite Valley, Half Dome and the Clark Range on an 18.8-mile/two-day trail that rarely gets crowded.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Old Big Oak Flat Road | Brester Irina/shutterstock ©

When planning for this hike, note that some creeks along the way can be difficult to cross during peak spring runoff (Tamarack is the hardest), but run dry in summer. Unless you don’t mind carrying in all your water, this is best done as a late-spring trip. Ask at the Yosemite Valley or Big Oak Flat wilderness centers about the status of water sources and creek levels en route.

From Yosemite Valley, you’ll need to get someone to drive you a quarter-mile west of the Foresta turnoff on Big Oak Flat Rd, to the 1 Old Big Oak Flat Road Trailhead. Although hitchhiking is a common practice, it is never entirely safe and Lonely Planet doesn’t recommend it. Previously, a Yosemite Valley–Tuolumne Meadows hikers bus brought people to this trailhead, but it hasn’t run in several years. The trail (across the street) begins with switchbacks, climbing through an area charred first by the 1990 Foresta fire and then re-torched for good measure by the 2009 Big Meadow fire.

Over 4 miles, cross 2 Wildcat Creek and then 3 Tamarack Creek (a more challenging crossing with heavy runoff) before coming to a junction at a footbridge. To the left, it’s just over 2 miles to Tamarack Flat Campground via the Old Big Oak Flat Rd. Instead continue right (southeast), crossing the footbridge over 4 Cascade Creek. After half a mile, go left (northeast) at a junction and leave the spotty asphalt remains of the Old Big Oak Flat Rd, which continues fitfully down to the valley through the Rockslides area, and is not maintained. The path is forested with red fir, Jeffrey pine and canyon live oak.

Pass through 5 Ribbon Meadow, with corn lilies and, in wet years, many mosquitoes. Cross Ribbon Creek and veer a quarter-mile south off the trail to camp on the sandy top of 6 El Capitan (at just over 10 miles). Camp at an existing site to avoid trampling the undergrowth. At eye level, the surrounding peaks look like frothy waves, with the iconic Half Dome to the east. It’s a stunning viewpoint from which to see the evening alpenglow.

Rejoin the trail and continue east for 1.7 miles to the Three Brothers. A half-mile jut takes you to 7 Eagle Peak (7779ft), the upper of the trio, with more awesome and dizzying views of the valley and the Clark Range. Continue northeast and, at the junction of the Yosemite Creek Trail, turn south to reach the top of 8 Yosemite Falls in about a half-mile. It’s 3.6 miles down more than a hundred switchbacks and 2700ft of knee-knocking descent to the 9 Yosemite Falls Trailhead on the valley floor.





HIKING TOUR
Exploring Tenaya Lake to Yosemite Valley Trails

This epic one-way route offers breathtaking lake, falls and mountain views as it cuts through high- and low-valley country.
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This two-day walk starts from the well-marked 1 Sunrise Lakes Trailhead, at the west end of Tenaya Lake off Tioga Rd. Trailhead parking is limited, and the lot fills early. Those leaving from Tuolumne Meadows can instead use the Tuolumne to Olmsted Point shuttle bus, which stops at the trailhead when running. Otherwise, you’ll need a ride.

Follow the Clouds Rest hike for the trail to the summit of 2 Clouds Rest. From there, head down steps off the south side to the ridge below. In 0.6 miles there’s a signed junction with a bypass trail for horses. Continue straight, down through pines, chinquapins and manzanitas. Pass beneath granite domes and continue the descent on switchbacks. Near the bottom of the 2726ft descent, the trail enters shady forest. At 3.8 miles from the summit of Clouds Rest, you’ll reach the marked  3 Junction with the John Muir Trail. Nearby Sunrise Creek offers several forested campsites and provides the first water since well before Clouds Rest.

Detour: Those not inclined to visit the Clouds Rest summit can follow an easier, forested alternative trail along Sunrise Creek, which eventually meets the trail from Clouds Rest and descends to Little Yosemite Valley. Follow the main trail description for 4.7 miles to the signed junction with the Clouds Rest and Forsyth Trails. Bear southeast and follow the Forsyth Trail across a meadow into the pine and granite landscape. The trail leads down a slope of red firs, offering good views of the Clark Range, Merced Canyon and Mt Starr King. Follow Sunrise Creek until a slight ascent takes you to the marked junction with the John Muir Trail, also known here as the Sunrise Trail. Go southwest on the John Muir Trail 0.1 miles to another junction, where a trail to Merced Lake heads east. Stay on the John Muir Trail, heading west along Sunrise Creek, then descend switchbacks to the junction with the Clouds Rest Trail.

Turn west onto the John Muir Trail and descend a half-mile to the signed junction with the heavily traveled Half Dome Trail. Go south 1.3 miles to the established and busy campsites in 4 Little Yosemite Valley (6100ft) along the Merced River. Beware: both Sunrise Creek and Little Yosemite Valley experience chronic problems with bears.

The next day you can follow either the Mist Trail or the John Muir Trail some 1065ft down to Happy Isles in Yosemite Valley. We recommend the John Muir Trail because the granite steps on the Mist Trail tend to pound your knees on the descent. If you do take the Mist Trail, it’s 3.9 miles to Happy Isles.

From Little Yosemite Valley, follow the John Muir Trail for 0.5 miles, where it traces the Merced River and then contours to the south of 5 Liberty Cap. At 1.1 miles, meet the Mist Trail (and follow it to the right, if you wish). Continue southwest along the John Muir Trail, fording the footbridge over the rushing Merced at  6 Nevada Fall. Pass the junction with the Panorama Trail and, at approximately 4 miles, cross the river again.

From here it’s less than a mile to  7 Happy Isles and the trailhead, walking along the eastern riverbank.





Trudging the Four Mile Trail
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This fulfilling day hike from Yosemite Valley ascends the valley’s southern wall to Glacier Point, the park’s most famous viewpoint. The reward for the grunt is one of the finest vistas in the entire country. Sure, you can easily get to Glacier Powawint by car or bus (an alternative preferred by many is to buy a one-way bus fare and hike down from the point), but there’s something supremely rewarding about making the journey on foot.

Take the valley shuttle to stop 7, and walk south along a paved footpath leading across Swinging Bridge to Southside Dr. From here walk parallel to the road a short distance west to the 1 Four Mile Trailhead. (This adds about another half-mile each way.) The Four Mile Trail has been rerouted since it was first completed in 1872, and now spans around 4.6 miles. It was originally intended as a toll pathway, at the time being the quickest way into the valley. The trail climbs steadily, passing the 2000ft multitiered 2 Sentinel Fall and Sentinel Rock (7038ft). At 3 Union Point, 3 miles from the trailhead, you’ll first catch a glimpse of Half Dome. Continue climbing until the trail levels out for the final leg to 4 Glacier Point. Take in the views, fill up with more water and check out the snack bar. When you’re ready, return the way you came. Hardy hikers can turn this into an excellent loop trail (and avoid retracing their steps) by continuing on the Panorama Trail to 5 Nevada Falls, then down to 6 Happy Isles.





Reflect at Mirror Lake & Tenaya Canyon
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Shallow Mirror Lake, reflecting Mt Watkins and Half Dome on its tranquil surface, is one of the Valley’s most photographed sights. Further northeast, Tenaya Canyon offers one of the quietest corners of Yosemite Valley. From the 1 Mirror Lake Trailhead, near shuttle stop 17, follow the Mirror Lake road over 2 Tenaya Creek. Take the old paved service road one mile to  3 Mirror Lake (a parallel trail through the woods is also an option), where interpretive signs explain the area’s natural history. Formed when a rockfall dammed a section of Tenaya Creek, Mirror Lake has been slowly reverting to ’Mirror Meadow’ ever since the park service stopped dredging it in 1971. Only folks who visit in spring and early summer see the splendid sight for which Mirror Lake is named. By midsummer, it’s just Tenaya Creek, and by fall, the creek has sometimes dried up altogether. From here you can return to the shuttle stop, or journey up Tenaya Canyon for a little solitude. The trail continues along Tenaya Creek into Tenaya Canyon, in one mile passing the 4 Snow Creek Trail junction and soon after crossing two tranquil 5 footbridges. In 2009, a 115,000-ton rockfall cascaded almost 2000ft from Ahwiyah Point near Half Dome, burying a large section of the trail beyond here.

A path now traverses the rockfall, and your heart may skip a beat when you hear the pinging sound of loose rocks in the area. From this opposite side of Tenaya Creek, the trail loops back through the canyon, passing Mirror Lake again. In springtime, the dogwoods are in full bloom and Tenaya Creek becomes a lively torrent as you venture further up the canyon.



MORE IN YOSEMITE VALLEY

Climbing 101

TRAINING FOR THE BIG WALLS

Since 1969, Yosemite Mountaineering School has been teaching and guiding rock climbers, mountaineers and backcountry skiers of all levels. While you can learn everything from basic backpacking skills to building a snow cave, the school’s specialty is teaching folks how to move their bodies up slabs of granite.

Whether you’re a 12-year-old who wants to learn the basics of climbing, belaying and rappelling, or a sport climber who wants to learn the art of big walls, you’ll find this school a gold mine of opportunity. Beginners aged 12 and up (along with 10- and 11-year-olds accompanied by a parent) can sign up for the Welcome to the Rock seminar ($195 per person), which is pretty much guaranteed to inspire participants to go on for more. For parents, it’s a great and constructive way to turn the kids loose for a day.

Other advanced class offerings include anchoring, leading/multi-pitch climbing, self-rescue/aid, crack climbing and big wall climbing, for which Yosemite is famous. You can even create your own custom climbing trip or hire guides to take you on climbing adventures (from $205 per person). There are even extreme-day options, which involve 10 hours or more of climbing (from $415 per person).

In addition, backpacks, tents and other equipment can be rented from the school, and it offers two-day Learn to Backpack trips for novices, along with all-inclusive multi-day guided backpacking trips ($400 to $750 per person). The school can be reached at 209-372-8344 or at yms@aramark.com, and is based out of the Yosemite Mountain Shop at Curry Village from April through November. It relocates to Badger Pass Ski Area in winter.
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LEGENDARY CAMP 4

All ropes lead to Camp 4. Most of the valley’s climbing activity revolves around this walk-in campground and historic hangout for climbing’s most legendary figures. Camp 4 is where you go when you want to stop reading and start asking real people questions about where to climb, what to carry and what to expect. It’s also where you’ll find climbing partners, pick up used gear (among other things) and locate the car keys you left sitting at the base of the climb.



WHERE TO STAY IN YOSEMITE VALLEY

Ahwahnee Hotel

Sumptuous historic property on the valley floor, killer views, a famous dining room and a year-round heated pool. $$$

Curry Village

A collection of motel rooms, wood cabins and canvas tent cabins at the heart of Yosemite. $

Yosemite Valley Lodge

Low-slung complex of rustic lodgings, eateries, a lively bar and a pool a short walk from the base of Yosemite Falls. $$

Camp 4

A campground at 4000ft near Yosemite Falls’ base; popular with climbers and notable in climbing history. $

Housekeeping Camp

This loud cluster of 266 cabins with canvas roofs sits on the Merced River. Units sleep six and have shower facilities. $

North Pines Campground

Walking distance from popular trailheads, North Pines (4000ft) has 81 sites near Mirror Lake. $

Experiencing the Ahwahnee

THE SIERRA’S STYLISH SIDE

Maybe you hiked all the way to the top of Yosemite Falls. Maybe you just bumped around the village and bought a T-shirt. Either way, a much-deserved break awaits at the Yosemite’s top lodgings, which happen to be the very pinnacle of rustic elegance: the Ahwahnee Hotel. Dating back to 1927, this majestic hotel was built from local granite, pine and cedar to attract wealthy guests. But these days all park visitors have the right to wander beneath the soaring ceilings, relax in atmospheric lounges before mammoth stone fireplaces and peer through massive windows at Glacier Point, Half Dome and Yosemite Falls.

If the lobby looks familiar, perhaps it’s because it inspired the lobby of the Overlook Hotel, the ill-fated inn from Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining. Those less inclined to stay the night may enjoy a meal in the baronial dining room or a casual drink in the piano bar, admiring the leaded glass, sculpted tiles, Native American trappings, German Gothic chandeliers and Turkish rugs. Leave extra time to relax on the plush but aging couches and stare out the 10 floor-to-ceiling windows, wander into the solarium, and send the kids into the walk-in fireplace (no longer in use) for a photo. You can even sneak up the back stairs for a peek into the private Tudor Room, which has excellent views over the Great Lounge.

As you wander the grounds and admire the stately hotel against the backdrop of the Royal Arches, there’s no mistaking the reasoning behind its National Historic Landmark designation. At Christmas, the hotel hosts the Bracebridge Dinner, a combination of banquet and Renaissance fair. Book early, and for high season and holidays book rooms a year ahead.


BEST TREATS IN YOSEMITE VALLEY
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Chelsie Layman is the director of sales and marketing at Yosemite Hospitality. Her office is right in Yosemite Village, and these are her favorite nearby treats:

Peet’s iced oat latte

The day doesn’t start until I’ve hit Coffee Corner in Curry Village and I’ve got an iced oat latte in my hands.

Pizza from the Deck

The hand-tossed Half Dome pizza at the Deck has tons of unexpected flavors including my all-time favorite topping, honey.

Sliders from Bar 1899

The Smash Burger sliders pair well with the Frontier Old Fashioned and are the perfect way to wind down a day of hiking in Yosemite Valley.



Summer Splashes

SWIMMING IN YOSEMITE

On a hot summer day, nothing beats a dip in the gentle Merced River. From around late May to July, the best way to soak up Yosemite Valley views is by floating along the river from Stoneman Meadow, near Curry Village, to Sentinel Bridge. Four-person raft rentals ($30.50 per person) for the 3-mile trip are available from the concessionaire in Curry Village and include equipment and a shuttle ride back to the rental kiosk. Children must be over 50lb. Or bring your own raft and pay $5 to shuttle back (it’s another $5 if you’d like to rent life jackets and paddles, and those rentals are only good for one trip down the river).

Rafting is also an option in Wawona on the South Fork of the Merced, between the campground and Swinging Bridge. And with a sandy beach, Tenaya Lake is a frigid but interesting option. Easy to access, the lake is hands down the best place for a motorless boat in the park. Lounging at the foot of John Muir’s beloved Mt Hoffmann is tranquil May Lake, a serene place to paddle an inflatable; that is, unless you want to hoof anything heavier for the 1.2 miles from the trailhead along Tioga Rd. If chilly water doesn’t float your boat, White Wolf’s Harden Lake warms up to a balmy temperature by midsummer. Or you can always pay to play in the scenic outdoor swimming pools at Curry Village and  Yosemite Valley Lodge; the price of admission includes towels and showers.
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BEST PLACES TO FISH

Merced River

You can fish between Happy Isles and the Foresta Bridge in El Portal and in Yosemite Valley for brown trout. The views are spectacular.

Lyell Fork

In Yosemite’s high country, Lyell Canyon offers plenty of solitude, and you can fish for brown, rainbow and brook trout.

Tuolumne River

The park’s most accessible fishing for fly casters, and although the fish aren’t big, they’re still out there. The setting is unbeatable.

Hetch Hetchy Reservoir

Said to house a trove of very large brown and rainbow trout; the fishing here is particularly good in wintertime.



WHERE TO EAT IN YOSEMITE VALLEY

Ahwahnee Dining Room

Mind the dinner dress code at this lavish establishment, where dishes are exquisite and beautifully presented. $$$

Mountain Room Restaurant

Plates of NY strip steak, roasted acorn squash and mountain trout, with killer views of Yosemite Falls. $$$

Curry Village Pizza Deck

Enjoy tasty pizza at this revamped and buzzing eatery that becomes an après-hike hangout in the afternoon. $$

Guided Tours in Yosemite Valley

ADVENTURE WITH AN EXPERT

Taking a guided tour through the beauty of Yosemite Valley not only helps you dodge the parking issues but also offers an education on the natural splendors. There are lots of options, but one favorite is Echo Adventure Cooperative, an extraordinary worker-owned outdoor company based in Groveland, offering a variety of sightseeing, hiking and backpacking tours. They’ve also got an outdoor gear store and guest lodgings. Another great company, YExplore Yosemite Adventures, offers custom tours with experienced local hiking guides based out of Sonora (they have extensive experience taking guests up the Half Dome cables). Based out of Oakhurst, Crossroads Tours does small-group tours in jeeps, sprinter vans and even a small airplane, and the owner was also developing a campground during research time. Discover Yosemite Tours operates bus tours year-round from Oakhurst, Fish Camp and Bass Lake, while Yosemite 360 Tours is based at Tenaya Lodge, a large family-friendly resort in Fish Camp. They do full-day park tours in luxurious vehicles with retractable roofs, and guests of the lodge have priority.

In addition, the park-affiliated nonprofit Yosemite Conservancy offers multi-day courses, custom trips and seminars that are great alternatives to tours. The Sierra Club has both paid trips and free activity outings sponsored by local chapters. And the park’s concessionaire, Aramark/Yosemite Hospitality, runs bus and tram tours, including a wheelchair-accessible two-hour Valley Floor Tour and day trips from the Valley to either Glacier Point or Tuolumne Meadows. Visit tour and activity desks at Yosemite Valley Lodge, Curry Village or Yosemite Village; check travelyosemite.com or the Yosemite Guide for information and pricing.


ARTISTIC INSPIRATION

From its very beginnings, Yosemite has inspired a body of art nearly as impressive as the landscape itself.

The artists who came to Yosemite with the first generation of tourists revealed its extraordinary beauty, even as miners, ranchers and lumbermen were tearing it apart.

From the illustrations of Thomas Ayres to the photographs of Carleton Watkins, art played a key role in establishing Yosemite as a national park. Yosemite’s best-known photographer was Ansel Adams. An early proponent of the idea that photography could adhere to the aesthetic principles of fine arts, he also became an advocate for the preservation of the wilderness.

Visit the Ansel Adams Gallery in Yosemite Village to view prints of his work.




GETTING AROUND

Drive your car if you must (and expect standstill traffic in summertime), but cycling is an ideal way to take in the Yosemite Valley. The free, air-conditioned Yosemite Valley Shuttle Bus is a comfortable and efficient way of traveling around the park. Buses operate year-round from 7am to 10pm at 12- to 22-minute intervals and stop at 19 numbered locations, including parking lots, campgrounds, trailheads and lodges. There’s also an East Valley Shuttle that picks up more frequently, about every eight to 12 minutes. Shuttle lines can snake around the block during peak season.






Beyond Yosemite Valley
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The gateway town of Mariposa is worth more than a passing glance out the car window.


About halfway between Merced and Yosemite Valley, Mariposa (Spanish for ’butterfly’) is the largest and most interesting town near Yosemite National Park. Established as a mining and railroad town during the gold rush, it has loads of Old West pioneer character and a couple of good museums dedicated to the area’s heritage, plus annual festivals celebrating the history of the place.

In recent years, newcomers have flocked to Mariposa for its charm and proximity to the park, and lots of new businesses and outdoor activities have popped up. Skydiving, farm tours, e-bicycle tours, white-water rafting and boulder climbing are all on offer, and the nightlife is actually pretty rollicking.
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TOP TIP

The roads from the gateway towns into Yosemite, especially scenic Hwy 41 through the Merced River Canyon, become traffic-clogged in high season. Plan accordingly.



Gateway Gold

THE HISTORY AND CULTURE OF MARIPOSA

This no-stoplight former gold-rush town about an hour’s drive from Yosemite packs quite the cultural and historical punch. Dive into Mariposa with a wander around the historic downtown, which recently underwent a $6.3 million renovation and features the oldest courthouse in continuous use (since 1854) west of the Mississippi. Grab a late-morning libation at 1850 Brewing Company, where the beers are brewed on-site and the cocktail of choice, Tipsy Cow Tipper, comes with peanut-butter-flavored whiskey.

Museum time! The Yosemite Climbing Museum opened in 2020 along Hwy 140 and displays memorabilia stretching back to when the sport’s pioneers were making their own gear. You can take a self-guided tour between 10am and 4pm (suggested donation $5) or arrange a private tour (added cost). A half-mile south, the Mariposa Museum & History Center brings the town’s past to life with old menus, train tickets, photos and the like, and a new Miwzok exhibit features expertly woven baskets, jewelry, arrowheads and more. Over at the county fairgrounds, rock hounds will dig the California State Mining & Mineral Museum, where the 13lb ’Fricot Nugget’ (the largest crystallized gold specimen from the California gold-rush era) is proudly displayed.

If you’re gaga for gold, let long-time local and professional photographer Ira Estin take you gold-panning along the Merced River. He’ll teach you everything from the history of the gold rush to how the tools work to the most likely places the gold is hiding. Reach him at 209-966-7262.
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A BACKPACKERS’ INSTITUTION

A 10-minute drive from Mariposa stands Yosemite Bug Rustic Mountain Resort, a beloved resort set on a forested hillside just 23 miles from the park’s Arch Rock entrance. The 50-acre complex has for decades been a mainstay for international backpackers, young couples and families seeking affordable and comfortable accommodations near the park, and its friendly staff, quirky accommodations and delicious food truly set it apart. Even if you don’t stay here, definitely stop by the spa for a massage and a dip in the hot tub, followed by a hot meal at the June Bug Cafe, and the best homemade cheesecake in the Sierra Nevada for dessert.



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND MARIPOSA

Mariposa Hotel Inn

An atmospheric, creaky 1901 building filled with old photos, mirrors, newspaper clippings and vintage everything. $$

Mariposa Lodge

Simple and well-kept, with quiet rooms, triple-sheeted beds and friendly staff. Lovely flowers bloom. $$

Yosemite Plaisance B&B

Cute B&B in a quiet area on the outskirts of Mariposa, with spacious rooms and a delicious breakfast. $$$

Extreme Outdoor Adventuring

E-BIKING, BOULDERING AND SKYDIVING IN MARIPOSA

The fine folks who live in Mariposa are there for a reason: these adrenalin junkies love the outdoors. Big Wall climber and journalist Chris Van Leuven is one such person, and his side gig is Yosemite E-biking. He’ll dress you up in costume, give you a top-notch e-bike, feed you snacks and lead you on some truly exhilarating country roads that stretch for miles over the Sierra Foothills. Half-/full-day tours cost $150/250 per person, with a minimum of two people.

For climbers coming through Mariposa on their way to Yosemite’s sweet, sweet granite, don’t miss Yosemite Boulder Farm. The property offers 6 acres of lightly traveled granite, with 20 boulders and climbs for every level, and a 12-hole disc-golf park to boot. Father-and-son owners Dean and Willie Pollard spent three years clearing brush, leveling landings and power-washing the boulders, and they have a guesthouse. They offer private instructional top-roping and bouldering, and the vibe over there is super convivial.

For adventurers aiming even higher, Yosemite Skydive is near the Mariposa-Yosemite Airport. Tandem skydivers will spend a half day gearing up, flying out over Yosemite in a Cessna and parachuting back to the ground outside the par, with views of Half Dome and El Capitan. Dives from 10,000/12,000/14,000ft will run you $199/249/299. Rumor has it that Paul Wignall, a former model who co-owns the company with his wife, was actually an inspiration for the Blue Steel look in the film Zoolander.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT

Happy Burger

Burgers, fries and shakes served with a heavy dose of Americana kitsch. The prices are small and the menu’s enormous. $

1850 Brewing Company

Atmospheric spot that brews its own beer and serves up yummy steaks, burgers and small plates like nachos. $$

Charles Street Dinner House

As old school as it gets: expect wooden booths, wagon wheels for decor and hearty steaks on the menu. $$$

Fredricks of Savourys

This upscale yet casual eatery is under new ownership, specializing in things like bacon-wrapped dates, duck breast, swordfish and rack of lamb. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND MARIPOSA

Yosemite Bug Rustic Mountain Resort

Long-standing, budget-friendly oasis with eclectic rooms, restaurant and a spa. $

Autocamp

This Airstream trailer and canvas tent resort is a hybrid luxurious safari camp and a mid-century design store. $$$

Yosemite View Lodge

Two miles from the entrance, this big, modern complex has hot tubs, a restaurant and swimming pools. $$

River Fun

RIDE THE MERCED OR CHILL NEAR IT

Declared a Wild and Scenic River by Congress in 1987, the  Merced tumbles out of Yosemite Valley and through the Merced River Canyon, offering stunning views and tempting opp-ortunities for recreation along the way.

The most hardcore way to get involved with the Merced is to raft its twisting and tumbling whitewater. In springtime, the exhilarating trip takes you down class III and IV rapids filled with huge wave-trains and hydraulics, whereas things get a lot more relaxed in the summer after most of the snowmelt has run its course. Those low flows still offer a technical and challenging ride, though, with plenty of whitewater action. Zephyr Whitewater Expeditions has been running trips on the Merced since 1973, and the large, reputable company has highly experienced guides. Their seasonal office is across from Yosemite Bug near Briceburg.

All trips begin at the office, where rafters gear up (wetsuits and splash jackets are included) and board a bus to reach the river put-in. After a safety talk and some practice (which involves getting wet, just FYI), the boats proceed downstream for the wild ride. Half-day trips in the morning and afternoon cost $113 to $128, depending on the time of year and the age of the person. Full-day trips range from $176 to $191 and include lunch on the river.

If whitewater feels too extreme but you really like being near rivers, head up the road to the Merced River Recreation Area in Briceburg, where there’s an information center, a picnic area, an extension bridge over the river, some campgrounds and a trail system. Depending on the time of year, it’s an ideal spot for fishing, camping, hiking or just watching the rafts drift by.


BUTTERFLIES OF MARIPOSA

In 1806, an expedition of men, including a Spanish priest and early California explorer Gabriel Moraga came upon a creek fluttering with thousands of yellow butterflies. They named the area ‘Las Mariposas’ which is the Spanish word for butterflies. Every year, the town celebrates its name with a Mariposa Butterfly Festival at the county fairgrounds, complete with parades, a car show and a butterfly release. Approximately every seven years, a swarm of California Tortoiseshell butterflies migrates through town. If you’re lucky enough to visit during this time, drive slowly.



BEST PLACES FOR NIGHTLIFE

The Grove House

In the evenings, grab some farm-to-table fare and a craft beer and catch live music with the locals.

The Alley

This cozy beer and wine bar is also an ideal spot for a slice of pizza, with occasional trivia and live music on weekends.

Hideout Saloon

A rough-and-tumble late-night bar with dollar bills hanging from everywhere and a regular cast of surly patrons.

Farm-Hopping

GOATS, ALPACAS, PEACOCKS AND APPLES

Mariposa’s outskirts are largely agricultural lands, and in recent years, their owners have gotten some ideas about showing off the lifestyle. About 20 minutes’ drive east of town, the new owners of a 16-acre apple orchard and cidery called  Sierra Cider started offering tours of the operation on weekends. Visitors get to stroll through the orchard and admire the 19 varieties of apples that grow on the property, then venture into the 40ft shipping container that doubles as a tasting room to sample the goods. Bar games, goats and friendly dogs are all in the mix, and the orchard barn loft makes for a delightful stay.

If the word ‘goats’ got your attention, please allow us to introduce Happy Goat, an 1850-acre regenerative nonprofit farm run out near the Mariposa-Yosemite Airport. The farm features an outdoor kitchen and event space, a system of hiking and biking trails and more than 100 goats. It was started by tech entrepreneurs and is supported by donations that come in the form of NFTs, ETH and other alternate cryptocurrencies. Maybe just go see the goats and suddenly it’ll all make sense?

For encounters with even more farm animals, there’s Coffee with Critters, a ’rescue ranchette’ in Bootjack where goats, hens, pigs, alpacas, horses and bunnies roam. The kind owner serves up coffee, tea and scones and provides carrots and grapes to feed the animals, and the hilly backdrop is undeniably tranquil. This one’s a hit with young children.


BEST DAY TRIPS FOR HISTORY BUFFS

Hornitos

An old gold-mining settlement 30 minutes’ drive west of Mariposa, with a still-operational bar, many objects of intrigue and probably some ghosts.

Coulterville

Historic buildings line the streets of this charming former Gold Rush supply town 25 miles north of Mariposa.

Columbia State Historic Park

A mini gold-rush theme park where volunteers dress in 19th-century garb and parade around blacksmith shops, theaters, saloons and the like.

Hite’s Cove

A true ghost town you can hike to on a 4.5-mile trail (one way) on the south fork of the Merced River. Rock walls and heavy machinery remain.




GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own wheels to get around these parts, as public transport is very limited. To get between Mariposa and the park, YARTS buses run year-round along Hwy 140 into Yosemite Valley ($12 one way, 1¾ hours), stopping at the Mariposa visitor center. Tickets include admission to Yosemite. There are several services per day, usually running between 6am and 8pm.
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GLACIER POINT
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Constructed to replace an 1882 wagon road, the modern 16-mile stretch of Glacier Point Rd leads to what many people consider the finest viewpoint in Yosemite. A lofty 3200ft above the valley floor, 7214ft Glacier Point presents one of the park’s most eye-popping vistas and practically puts you at eye level with Half Dome. To its left lies U-shaped, glacially carved Tenaya Canyon, while below you’ll see Vernal and Nevada Falls. Sidle up to the railing, hold on tight and peer 3200ft straight down at Half Dome Village.

At the tip of the point is Overhanging Rock, a huge granite slab protruding from the cliff edge like an outstretched tongue, defying gravity and once providing a scenic stage for daredevil extroverts. Through the years, many famous photos have been taken of folks performing handstands, high kicks and other wacky stunts on the rock. You’ll have to stick to the pictures now though, as the precipice is off-limits.
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TOP TIP

Go in the morning to avoid the crowds. Additionally, consider a short hike down the first half-mile or so of the Four Mile Trail. After about 10 or 15 minutes, you’ll round a corner to a view of El Capitan and Yosemite Valley’s western half.



Taking to the Skies

HANG GLIDING AND STARGAZING AT GLACIER POINT

On many Friday and Saturday nights in summer, the Glacier Point Amphitheater hosts various astronomy clubs, which set up telescopes and let the public take a look at the night sky – from the moon’s mottled surface to fuzzy, faraway star clusters and even the Andromeda galaxy. On accompanying ’Stars Over Yosemite’ discussions, rangers point out constellations. Bring the kids.

On most summer nights, there are four-hour stargazing tours from the Valley to Glacier Point including an hour-long astronomy program. Summer astronomy walks are also regularly hosted by amateur astronomers in Tuolumne Meadows, Yosemite Valley and Wawona. In Tuolumne, you can walk into the meadow, lie on granite still warm from the sun and gaze up at the star-blazoned sky. Check the Yosemite Guide for schedules.

If you prefer to launch into the sky rather than just look at it, you can hang glide from Glacier Point for a mere $5, provided you’re an active member of the US Hang Gliding & Paragliding Association, have level 4 (advanced standing) certification, and you preregister online with the Yosemite Hang Gliders Association. On weekend mornings from May 1 to October 1, weather permitting, qualified hang gliders can launch from the overlook between 7am and 9:30am, well before any thermal activity rolls in, and float down to Leidig Meadow, just west of Yosemite Valley Lodge. One of the best free shows in the park is watching the colorful gliders sprint off the edge and soar over the valley like tiny paper airplanes.
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Hang gliding, Glacier Point | MARIUSZ S. JURGIELEWICZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAKING OF A VIEWPOINT

Getting up to Glacier Point used to be a major undertaking, but that changed when the Four Mile Trail opened in 1872. James McCauley, an early Yosemite pioneer, financed the formation of the trail, for which he charged a toll; he later took over the reins of the Mountain House hotel, built in 1873 atop Glacier Point. A wagon road to the point was completed in 1882, and the current Glacier Point Rd was built in 1936. As far back as 1929 there was talk of building an aerial tramway to ferry tourists from Yosemite Valley to Glacier Point. But since the cables would be an eyesore and fragile ecosystems would be disturbed, plans thankfully were abandoned.




GETTING AROUND

Having a car is ideal for the summer months, but there’s also bus tour from Yosemite Valley to Glacier Point. You can take it one way if you’re planning on hiking the other. Keep in mind that many people take this bus for the four-hour round-trip sightseeing tour (with no stops). For reservations, visit any activity desk in the park.





HIKING TOUR
A Jaunt to Sentinel Dome & Taft Point

The sheer 4000ft vertical cliff at Taft Point offers a wonderful alternative to those who can’t make it to the top of Half Dome while Sentinal Point offers outstanding views.
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Rock fissure, Taft Point | Andrew Tuttle/shutterstock ©

For those who can’t get to the top of Half Dome, Sentinel Dome offers an equally outstanding perspective on Yosemite’s wonders, while Taft Point serves up a fantastic, hair-raising viewpoint at the edge of a sheer 4000ft vertical cliff. The moderate hike to both destinations takes around three hours and covers 5.1 miles, with a forested path for much of the way, but also some scampering across granite dome.

From Hwy 41 (Wawona Rd), turn east onto Glacier Point Rd and drive 13 miles to the signed 1 Sentinel Dome & Taft Point Trailhead parking lot on the north (left) side of the road. Note that the main parking area is not that large and often fills up by midmorning; it is less packed in the afternoons. Just beyond the roadside parking lot, the trail divides. Take the right fork, heading north toward Sentinel Dome. The left fork leads to Taft Point. You’ll be looping back here from Taft Point at the end of the hike.

The trail rises gently, contouring through an open area and then through a mixed forest. Leave the forest for a short jaunt across granite slabs dotted with manzanita pines. Re-enter the forest, bending northwest before reaching the shoulder of 2 Sentinel Dome. Ascend the gentle granite slopes of the dome from the Glacier Point and Taft Point trail marker, reaching the top at 1.1 miles. The gnarled bleached bones of a Jeffrey pine crown the summit. Soak up the 360-degree views. To the west Cathedral Rock and El Capitan frame the Merced River and Yosemite Valley. Clouds Rest and Half Dome rise dramatically above Tenaya Canyon. Return to the trail sign for Glacier Point and Taft Point and bear left. Walk north, descending 300ft toward a small radio facility building.

At the 3 trail junction at 1.8 miles, just beyond the radio facility, turn left onto the Pohono Trail. The right turn leads to Glacier Point. The near-level traverse ahead unfurls through a dense white-fir forest. Savor breathtaking views of the Merced River, lush meadows and Yosemite Falls. Two switchbacks descend the soft, conifer-needle-covered trail. El Capitan and distant Mt Hoffmann are visible. The trail climbs through a mixed forest dotted with boulders to a signed 4 Taft Point Trail Junction at about 3.7 miles.

On the same promontory are the Fissures, choose your steps carefully, especially when accompanying small children. After a gentle descent through pleasant forest, you’ll emerge on an open, rocky slope dotted with hardy wind-shaped trees. On your right are 5 the Fissures, a series of deep, narrow cracks in the granite, many with large boulders wedged inside. These narrow chimney-like slots drop hundreds of feet to Yosemite Valley. Across it you’ll see the Three Brothers, with similar yet longer cracks in the rock.

Ahead, the sheer drop at 6 Taft Point (7503ft) is guarded – in only one small area – by a dinky metal railing. Unless you have a profound fear of heights, approach and peer over the edge – the sheer drop is mind-boggling.

Looking west through binoculars, you can spot climbers on El Capitan. Be careful near the open ledge. People have fallen to their deaths. Return 1.1 miles on the forested Taft Point Trail to the parking lot.





HIKING TOUR
Backpacking Ostrander Lake

You can do this popular hike in a day but what’s the rush? Take a slower approach to discover much more than the lake itself - the forest, the wildlife and the environment are all waiting to be explored.
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Ostrander Lake | Matt Hoover/shutterstock ©

This deservedly popular 12.4-mile out-and-back trek leads to an atmospheric stone ski hut. A gorgeous granite-bowl lake cuts into the forest, with water perfect for a brisk dip. This trail is doable as a day hike, but what’s the rush? Doing the trek over two days gives you the chance to check out regenerating forest, enjoy wildflowers and spy wild strawberries.

Park at the 1 Ostrander Lake Trailhead lot (just over 1 mile east of Bridalveil Creek Campground road) and use the bear boxes to stockpile any food that you’re not packing in. You soon cross over a footbridge and the level trail starts through a swath of burned-through lodgepole forest. The trail, remaining level, fords through purple, yellow and white banks of waist-high wildflowers, ecstatic bees and ground-hugging wild strawberries. The hiking path that you’re following was once a jeep road, but it is now also a winter route to the Ostrander Ski Hut, and yellow and orange cross-country ski markings are posted on trees the whole way there.

At almost 2 miles, bear left at 2 Signed Trail Junction. Another 3 junction comes within a mile, and once again bear left, following the trail sign to Ostrander Lake. The right trail goes to Wawona, among other places. A climb gears up slowly, and Horizon Ridge appears to your left (east) through the skeletons of burned-out trees and the dainty little puffs of young fir trees. The climb becomes steeper, but a clearing just past the ridge offers energizing views, just when you need the extra encouragement. The jagged Clark Range perches to the northeast, and you can spy on Basket Dome, North Dome and Half Dome as well. In approximately a half-mile, the pitched roof of the handcrafted stone 4 Ostrander Ski Hut comes into view, framed by Ostrander Lake with a slope of rock boulders tumbling down its far shore from Horse Ridge. Operated by Yosemite Conservancy, the hut is staffed all winter and open to backcountry skiers and snowshoers for $50 per person, per night, on a lottery basis.

If you aim to ski to the hut from Badger Pass Ski Area, note that all routes require considerable stamina and cross-country skiing experience and that climbing skins are strongly recommended. Novice skiers should not attempt this, and using snowshoes or scaled skis without climbing skins is not recommended. It’s also important to remember that winter weather conditions may limit your ability to make it to the hut in a single day, meaning you might have to camp on the way in or out. No one will be tracking your progress, and it’s important to remember that wilderness travel requires self-reliance. Do not expect a rescue and be prepared for an unplanned winter night alone in the wilderness.

Inside, the beds are single bunks. Additional amenities include a common kitchen, two toilets, solar-powered lights and a wood stove. There’s no electricity, and guests must provide their own food, water filter and sleeping bag. In warmer months it’s possible to camp instead. Trace the lake’s western bank to reach the 5 Established Campsites. Once you’ve set up, cool off with a refreshing dip in the lake. When you’re ready, you can return on the same trail.





A Pohono Trail Adventure
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A panoramic traverse of the southern valley rim between Glacier Point and the Wawona Tunnel overlook, this hike descends along a scenic ridge above three waterfalls. As the trailheads are miles apart, you’ll need either two vehicles or to arrange a pickup. The Glacier Point hikers’ bus can take you to Glacier Point from the valley, but it doesn’t stop at the Wawona Tunnel parking area.

It’s best to start at Glacier Point, from which the trail descends more than 2800ft. Though it’s generally downhill, the trail does make some climbs. Look for the well-marked  1 Pohono Trailhead near the snack bar at Glacier Point. After about a mile, you’ll reach the 2 Sentinel Dome Trail Junction. Take this to the top and after about 2 miles, you’ll join the 3 Taft Point Trail Junction, which leads you across open rock, past 4 The Fissures to 5 Taft Point itself. Peer over the railing before resuming your hike. Continue west along the valley rim, dipping to cross  6 Bridalveil Creek, then follow the trail that veers left toward McGurk Meadow. Instead, bear right toward Dewey Point and another magnificent view. Across the valley is 1612ft Ribbon Fall – when flowing, the highest single-tier waterfall in North America.

About a half-mile further west is Crocker Point, which takes in Bridalveil Fall. Another short walk brings you to the 7 Turnoff for Stanford Point. Looking across the valley from these western viewpoints, you can see the remains of the Old Big Oak Flat Rd, a white line traversing talus fields below on the north rim. Once you cross Meadow Brook and Artist Creek, you’ll begin the steep, 2.5-mile descent to 8 Inspiration Point, an overgrown viewpoint along an old roadbed. The final 1.3-mile leg ends at the 9 Tunnel View parking lot.





Wandering the Panorama Trail
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Connecting Glacier Point and Nevada Fall, this trail is gorgeous, comprising 8.5 miles of Yosemite’s most picture-perfect scenery. Because the hike starts at Glacier Point and ends in the Valley, you’ll need a car shuttle or a seat on the Glacier Point hikers’ bus. Or you can hike to Nevada Fall and return to Glacier Point the way you came.

At Glacier Point, look for the Panorama Trail signpost near the 1 Glacier Point Snack Stand. Descend a fire-scarred hillside south toward Illilouette Falls. The route down is easy, with magnificent views to your left – including Half Dome, which from here looks like the tip of a giant thumb. If you’re lucky, you’ll also find blue grouse on the trail, hooting and cooing in gentle, haunting tones.

After about 1.2 miles you’ll meet the 2 Mono Meadow Trail. Turn left and take a short series of switchbacks down to 3 Illilouette Creek. The best place to admire 370ft Illilouette Fall is a well-worn viewpoint above the creek on the left. At the 2-mile mark, a footbridge crosses Illilouette Creek, whose shaded banks invite a picnic. The trail leaves the creek and climbs east to a 4 View of Panorama Point, then Panorama Cliff. This 760ft climb is the only significant elevation gain on the hike. Vantage points high above the Merced River afford amazing views of the Glacier Point apron, Half Dome, Mt Broderick (6706ft), Liberty Cap (7076ft) and Mt Starr King (9092ft).

The trail descends to a 5 John Muir Trail Junction. Turn right and follow the trail 0.2 miles to the top of 6 Nevada Fall, 3.2 miles from Illilouette Creek. To reach the valley, descend the Mist Trail via Vernal Fall or take the slightly longer and gentler John Muir Trail. You’ll emerge at 7 Happy Isles on the valley’s east end.






Beyond Glacier Point
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California’s oldest alpine ski resort, Badger Pass, is still going strong in Yosemite National Park.


Along Glacier Point Rd about a 45-minute drive east from the point itself, you’ll find Badger Pass Ski Area. It’s a great place for families to ski, snowboard, snowshoe, cross-country ski and snow tube, but it’s also got a ton of history. When Wawona Tunnel opened in 1933, skiers began congregating at Badger Pass. In 1935, a new lodge opened on Glacier Point Rd, and a newfangled device called ’the upski’ was installed at the pass. The crude lift consisted of nothing more than two counterbalanced sleds, but it worked, and California’s first alpine ski resort was born. Really the entire California ski industry got its start here, and the place made Yosemite Valley a popular winter destination.
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Cross-country skiing, Badger Pass | Vivian Fung/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Winter wilderness permits are by self-registration in the A-frame building. Rangers staff the office from 8am to 5pm. All winter long, a free shuttle bus runs between Yosemite Valley and Badger Pass.



Frosty Adventures

GETTING SPORTY IN THE SNOW

The gentle slopes of California’s oldest ski resort, Badger Pass, are perfect for families and beginner skiers and snowboarders. There are five chairlifts, 800 vertical feet and 10 runs, a full-service lodge, and equipment rental. It’s $30 to $42 for a full set of gear, and an all-day lift ticket for an adult/child is $62/35. The excellent Badger Pass Ski Area School, where generations of novices have learned how to get down a hill safely, offers group lessons (from $85).

For those who prefer cross-country skiing, the resort has equipment rentals and 90 miles of marked trails and 25 miles of groomed track. Those with experience can set out on the 21-mile day or overnight ski journeys from Badger Pass to Glacier Point, while novices should stick to guided overnight trips (starting at $452 per person). There’s a ski hut at Glacier Point that’s usually operational in wintertime, but do make sure it’s open before setting out.

Badger Pass also offers a terrain park for snowboarders and downhill skiers and a snow-tubing area that’s a favorite with families ($30 per person for a two-hour session). Snowshoes are available for rent ($15.25/$24/$28.50 for a third/half/full day) and Yosemite Mountaineering School (209-372-8344) runs guided, three-hour snowshoe hikes ($60 per person) with lessons on winter ecology. There’s also a more adventurous all-day snowshoeing hike ($95) through 8 miles of meadows and mixed conifer forests to Dewey Point. Private snowshoeing hikes are also possible.
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Firefall, Horsetail Fall | Yi Tam/shutterstock ©


THE FIREFALL

If someone built a bonfire and sent it toppling over Glacier Point today, rangers would likely press arson charges. But actually, this was a Yosemite evening tradition for 88 years, inciting public rapture and no official park condemnation. Valley campers still testify to the beauty and excitement of the original Firefall. Today’s event is different. For two weeks in February, if the sky’s clear and the water flow right, visitors can watch as Horsetail Fall, a seasonal ribbon of water dropping from El Capitan, blazes like lava when the fall catches the sunset. Many compare it to witnessing the Glacier Point Firefall, and photographers flock to the El Capitan Picnic Area. The National Park Service limits traffic to reduce congestion.



BEST PLACES TO CAMP

Bridalveil Creek

A summertime campground ensconced in red fir and lodgepole pine at 7200ft, just 7 miles west of Glacier Point.

Ostrander Lake

Established campsites line the western edge of this backcountry lake, perfect for summertime swimming.

Glacier Point

After obtaining a wilderness permit from Badger Pass in wintertime, backpackers can camp almost anywhere here.



DRIVING TOUR
En Route to Glacier Point

Welcome to the new and improved Glacier Point Rd. Completed in 2023, the scenic and curvy thoroughfare replaced an old roadway built in 1936, which had been a replacement for an original wagon road constructed in 1882. As you wind your way toward Glacier Point, the views of towering granite, upper montane forest and vast valleys get increasingly epic. You might not even care if you’re stuck in traffic.
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Tunnel View, Yosemite Valley | Gary C. Tognoni/shutterstock ©

1 Tunnel View

The expedition begins at the spectacular pull-off point Tunnel View. No, you will not be staring slack-jawed at a traffic structure, but at the magnificent landscape to the east. Best in the spring when gushing with snowmelt, 620ft Bridalveil Fall leaps off a plateau. When it thins in summer, it sways like a string in the wind. The sheer wall of El Capitan rises to the north side of the valley, and Half Dome presides in the background.

The Drive: Proceed through Wawona Tunnel, the longest tunnel in the park, at almost a mile. It’s also the longest highway tunnel in California.

2 Wawona Tunnel

The Civilian Conservation Corps bored this tunnel through solid granite bedrock between 1930 and 1933 with the goal of providing a dramatic view for motorists. Mission accomplished. A visit to Yosemite today is incomplete without a drive through this marvel and a photograph from inside it, framing the features of Tunnel View. Ansel Adams took a famous black-and-white here in 1935, complete with icicles dangling from the top of the tunnel.

The Drive: Two miles after the tunnel, you approach Turtleback Dome, a slab of granite that looks like crumbling, sliced bread. In 6 miles, you’ll reach Henness Ridge Dr. Turn right toward Yosemite West.

3 Yosemite West

Follow the historic railroad grade and you’ll enter a private residential area hidden behind pines, firs and cedars. There are about 200 homes and more than 100 vacation rentals here, including cozy cabins, cottages, chalets and condos, but no restaurants or shops. A short hike to the top of the neighborhood leads to a historic fire lookout, which is great for stargazing.

The Drive: Return to Glacier Point Rd for the forested 16-mile stretch to Glacier Point. In 2 miles is the wide western view of Merced Canyon, which descends 4500ft.

4 McGurk Meadow Trail

About halfway to Glacier Point, you’ll reach the trailhead for McGurk Meadow. Shaded by lodgepole pines, a level and sun-dappled path meanders through quiet forest. After about a mile, a historic one-room log cabin appears. Kids will love playing in and around this former seasonal shelter for cattle ranchers; adults will need to double over to enter the low doorway.

The Drive: Continue past trailheads and dramatic views.

5 Washburn Point

Named for the brothers who built the Wawona Hotel (formerly called the Big Trees Lodge), this viewpoint is magnificent, though not quite as expansive as Glacier Point. The point faces east towards the Clark Range and lacks sweeping views of Yosemite Valley. Still, a stop here serves as a great warm-up to Glacier Point, less than a mile down the road.








WAWONA
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About 27 miles south of Yosemite Valley, Wawona is the park’s historical center and home to its first headquarters. It was a simple wayside station run by Galen Clark, who homesteaded in Wawona in 1856. A decade later, Clark was appointed state guardian of the Yosemite Grant, which protected Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove, a magnificent cluster of around 500 sequoias just inside the park’s south entrance. Completed in 1875, the original Wawona Rd opened the floodgates for the park’s first tourists to see the big trees – as well as the wondrous Yosemite Valley to the north.

Curiously, considering its significant role in the park’s history, Wawona remained private property for decades and wasn’t incorporated into the boundaries of Yosemite National Park until 1932. Some parts of the area are still in private hands, including the houses that line Chilnualna Fall Rd.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Mariposa Grove

SIGHTS

2California Tunnel Tree

3Clothespin Tree

4Fallen Monarch

5Fallen Tunnel Tree

6Grizzly Giant

7Telescope Tree

8Wawona Point

9Yosemite History Center

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10Big Trees Loop Trailhead

11Grizzly Giant Loop Trail

12Guardians Loop Trail branching point

see 6Mariposa Grove Trail

13Washburn Trail Trailhead

14Wawona Hotel Golf Course

see 18Wawona Stable

15Wawona Swimming Hole

SLEEPING

16Wawona Hotel

SHOPPING

see 17Depot

INFORMATION

17Mariposa Grove Plaza

18Wawona Visitor Center




TOP TIP

The Wawona Visitor Center doubles as the area’s wilderness center. When it’s closed, backcountry-bound visitors can self-register for wilderness permits at the Wawona campground office for Chilnualna Fall and Alder Creek Fall only.



Summer Outdoor Fun

HORSEBACK RIDING, GOLF AND SWIMMING

There was once ample opportunity to saddle up within Yosemite, but the options for horseback riding are these days limited to Wawona Stable during the summer months. You can expect easy trail rides through gorgeous surroundings on tough, sure-footed mules. The first option is a two-hour ride along the Meadow Loop Trail, which follows an old wagon road past the Wawona Hotel, a former Miwok encampment, Wawona Dome and a forested area ($85 per person). For experienced riders in good physical condition, there’s also an all-day ride to the Mariposa Grove ($150 per person). It’s only offered on Thursdays. The stable is located directly behind the Yosemite History Center. Advanced reservations are recommended and can be booked at travelyosemite .com/ things -to -do/ horseback -mule -riding.

If a ride on a golf cart is more your style, there’s the Wawona Hotel Golf Course, a nine-hole, par-35 course built in 1918. The only course in Yosemite hails itself as one of the country’s few ’organic’ golf courses, meaning no pesticides are used on the lawn and everything is irrigated with gray water. Cart and club rentals are available, and there’s also a disc golf course that’s open on Monday and Tuesday.

Finally, for those looking to cool off, there are some nice swimming holes near the Wawona Campground and at the Wawona Swimming Hole by Swinging Bridge. The latter is reached via a 2-mile drive east along Forest Dr, which parallels the south bank of the Merced River. Park in a lot beyond private Camp Wawona and walk the short distance to the river.
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Wawona Hotel | CHERI ALGUIRE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST FOR MEALS & SNACKS

Wawona Hotel Dining Room

Sequoia-painted lamps light this old-fashioned dining room, and the Victorian detail makes it an enchanting place to have an upscale meal. $$$

Pine Tree Market

This tiny and super-friendly Wawona market sells groceries and bags of divine locally roasted coffee (take a deep breath in the aisles). $

Wawona Hotel & Co. General Store

Well-stocked market with good camping supplies, sandwich counter, coffee and large gift shop in the back. $

Wawona Visitor Center

Housed in the former studio of landscape painter Thomas Hill, with books, gifts, snacks and art exhibitions. $




GETTING AROUND

Wawona lies on Hwy 41 (Wawona Rd), 4 miles north of the park’s south entrance, which is about 63 miles north of Fresno. Yosemite Valley is a 27-mile drive north. It’s easiest to get around with your own wheels, but from the Wawona Hotel the YARTS Hwy 41 bus route services Yosemite Valley (round-trip adult/child under 13 $20/10) a few times daily.





WALKING TOUR
A Stroll in Wawona

On this short, easy walk, you’ll time-travel into the era of horse-drawn wagons and rustic old cabins, when word of Yosemite’s beauty was just beginning to spread. After exploring some of the park’s oldest structures, you’ll saunter around a decidedly futuristic golf course and stroll a shady and iconic meadow shared with historic stagecoaches and horseback riders.
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Covered Bridge, Merced River | JRJfin/shutterstock ©

1 Wawona Hotel

Begin at the manicured grounds of the elegant Wawona Hotel, a National Historic Landmark dating from 1879. The hotel’s six graceful, whitewashed New England–style buildings are flanked by wide porches, and its 104 rooms – with no phone or TV – have Victorian-style furniture and other period items. Take some time to relax into an Adirondack chair.

The Walk: Head north past the Wawona Visitor Center, an 1883 building that once housed the studio of landscape painter Thomas Hill, and cross Forest Dr.

2 Covered Bridge

Galen Clark built the deck and truss portion of this bridge across the South Fork of the Merced River in 1857 and established the park’s first tourist facility on the other side. The Washburn brothers, who purchased Clark’s holdings in the 1870s, covered the bridge to protect the beams and flooring. The large beams were hand-hewn with ax and adze, and the lumber to cover the bridge was cut locally.

The Walk: Cross the bridge into the center, where some of the park’s oldest buildings now stand around a looping dirt path.

3 Yosemite History Center

Some of the park’s oldest buildings were relocated here in the ’50s and ’60s, including a ranger patrol cabin, an artist’s cabin, the old Degnan’s bakery and the first superintendent’s office, which contains an old park uniform, a cast iron wood stove and a saddle used by a soldier who patrolled Yosemite on horseback. The history center has stagecoaches that brought early tourists to Yosemite, and horse-drawn stagecoach rides in summer.

The Walk: Cross back over the covered bridge and walk east on Forest Dr to a large brown building on the right, open between 8:30am and 5pm.

4 Chinese Laundry

Built in 1917, this structure served as a laundry building for the Wawona Hotel, and was restored in 2019 to honor the contributions of Chinese immigrants to Yosemite. During the gold rush, thousands served as laundry workers, agriculturalists, cooks, road crews and railroad builders.

The Walk: Wawona Hotel General Store to Wawona Rd. Make a right before you hit the Golf Shop. Continue south past the golf course to the trailhead for Wawona Meadow Loop.

5 Wawona Meadow Loop Trail

You will have to dodge horse manure plopped and squashed along this gentle, shaded loop around pretty Wawona Meadow. Horseback riders and stagecoaches throw up lots of dust. On the other hand, this short, easy trail is a nice way to spend an hour or two beneath the trees beside the meadow.





TOP SIGHT
Mariposa Grove

In this cathedral of ancient trees almost 500 hardy sequoias rocket to the sky. Early in the morning or after the crowds have gone, you can explore in solitude and contemplate the thousands of years the trees have witnessed. Walk through the heart of the still-living California Tunnel Tree and wonder at the girth of the Grizzly Giant.
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Grizzly Giant tree | Laurens Hoddenbagh/shutterstock ©

History of the Mariposa Grove

In 1864, President Lincoln signed the Yosemite Grant, establishing Yosemite Valley and Mariposa Grove as a state park, at a time when the nation was in the midst of the Civil War. This landmark legislation marked the first time in US history that the federal government set aside natural areas to be protected for the benefit of future generations. The Mariposa Grove was formally added to Yosemite National Park in 1906.


DON’T MISS

Tunnel Tree

Grizzly Giant

Fallen Monarch

Fallen Wawona Tunnel Tree

Ranger-led tours

Big Trees Loop

Mariposa Grove Trail

Wawona Point



Getting to the Grove

It’s an hour’s drive (either in your own vehicle or aboard the YARTS bus) from Yosemite Valley to the Mariposa Grove Welcome Plaza, which is right beside the southern entrance and anchored by the Depot, a store where you can pick up books, maps, general information and gifts.

Parking at the grove itself is limited to visitors with accessible placards; all others must take the free 2-mile-long shuttle-bus ride from the Welcome Plaza parking area to the lower grove. Or, better yet, hike the Washburn Trail (2 miles, 500ft elevation gain), which follows a 19th-century stagecoach route; the trailhead begins at the far-eastern end of the parking lot.

Highlights on the Trails

Mariposa Grove features hiking trails ranging from easy to strenuous, and you could easily spend a half-day or more crisscrossing its 250 acres.

The Big Trees Loop is relatively flat and wheelchair accessible, and stretches over just a third of a mile. Starting out from where the shuttle leaves you, on your right you’ll see the Fallen Monarch, made famous in an 1899 photo of the US 6th Cavalry – and their horses – posed on the tree’s length. Its exposed root system illustrates the sequoias’ shallow but diffuse life-support system.

Make the journey longer by continuing on the 2-mile Grizzly Giant Loop Trail, and about a half-mile up you’ll encounter the 1800-year-old Grizzly Giant, a bloated beast of a tree with branches that are bigger in circumference than most of the pine trees in this forest. The walk-through California Tunnel Tree is close by, and the favored spot for ‘I visited the tall forest’ photos. Incredibly, this tree continues to survive, even though its heart was hacked out back in 1895.

Complete the loop or veer off along the Mariposa Grove Trail, a 7-mile jaunt that leads to still more iconic trees, along with another trail, the 6.5-mile Guardians Loop. From these longer trails you’ll take in the Fallen Wawona Tunnel Tree, which fell over in a heap in 1969 with a 10ft-high hole gouged from an 1881 fire scar. Other notable specimens include the Telescope Tree and the Clothespin Tree. Three miles from the parking lot, the wide-open overlook at Wawona Point (6810ft) takes in the entire area. It’s about a mile round-trip from the Fallen Wawona Tunnel Tree.

Depending on your energy level, you could spend half an hour or a few hours exploring the forest. Between the shuttle stop and the Fallen Wawona Tunnel Tree, the elevation gain is about 1000ft, but the trail is gentle.


REVAMPING THE GROVE

Starting in 2015, Mariposa Grove was closed for nearly three years for a $40 million renovation. Parking reduced, new paths added, roads converted to trails, and a new south entrance hub, with a shuttle to the grove, was built. The new design improves the visitor experience and helps protect the giant sequoia habitat.



Wintertime Access

Mariposa Grove Rd closes to cars and the shuttle service ceases between the end of November and early April, but it remains open for hikers. The grove’s trails are also open during wintertime to cross-country skiing and snowshoeing, but be aware that they might be covered in snow or ice.

From early December to mid-April, overnight camping is also permitted in the Mariposa Grove. A wilderness permit is required and you must set up your tent uphill from Clothespin Tree. The Wawona Campground also stays open for winter camping on a first-come, first-served basis.


TOP TIPS

• The welcome plaza has about 300 parking spaces and may fill up by late morning, particularly on weekends, in the summertime and over holidays; arrive by mid-morning to increase your chances of a spot.

• Drinking water is available only at the welcome plaza (year-round) and arrival area (summer only).

• There are no food services available at the welcome plaza or within the grove. Pack a picnic.

• Bicycles are allowed on Mariposa Grove Rd between the welcome plaza and the Grizzly Giant when the road is open, but not beyond.







A Quieter Hike: Alder Creek Fall
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Far from the valley crowds, this off-the-beaten-path 8-mile trail offers refreshing solitude amid towering trees. The best time to make it all the way to the 100ft waterfall is early spring; it can get very hot in summer. The small parking lot (basically a dirt turnout with a bear locker, where Mosquito Creek crosses Wawona Rd) for the 1 Unmarked Trailhead is about 5 miles north of Wawona off Hwy 41. The trail begins gradually uphill, soon picking up more elevation and passing sprinklings of wildflowers, like lupines, mariposa lilies and snow plants. At a small saddle, you’ll come to the 2 Wawona to Alder Creek Trail Junction. Stay left, following the signpost, and head through the tree covering of black oaks, ponderosa pines, white firs and cedars as you approach a ridge. Several miles later, you reach some 3 Stream Crossings; the way may be muddy. The trail gets wider and more exposed to the sun following an 4 Old Railroad Bed once used by the Yosemite Lumber Company – you can see wire cables and wooden planks. Sections are also clearly still recovering from a 2007 fire. The gorge and 5 Alder Creek Fall soon become visible below – depending on the time of year, you’ll likely hear the fall before you see it. Spots around here are good for a picnic – it’s not worth the trouble, nor is it consistent with Yosemite trail ethics, to blaze your own way through dense foliage and unsteady boulders to the base of the falls.

You can continue on past the falls – the trail continues above it – but you’ve already seen the best scenery, so the fall makes a logical turn-around spot for the downhill back to Wawona.





Scaling Chilnualna Fall
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Chilnualna Creek tumbles over the north shoulder of forested Wawona Dome in an almost continuous series of cascades. The largest and most impressive of these, Chilnualna Fall, thunders into a deep, narrow chasm, and is the highlight of this 8.2-mile hike, which takes four to five hours. Carry plenty of water or a filter, as the route can be hot. From the 1 Chilnualna Fall Trailhead, you’ll be following the northwest bank of Chilnualna Creek a short distance to the first series of 2 Tumbling Cascades, which in spring shower the trail with a cool mist. Ascend several brief sets of granite steps beside the waterfall. Above, the stock trail joins the footpath along the Yosemite Wilderness boundary, a short but steep 0.2 miles and 600ft above the trailhead. The trail rises gently yet continually through open, mixed-conifer forest, leveling out as it passes the rushing creek. It then moves away from the creek, taking you on long, sweeping switchbacks. The sheer granite curve of Wawona Dome fills the sky to the east as you rise above forested Wawona Valley. About halfway along the hike, you’ll reach an unobstructed viewpoint from a 3 Granite Overlook (5400ft); it offers the first good view of the fall. To the southwest are the forested Chowchilla Mountains. The trail climbs several well-graded switchbacks, then a final dynamite-blasted switchback across a granite cliff to the 4 Top of Chilnualna Fall (6200ft). While you won’t find any better view of the fall, it’s worth continuing a quarter-mile further to a nice picnic spot along Chilnualna Creek. If you’re on an overnight trip, head for the 5 Campsites further up both Chilnualna and Deer Creeks.






Beyond Wawona
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The park’s unassuming southern gateway towns have some cute accommodations, good restaurants and other surprises in store.


Follow Hwy 41 south of Yosemite’s southern entrance and don’t blink: the gateway establishment of Fish Camp is more a bend in the road than a destination. It does, however, have good lodging options as well as the ever-popular Sugar Pine Railroad. Continue another 16 miles to the junction of Hwys 41 and 49, and the most quotidian of the gateway towns, Oakhurst, feels worlds away from the park’s majesty. Think strip malls and fast-food joints, chain hotels and mobile-home parks. For park-goers, it functions primarily as a last chance to stock up on reasonably priced groceries, gasoline and camping supplies. But there’s also a new virtual-reality theater and a nearby, secret grove of giant sequoias.
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Gold panning, Sugar Pine Railroad | IVANPOTAPOFF/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

During busy summer months, it’s often a long, traffic-clogged commute back and forth between these gateway towns and Yosemite Valley. Travel during off-peak hours.



Riding the Sugar Pine Railroad

CHOO CHOO!

From mid-March through late November, this historic steam train chugs from Fish Camp through Sierra National Forest on a 4-mile loop used for lugging lumber at the turn of the 20th century. It’s a classic family adventure with some good history woven in, and you can even bring the dog at no charge. After procuring your tickets (adult/child $30/16), you’ll board an open-air log or covered passenger car and the conductor will commence the narrated journey back in time along the narrow-gauge tracks. After about a half-hour, the train will come to a stop in the Lewis Creek Canyon, where you can examine the Vintage Shay locomotive, which provides the steam power, or bump around the forest before reboarding the train and returning to the station.

There’s also a small museum, a gift shop and a sandwich shop, plus gold-panning tours ($10 per person) with a prospector. A ‘moonlight special’ train trip (adult/child $75/36) begins with a BBQ dinner at the depot followed by a train ride through the forest to Lewis Creek Amphitheater, where participants sit around a campfire and are regaled with folk songs, oldies, comedy and a sing-along with a Sugar Pine acoustic ensemble. There’s also a ‘moonlight melodrama’ option which includes a live-theater performance, and on select Sundays, there’s a Yosemite jazz train experience, with rotating jazz musicians performing at the amphitheater (prices vary). For more, visit YMSPRR.com.
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Steam train, Sugar Pine Railroad | Paul R. Jones/shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY

Narrow Gauge Inn

A 26-room inn near the Sugar Pine Railroad with a down-home vibe and a fine restaurant. $$$

Tenaya Lodge

Sprawling family-friendly resort and activity hub near Yosemite’s south entrance, with upscale spa and restaurants. $$$

Sierra Sky Ranch

This 1875 former ranch is spread across 14 acres and features cozy, homespun rooms with shady verandas and old furnishings. $$

Hounds Tooth Inn

A whitewashed garden B&B swimming in rosebushes and Victorianesque charm, with 12 unique rooms and two cottages. $$$



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK

South Gate Brewing Company

Popular Oakhust microbrewery & pub serving burgers, pizzas, sandwiches and salads. $$

Elderberry House

The Californian-French restaurant at Château du Sureau in Oakhurst serves haute-cuisine. $$$

Oakhurst Spirits Distillery

Free weekend tours and paid tastings of small-batch spirits made with locally sourced ingredients. $$

Oakhurst Outdoors

HIKING, BIKING AND LAKE STUFF

When the famous sequoia groves of Yosemite are packed with visitors, and all you want is some solitude, Nelder Grove is the spot. Just 12 miles from the southern Yosemite entrance off Sierra Sky Ranch Road, this quiet forest is home to around 60 mature giant sequoias intermingled with second-growth pine, fir and incense cedar. The 1540-acre tract also contains a number of sequoia stumps, leftover from when the area was logged prior to its acquisition by the US Forest Service in 1928. John Muir named the area after a retired miner and homesteader who lived on the land until 1889, and its most famous tree, the Bull Buck, stretches 100ft high, with a volume of 27,383 cubic ft, making it one of the 50 largest giant sequoias in the world. Although the gate and interpretative center were closed during research, the Bull Buck and Chimney trails were open. Future maintenance projects may lead to additional closures; visit neldgergrove.org for more information before setting out.

Another local favorite for outdoor adventures is Bass Lake, which some consider a mini Lake Tahoe, only warmer. The pine-flanked reservoir generates electricity and irrigates farmland, but also provides opportunities for swimming, paddleboarding, canoeing, kayaking, wakeboarding, waterskiing, jetskiing, boating, sailing, pedal boating, fishing and hiking. A great introduction is the Way of the Mono Trail, an easy one-mile loop to a semi-exposed granite rock with views of the lake. Once you’ve become acquainted, consider hiring a local fishing guide to go after bass, rainbow trout and kokanee salmon, or hiking the longer Willow Creek Trail to Angel Fall, dipping into swimming holes along the way.

Biking around the lake is also possible, and there are plenty of other options for two-wheeling around Oakhurst, from off-road single tracks to fire roads, which make for a great way to see the vistas and countryside. Pedal Forward Bikes & Adventure rents out a good selection of bikes (mountain, hardtail and e-bikes), plus bike racks for cars. They also offer guided hikes and bike rides in the Sierra National Forest. Popular cycling trails include Lewis Creek Trail, San Joaquin River Trail, Fresno Dome Trail, Goat Mt Trail, 007 Trail, Willow Creek Trail, Miami Trails and Shuteye Peek Trail.

[image: jpg]

Bass Lake | Paul Vowles/shutterstock ©


LOCAL SECRETS: WHERE TO DINE IN OAKHURST
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L. Anne Molin is a poet, teacher, librarian and long-time resident of Oakhurst. She’s sampled just about every restaurant in town, and these are her top three:

Ducey’s on the Lake

Arrive before 6pm for the early-bird special, and ask for Sarah’s section for an extra good experience. Then head upstairs for music and dancing. $$

Smokehouse 41 BBQ

Not fancy, just really good smoked meats. Definitely try the twice-baked potato. Yum! $$

Mariscos Colima

Really not fancy, but very fresh food, reasonable prices and friendly service. Tip: ask for your carnitas extra crispy. $



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK

Yosemite Wine Tails

A dog-friendly Oakhurst wine bar with $5 tastings, $15 flights and premium pairing experiences ($30–50). $

Jackalopes Restaurant

Tenaya Lodge’s excellent restaurant in Fish Camp offers innovative small dishes. $$$

Aroma Tavern & Buffalo Bar

Excellent food and knockout views at Narrow Gauge Inn in Fish Camp make it one of the finest in the region. $$

A Virtual Park Visit

FLY OVER YOSEMITE

Those who stay in Oakhurst have the option of flying around Yosemite National Park without ever leaving their seats in Yosemite Cinema. The theater started showing its marquee VR film, Experience Yosemite, in 2021 after a massive renovation project that also involved new seating, high-res screens, new sound systems and a remodeled concession stand (where beer and wine are now sold). The VR film uses state-of-the-art Positron Voyager chairs that tap into all the senses to make it feel like you’re flying up the face of El Capitan alongside Alex Honnold, accompanying Ansel Adams on a photo expedition and hovering over the historic campfire chat between John Muir and President Teddy Roosevelt. You’ll also catch the Firefall spectacle from above and cruise over Half Dome’s diving board, as Bryan Cranston narrates.


BEST PLACES TO SHOP

Coarsegold Historic Village

A collection of thrift, antique and gift shops in Coarsegold, just a short drive south of Oakhurst.

Southgate Station

An antique mall in Oakhurst filled with vendors hawking vintage clothing, jewelry, antiques, memorabilia and other rusty stuff.

New Community Methodist Church Thrift Shop

Clean and well-maintained Oakland thrift shop that’s especially good for kitchen appliances, clothing and rare collectibles.

Fish Camp General Store

Good place to stock up on a whole range of groceries, plus beer, wine and camp supplies.




GETTING AROUND

A car makes life easiest, but there’s also a free trolley that runs up and down Hwy 41 on weekends, making 17 stops at various hotels, restaurants and other businesses. YARTS also runs daily buses along Hwy 41 between Oakhurst, Fish Camp and Yosemite Valley. The one-way fare is $10 between Fish Camp and Yosemite Valley and $14 between Oakhurst and Yosemite Valley.





TUOLUMNE MEADOWS & TIOGA RD
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About 55 miles from Yosemite Valley, 8600ft Tuolumne Meadows is the largest subalpine meadow in the Sierra. It provides a dazzling contrast to the Valley, with its lush fields, clear blue lakes, ragged granite peaks and domes, and cooler temperatures. But you’ll have to wait out the winter for this beauty, because the only road that goes there, Tioga Rd (Hwy 120 E or ’the pass’), isn’t drivable until it’s been plowed and the walls of snow recede, between early May and late July.

The pass travels through 56 miles of superb high country at elevations ranging from 6200ft at Crane Flat to 9945ft at Tioga Pass. In summertime, highlights include beautiful views, giant sequoias and carpets of outrageous wildflowers. Meanwhile, climbers clip in to tackle the park’s high peaks and backpackers lace their boots to plod the trails to the High Sierra camps.
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Tuolumne Meadows | Alex Manders/shutterstock ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Tuolumne Meadows

SIGHTS

2Cathedral Peak

3Eagle Peak

4Medlicott Dome

5North Dome

6Olmsted Point

7Polly Dome

8Pywiack Dome

9Sentinel Dome

10Soda Springs

11Tenaya Lake

12Tenaya Lake Picnic Area

13Unicorn Peak

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14Cathedral Lakes Hike

15Dana Fork Tuolumne

16Elizabeth Lake

17Lembert Dome

18Lembert Dome parking lot

19Lukens Lake Trailhead

20Lyell Fork Tuolumne

21Pothole Dome

22White Wolf Lodge

SLEEPING

23Bunnell Point

24Parsons Memorial Lodge

25Sunrise High Sierra Camp

26Vogelsang High Sierra Camp

INFORMATION

27Tuolumne Meadows Visitor Center

28Tuolumne Meadows Wilderness Center




TOP TIP

There are few visitor services from the Crane Flat junction to Tenaya Lake, so stop at Crane Flat Gas Station for supplies. Big Oak Flat Information Station is a mini visitor center, and Tuolumne Meadows Wilderness Center issues permits.



Exploring Tuolumne Meadows

FROLIC IN FLOWERY FIELDS

Stretching nearly 3 miles from Pothole Dome in the west to Lembert Dome in the east, Tuolumne’s main meadow is a beautiful sight to behold, especially during sunset, when golden light ripples across the green grass and lashes up the sides of distant peaks into the still blue sky. Grab a fishing pole and dip into the gently rolling Tuolumne River as the sunlight drifts away, or just find a quiet spot to sit and stare at the landscape as the mood shifts and the colors shimmer.

While the meadow is a perfect place for quiet contemplation, there’s actually a lot of activity going on here. Blanketed in snow for most of the year, the meadow explodes to life in summer, when the wildflowers, taking full advantage of the short growing season, fill the grassy expanse with color. For an explanation of what’s happening beneath the meadow’s deceptively still surface, check out the interpretive signs that line the dirt road between the Lembert Dome parking lot and Soda Springs, both of which are worth a visit.

The springs are a short, pleasant walk across the flat middle of the meadow. There are two approaches, both about 0.75 miles long. The first starts opposite the Tuolumne Meadows Visitor Center on Tioga Rd. The other begins in the Lembert Dome parking area. Surrounded by a log enclosure built in 1889, the carbonated springs are a total mystery: even geologists cannot explain why they exist. Their water burbles silently out of a small natural spring that turns its surroundings into a cluster of mineral-crusted, rust-red puddles. People (and animals) used to drink the stuff, though the park service now discourages the practice due to possible surface contamination – no big deal, as it’s not exactly an appealing method for quenching your thirst.

Just up the path, you’ll find Parsons Memorial Lodge, a simple but beautifully rugged cabin built in 1915 from local granite. It initially served as a Sierra Club meeting room and was named for Edward Taylor Parsons (1861–1914), an adventurer and active Sierra Club member who helped found the club’s outings program. Today it opens as a shelter during thunderstorms (there’s a huge fireplace inside), as well as for special events, ranger talks and other programs on weekends. See the Yosemite Guide for the current schedule.

Hikers and climbers will find a paradise of options around Tuolumne Meadows, which is also the gateway to the High Sierra camps. Pothole Dome marks the west end of Tuolumne Meadows, and though it’s small by Yosemite standards, the short, 200ft climb to the top offers great views of the meadows and surrounding peaks – especially at sunset. Park along Tioga Rd, then follow the trail around the dome’s west side and up to its modest summit. It’s a fairly quick trip and well worth the effort.

Prominently marking the eastern end of the main meadow, Lembert Dome towers about 800ft above the Tuolumne River. Its summit, which chalks in at 9450ft above sea level, is easily one of the finest places to watch the sunset in Yosemite. Its steep western face is a de-facto granite playground for everyone from kids (who stick around the gently sloping bottom) to climbers (who rope up and head to the top). Nonclimbers can reach the summit by hiking up the backside. The dome was named for 19th-century shepherd Jean-Baptiste Lembert, who homesteaded in Tuolumne Meadows.

Dominating the views to the south of Tuolumne Meadows, the jagged Cathedral Range runs roughly northwest from the Sierra Crest, marking the divide between the Tuolumne and Merced Rivers. Its granite pinnacles are immediately striking, in particular Cathedral Peak (10,911ft), visible from numerous spots in the region, including along Tioga Rd. At certain angles, its summit appears to be a near-perfect pinpoint, though in reality it’s a craggy, double-pronged affair. Other mountains in the range include Tresidder Peak, Echo Peaks, the Matthes Crest and Unicorn Peak (10,823ft), another standout with a horn-shaped protuberance, just east of Cathedral Peak. Soda Springs offers a particularly good vantage point for viewing the range, as does the trail up to Young Lakes. The Cathedral Lakes Trail is the classic must-do hike into the range itself.
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Soda Springs, Tuolumne Meadows | Robert Bohrer/shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO CAR CAMP

Yosemite Creek Campground

Reached via a rough 5-mile road, this secluded campground (7700ft) offers 75 first-come, first-served primitive campsites (no potable water).  $

White Wolf Campground

Attractive setting at 7700ft, but the 74 campsites are fairly boxed in. Trailheads for Harden and Lukens Lake hikes are nearby.  $

Porcupine Flat Campground

Primitive 52-site area at 8100ft; some campsites are near the road and all are near a creek, the only water source (must filter).  $

Tuolumne Meadows Campground

At 8600ft, this is the biggest campground in the park. A major renovation project should be completed in 2024 or 2025.  $



BEST PLACES TO EAT & SHOP

Tuolumne Meadows Grill

Classic Yosemite dining experience at shared tables, with hearty breakfasts and dinners. Box lunches. $

Tuolumne Meadows Store

Stocks wine, beer, food, tofu dogs, dorky hats, camp cups and camping supplies, all at marked-up prices. $

White Wolf Lodge

Dining Room

Rustic dining room open for buffet breakfasts and family-style dinners. $$


HIGH SIERRA CAMPS

In the backcountry near Tuolumne Meadows, the exceptionally popular High Sierra camps provide shelter and sustenance to hikers who’d rather not carry food or a tent. The camps – called Vogelsang, Merced Lake, Sunrise, May Lake and Glen Aulin – are set 6 miles to 10 miles apart along a loop trail.

They consist of dormitory-style canvas tent cabins, plus showers (at May Lake, Sunrise and Merced Lake – subject to water availability) and a central dining tent. In recent years, the camps have been closed due to the pandemic and the enormous snowpack. They are expected to reopen again in the summer of 2024, when a lottery will once again determine who gets to stay in the camps.



BEST LODGES & CABINS

White Wolf Lodge

Remote and spartan tent cabins (no electricity) and hard-walled cabins that feel like rustic motel rooms. $$

Tuolumne Meadows Lodge

Off Tioga Rd, riverfront canvas tent cabins with two or four beds, wood-burning stoves and candles (no electricity). $$

High Sierra Camps

Five rustic lodgings spaced 6–10 miles apart in Yosemite’s high country, with tent cabins and food service. $$$

Climbing Around Tuolumne

HIGH COUNTRY ROCKS

Come summertime, when temperatures in Yosemite Valley regularly top 90°F, climbers head to Tuolumne Meadows where the cool, high-country air is much more conducive to climbing. Thanks to the altitude, the air is also thinner, so climbing here requires at least a day’s acclimatization for most people.

There are more than 1700 routes across 170 formations in Yosemite’s high country. Cathedral Peak and its fin-shaped west peak and the frightening Eichorn Pinnacle are both epic and extremely popular climbs. It’s fun watching climbers tackle these peaks from the Cathedral Lakes Trail. The Northwest Books route on Lembert Dome is one of the dome’s most popular climbs. Mt Conness, on the park’s eastern border, is a challenging all-day climb.

Another big draw in these parts is Polly Dome, next to Tenaya Lake. Stately Pleasure Dome, on the side of Polly adjacent to the lake, is the most popular spot, offering a good mix of easy and moderate routes. The granite rocks in this part of the park are well suited for slab and friction climbing, and both are well represented here. For more difficult climbing, try the back side of Pywiack and Medlicott Domes, both just northeast of the lake toward Tuolumne Meadows. The beach at the east end of Tenaya Lake is an ideal spot for watching climbers. For lessons or guided climbs, contact Yosemite Mountaineering School & Guide Service.

For good bouldering, head to the Knobs, just over a mile north of Tenaya Lake on the west side of the road. Beginners will find excellent climbing on nearby Low-Profile Dome, particularly along the Golfer’s Route.
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BEST HIGH COUNTRY DOMES

North Dome

Perhaps the best vantage point along Yosemite Valley’s rim and Half Dome, this dome sees relatively few hikers.

Sentinel Dome

For those unable to visit Half Dome’s summit, Sentinel offers an equally outstanding 360-degree perspective of Yosemite’s wonders.

Pothole Dome

Small but mighty at the west end of Tuolumne Meadows, with a 200ft climb to the top offering great views of surrounding meadows and peaks.

Lembert Dome

Easily one of Yosemite’s finest places to watch the sunset, with a steep western face that doubles as a granite playground.



BEST PICNIC SPOTS

Yosemite Creek

A shaded, creekside spot with five picnic tables beneath pines a few miles east of White Wolf Rd.

Tenaya Lake

Numerous picnicking spots dot this scenic lake, including the middle and southern parking areas, and along the shore.

Lembert Dome

Adventurous picnickers can hike to this granite dome for views of Tuolumne Meadows and the Cathedral Range.



DRIVING TOUR
Exploring the Tioga Pass

Driving is an undeniably superb way to experience the high country – and beyond – via the spectacular Tioga Rd. This is the only road that bisects the park between its eastern and western borders, and the highest elevation trans-Sierra highway. One of California’s ultimate drives, Tioga Rd is open only during summer and fall, usually from late May to early November. The timing all depends on the weather.
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1 Crane Flat Gas Station

Gas up here as the next opportunity isn’t until the very end of this drive. The pumps are open 24 hours (if you have a credit card); there’s an ATM and supplies for sale.

The Drive: Follow the signs for Hwy 120 E and in half a mile you’ll see the trailhead for Tuolumne Grove, Yosemite’s second-most visited grove of giant sequoias.

2 Tuolumne Grove

A short, steep hike down a section of the Old Big Oak Flat Rd (closed to cars) takes you to the first trees; meander through the grove and along an interpretive nature trail. The most popular attraction is the Tunnel Tree (or ‘Dead Giant’), already a stump when a tunnel was cut into it in 1878.

The Drive: It’s a 28-mile drive east to the must-do overlook Olmsted Point.

3 Olmsted Point

This ‘honey, hit the brakes!’ viewpoint is a lunar landscape of glaciated granite with a stunning view down Tenaya Canyon to the back side of Half Dome. It’s often swamped with visitors, so clamber down some rocks to grab a tiny bit of solitude. To experience an even better view, stroll a quarter-mile down to the overlook, where you can get past the tree cover.

The Drive: Just 2 miles down the road you’ll approach Tenaya Lake, around which climbers dangle like spiders.

4 Tenaya Lake

The shiny blue surface of Tenaya Lake (8150ft) is framed by thick stands of pine and smooth granite cliffs and domes. The lake is named after Chief Tenaya, the Ahwahneechee chief who aided white soldiers, only to be driven from his land by white militias in the early 1850s. Tenaya allegedly protested the use of his name, pointing out that the lake already had a name – Pywiack (‘Lake of Shining Rocks’), for the polished granite that surrounds it. For more on Tenaya.

The Drive: Follow Tioga Rd for 6.5 miles.

5 Tuolumne Meadows

Stop in at the Tuolumne Meadows Visitor Center, where there’s an information desk, a bookstore and a few small exhibits on the area’s wildlife and history. Across the street, a painter’s palette of wildflowers decorate the meadow. Don’t miss Soda Springs, a carbonated natural spring, and Parsons Memorial Lodge, a granite cabin built in 1915.

The Drive: Continue 20 miles to where the Tioga Pass intersects with Hwy 395.

6 Whoa Nellie Deli

Years after its famed chef moved on to Toomey’s at Mammoth Lakes, this Mobil-gas-station restaurant off Hwy 120 is still, surprisingly, a darn good place to eat. Stop in for delicious burgers, fish tacos, wild-buffalo meatloaf and other tasty morsels, and Mono Lake views from outdoor picnic tables. Live bands play there some nights.



Making a Splash in Tuolumne

HIGH COUNTRY SWIMMING & FISHING

The Tuolumne River is an excellent choice for high-country swimming, with many easy-to-reach sandy-bottomed pools and slightly warmer temperatures than other High Sierra rivers. From the pullout at the west end of Tuolumne Meadows, follow the trail along Pothole Dome and the river for about a mile to a gorgeous waterfall and hidden swimming spot.

You’ll also find a couple of small but good swimming holes at the twin bridges crossing the chipper Lyell Fork Tuolumne; to get there, head out on the trail to Lyell Canyon. If you don’t mind hiking a bit further, the Lyell Fork also has some great (albeit shallow) swimming areas. Elizabeth Lake can be a bit bone-chilling, but on a hot summer day, plenty of people take the plunge and love it.

The park’s most satisfying fishing, especially for fly casters, is undoubtedly in Tuolumne Meadows. Although the fish aren’t big, they’re still out there, and the setting is unbeatable. The Dana Fork Tuolumne and especially the Lyell Fork Tuolumne are good, with easy access from shore and no wading required. As for lakes, Elizabeth Lake is the most easily accessible. If you’re heading up to Young Lakes, bring a pole. Some of the best lake fishing is on Saddlebag Lake, just outside the park, east of the Tioga Pass entrance, off Hwy 120.


THE BEST BACKPACKING TRIPS
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Gisel Diaz, an office clerk for the Yosemite Mountaineering School, was born and raised in Mexico and her family wasn’t outdoorsy. A 2016 visit to Yosemite sparked her passion for nature and led to six years of working in the park. She recommends the following adventures:

Vogelsang High Sierra Camp

This was the first backpacking trip I led, and I love to go back for the lakes, the wild flowers, the meadows and the views. Nothing tops it.

Young Lakes

The way to Young Lakes feels like some faraway land in Lord of the Rings. Truly, a one-of-a-kind experience.

Eagle Peak

A more convenient trek, with views of Yosemite Falls like no other. The solitude one can find in such a short distance is astounding.



BEST BACKCOUNTRY CAMPING

Glen Aulin

Swim at the bottom of a cascading waterfall and take in beautiful sunset views of the ’Grand Canyon of Tuolumne’.

May Lake

The easiest of the High Sierra Camps to access is the best one for kids, and the views of Mt Hoffman are stunning.

Merced Lake

The most remote and oldest of the High Sierra Camps is accessed via a 14-mile hike from the valley floor.

Vogelsang

Dramatically located at 10,000ft, with granite mountain peaks behind. Small lakes and excellent hiking trails.

Sunrise

Situated in a serene spot next to a beautiful meadow and several lakes, this is the final camp on the Sierra Camp loop.

Waterwheel

A forested campsite at 6440ft beneath ponderosa pines and incense cedars near Waterwheel Fall.

Three Easy Strolls to Alpine Lakes

WATERSIDE WANDERINGS

For those who love alpine lakes and easy walks, Yosemite’s high country is your new best friend. Tenaya Lake is of course the easiest of all, since the lake is right beside the parking lot. This is one of the park’s biggest natural lakes, and a 3-mile loop trail skirts the shore. Begin from the upgraded parking and picnic area on the north shore. An accessible boardwalk on the east end leads to a popular sandy beach. Walk south along the beach, and look for the trail amid the trees just ahead. As the path traces the shore, small spurs lead down to the water. Though the shoreline is rocky, there are several nice spots for a picnic; summertime means masses of others have the same idea. There’s a boardwalk over wetlands on the western end (near the Sunrise Trailhead). For more privacy, head here first thing in the morning or late afternoon.

For an even shorter and gentler jaunt, there’s Lukens Lake near White Wolf. Start from the marked parking area a couple of miles east of the White Wolf turnoff. Cross the road and begin the trail in the soft woods. Climbing steadily, you’ll reach a small ridge, then drop down to Lukens Lake. The trail follows the south shore to the west end, where you’ll find plenty of shady spots to rest, picnic or simply sit in quiet contemplation. An alternative 2.3-mile trail (one way) leads to the lake’s west side from White Wolf Lodge, following the Middle Tuolumne River along the way. If you hike up here early in the morning or late in the afternoon, especially on a weekday, you just might have the quiet blue lake, green meadow and surrounding sea of colorful wildflowers all to yourself. (Weekends are a different story.) Corn lilies trace the path leading up to the lake, and thousands of orange and black butterflies cluster on the ground in summer. If you hold still and listen, you can hear the low hum of omnipresent bees. Purple and white flowers erupt as you near the lakeshore, forming an exquisitely colored carpet. Revel in the idyllic setting and serenity in the ’golden hour’ of early evening light. Even beginners can handle the short jaunt from Tioga Rd.

For something slightly more challenging, Harden Lake traces a short section of the old Tioga Rd. This nicely forested out-and-back route is mostly level, and rewards with a tranquil and pretty lake basin that’s good for a swim. From the White Wolf Lodge parking area, start toward the direction of the White Wolf campground and follow the gravel road – a section of the old Tioga Rd – to the left of the campground entrance. The roadway passes a mixed forest of lodgepole pine and Jeffrey pine, running parallel to the middle fork of the Tuolumne River. A few areas of fire damage are visible just before a discreet sewage-treatment facility appears off to the left. Continue on, and at the 2-mile mark take a right off the dirt road and onto a foot trail. Jittery leaves of quaking aspens flutter in the breeze, and the occasional pinedrops plant can be spotted by its unusual red stalks. The 2013 Rim Fire came perilously close to here, and the many blackened trees you see resulted from backfires set to contain it.

Follow the trail for almost a mile to the lake. On the path toward the small boulder-littered shore, a meadow erupts with bulbous yellow Bigelow sneezeweed and white sprays of yampa. If you continue on a bit further north to the far side of the lake, feast on tremendous views of the Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne River and the peaks in the park’s northern wilderness. Harden Lake is an unusually warm-water lake for these parts, primarily because it evaporates rapidly during summer. So bring a towel and splash around without feeling like a polar bear.


BEST PLACES TO SLEEP IN THE WILDERNESS
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Dustin Weatherford is a backcountry split boarder, rock climber and paraglider living in Yosemite Valley and working on Yosemite Search and Rescue (YOSAR). His favorite places to spend the night in the wild include:

Bunnell Point

This old established camp just past the Bunnell Cascade on the Merced Lake Trail is an incredible place to sleep in the backcountry.

Sunrise High Sierra Camp

Accessible from Lake Tenaya or Tuolumne Meadows via the John Muir Trail, this camp offers day hikes to Cathedral Peak, Clouds Rest and Half Dome.

On a portaledge

The granite walls of Half Dome, El Capitan and Washington Column are all great hosts for a vertical bivy.





HIKING TOUR
Above It All at Clouds Rest

Pack your camera. This is a route that delivers magnificent views of Half Dome, Yosemite Valley and the peaks of Matterhorn and Banner. Many claim the trail end of this challenging hike offers one of the Sierra Nevada’s most inspiring views.
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Clouds Rest| yhelfman/shutterstock ©
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Yosemite’s largest expanse of granite and arguably its finest panoramic viewpoint, Clouds Rest (9926ft), rises 4500ft above Tenaya Creek, with spectacular views of Half Dome and the valley from the summit and along the trail. The hike involves a strenuous 6.2-mile ascent and equally significant descent (have a cold drink waiting for you!), but getting here is definitely worth the effort: more than 1000ft higher than nearby Half Dome, the Clouds Rest viewpoint is spectacular. The exposed summit path is a granite ridge that narrows thrillingly in one spot.

Start from the 1 Sunrise Lakes Trailhead at the west end of Tenaya Lake. Trailhead parking is limited, and the lot fills early. If you’re staying in Tuolumne Meadows, it’s easier to take the free shuttle bus to the trailhead. Follow the trail along Tenaya Creek for your first glimpse of Clouds Rest and Tenaya Canyon’s shining granite walls. As the trail climbs steadily up well-constructed switchbacks, the view expands to include prominent Mt Hoffmann (10,850ft) to the northwest and Tuolumne Peak (10,845ft) to the north. After a steady ascent, the grade eases atop soft earth amid large red firs. At 2.5 miles, continue straight past the Sunrise Lakes junction and descend southwest. As Yosemite Valley and Sentinel Dome come into view, the trail reaches the level floor west of Sunrise Mountain (9974ft). Paintbrushes, lupines and wandering daisies bloom here, alongside mats of pink heather and bushes of poisonous white-flowered Labrador tea. About 2 miles from the Sunrise Lakes Trail junction you’ll reach a 2 Creek that’s the last water source en route to the summit – so fill up here (and filter it).

At approximately 5 miles you’ll reach the 3 Forsyth Trail Junction, although it’s not labeled as such on the sign. Bear southwest and ascend the ridgeline that culminates in Clouds Rest. To the southeast are fabulous views of wedge-shaped Mt Clark (11,522ft), the Cascade Cliffs and Bunnell Point in Merced Canyon. The granite swell of Mt Starr King (9092ft) rises to the southwest. The trail soon passes over a low rise and through a slight but obvious saddle. At a large white pine about a mile beyond the saddle, a small unmarked trail forks left; this is recommended for those not willing or able to hike the more exposed summit path. A sign reading ‘Clouds Rest Foot Trail’ directs you along the granite ridge, which narrows rather thrillingly in one place. Never less than 5ft wide, the narrowest section might look intimidating but takes only five to 10 seconds to cross.

The 4 Clouds Rest Summit itself offers breathtaking views of Half Dome and Yosemite Valley. The view stretches from the Sawtooth Ridge and Matterhorn Peak along the park’s north border to Mt Ritter and Banner Peak, standing dark and prominent to the southeast. Mt Conness and Mt Dana on the Sierra Crest and the closer Cathedral Range are all outstanding. This is one of the Sierra Nevada’s most inspiring viewpoints – savor the sights before retracing your steps to the trailhead. You can extend your hike by continuing down to Yosemite Valley (as part of the Tenaya Lake to Yosemite Valley hike). Some tenacious hikers start in the valley and summit Clouds Rest, particularly when Half Dome permits are difficult to come by.





Overnight at Waterwheel Fall

[image: jpg]

This two-day hike follows the Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne River to Waterwheel Fall. Begin at the 1 Glen Aulin Trailhead and follow the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) towards Glen Aulin. About 0.2 miles after

2 Tuolumne Fall, head northwest along the trail, meandering through ghost forest to the river’s edge, across a marsh and through a peaceful glen, where the river flows briskly to the first in a series of cascades. The trail, too, plunges along the river, dropping over gorgeous orange-tinted granite. Ahead, the Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne stretches as far as the eye can see. The trail continues between the sheer, polished granite walls of Wildcat Point (9455ft) to the north and the 8000ft granite wall of Falls Ridge on the opposite bank. 3 California Fall and LeConte Fall are the most prominent cascades in this section; others are unnamed. About 2 miles beyond the glen, you’ll reach a small unsigned junction where a spur trail branches southwest to a viewpoint of 4 Waterwheel Fall, named for the distinctive 15ft- to 20ft-high plumes of water that curl into the air like a wheel midway down the more than 600ft-long fall. Return to the main trail, walk west, and descend another 10 minutes.

As you approach the scattered junipers beside an obvious dark granite rib perpendicular to the trail, turn south and head down a sandy slope through manzanita. It leads to a large, forested 5 Campsite (6440ft) beneath big ponderosa pines and incense cedars, about 0.3 miles below Waterwheel Fall with tranquil Tuolumne River 200ft away. On day two, retrace your steps 9 miles to the trailhead.





May Lake & Mt Hoffman Trek
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May Lake is a relatively easy uphill jaunt to instant backcountry. Nearby, the trail to Mt Hoffmann winds up a rocky slope, and the payoff is one of the best viewpoints of the park. Start from the 1 May Lake Trailhead (8846ft), 1.7 miles up a paved section of the old Tioga Rd. Some hikers go no further than 2 May Lake (9350ft), on the High Sierra Camps loop, a pristine mountain lake that cries out for a shoreline picnic. It is a satisfying destination, with great views of Half Dome, Cathedral Peak and Mt Clark along the way. The 1.2-mile stretch, a steady 500ft climb, takes only about 30 to 40 minutes, and if you have a wilderness permit, you can overnight at the nice backpackers’ campground next to the 3 May Lake High Sierra Camp. At the lake the trail splits; the right fork leads to May Lake High Sierra Camp, the left traces the lakeshore and then ascends to Mt Hoffmann. The Hoffmann Trail winds through a talus field, where it follows a cairned path. Skirt the south edge of a meadow where the trail turns sharply toward 4 Mt Hoffmann’s east summit, and then aim for the higher west summit.

The last bit up involves some basic scrambling, so you’ll want your hands free. Don’t be surprised if some curious marmots pop their heads out of the rocks to check your progress. Be warned: the swarms of marmots living at the summit and in the rock piles are not shy – they’ll come right up to you. If you sit down, keep an eye on your daypack! Retrace your steps to the May Lake Trailhead.





Summiting North Dome
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Perhaps the best vantage point along the Valley rim, this trail sees relatively few hikers. It descends 1000ft and rises 422ft on the way there, so be ready for a climb on the return trip. From Tioga Rd, start at the 1 Porcupine Creek Trailhead (8120ft), 1.2 miles east of Porcupine Flat Campground.

An abandoned road leads beneath red firs until the pavement ends at 0.7 miles and the trail crosses 2 Porcupine Creek via a log. After an easy ascent into the forest, you’ll reach a few trail junctions in quick succession. Follow the signs for North Dome. The trail climbs gently up Indian Ridge to an inviting view across the valley to Sentinel Dome and Taft Point. The trail soon turns sharply and ascends, leading to the marked Indian Rock trail junction at 3.6 miles from the trailhead. A worthwhile but optional 0.6-mile side trip leads to and from 3 Indian Rock (8360ft), Yosemite’s only visible natural arch. Return to the main trail and continue south to a spectacular viewpoint at the end of the ridge: front and center is Half Dome, and across the Valley is Illilouette Fall.

From here, the trail curves around a large Jeffrey pine and drops southeast (left) off the ridgeline in the direction of Half Dome and then descends on switchbacks across open granite. Cairns lead to the marked 4 North Dome Trail Junction. Turn east for the final half-mile stretch. The rough trail descends steeply on a worn rock slab before a short ascent to the 5 North Dome summit – one of Yosemite’s most impressive sights. Retrace your steps along Indian Ridge to return to the trailhead.





Elizabeth Lake: An Alpine Adventure
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At the foot of jagged Unicorn Peak, this easily reached alpine lake offers spectacular views and plenty of opportunity for exploration beyond the lake itself. Any time is a good time for a hike to this beautiful lake, but it’s a particularly good choice if you’ve just rolled into the Tuolumne Meadows area and need a short acclimatization hike before sunset. Because it’s fairly short, the trail gets busy, but heading up in the late afternoon means you’ll encounter fewer people. That said, you could easily stretch a day out of this hike by exploring the saddles and ridges around the lake or, if you’re experienced, by attempting the summit of Unicorn Peak (10,823ft), a class 3–4 climb. The 1 Elizabeth Lake Trailhead lies in the upper ‘B’ section of Tuolumne Meadows Campground. When you pull in, ask the ranger on duty for a campground map, or follow the sign to Elizabeth Lake. Once you’re on the trail, the climbing kicks in immediately, and most of the elevation gain is out of the way within the first mile or so. Most of this section is shaded by lodgepole pines.

The first real treat is the trail’s encounter with 2 Unicorn Creek, which drains into Elizabeth Lake. After that, the trail widens and levels off, and finally meets a fork at the northeast end of the lake. Turn right, and you’ll hit the water. Otherwise, you’ll follow Unicorn Creek into a meadow (a reward in itself), where several side trails also lead to the lakeshore.

Climbing the slopes on the south side of 3 Elizabeth Lake affords views of Lembert Dome and, far beyond, 12,649ft Mt Conness. To return to the trailhead, retrace your steps.





Hiking Lembert Dome & Dog Lake
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Ready for a thrilling scramble up a granite dome, lofty views of alpine meadows, and a tranquil pause by a scenic mountain lake? Wear your grippiest hiking shoes and bring your bathing suit. Park in the 1 Dog Lake Parking Lot, which is on the way to Tuolumne Meadows Lodge off Tioga Rd. The Tuolomne Meadows shuttle also stops here. The 2 Trailhead sits at the base of a hill on the south side of Tioga Rd about 2 miles east of the Tuolumne Meadows Visitor Center. This hike kicks off with a climb through lodgepole pines, crossing Tioga Rd, then switchbacking up a forested slope. The trail levels off at 0.3 miles or so and continues through the pines. At a 3 Signed Trail Junction a half-mile from the trailhead, turn left. This easy westward path ends at the base of the granite 4 Lembert Dome just under a mile from the trailhead. Hike west across the gently sloping granite until you see the small summit knob just ahead. Scramble up if you dare, or walk southwest and approach the summit from the south, where the granite rises more gently. The 360-degree views from the summit (9450ft) are gobsmacking. Return to the trail junction and turn left. A half-mile or so up the fairly flat trail is another junction. Turn right and continue another half-mile, following signage to 5 Dog Lake (9170ft). A path meanders around the lake itself.

Return to the junction and head toward the Lembert Dome parking area. Bear left across the slab to reach the parking lot, then cross Tioga Rd at 4 miles and turn left to walk east on the Pacific Crest Trail to the John Muir Trail to complete the loop at about 5 miles.





Cathedral Lakes Escapade
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If you can only manage one hike in Tuolumne, then choose this spectacular 8-mile jaunt through mixed conifer forest to the shores of shimmering alpine lakes.

Parking for the 1 Cathedral Lakes Trailhead is along the shoulder of Tioga Rd, 0.5 miles west of Tuolumne Meadows Visitor Center. Due to the popularity of this hike, parking spaces fill up fast, so arrive early or take the free shuttle. From the trailhead on Tioga Rd, the hike heads southwest along the John Muir Trail. Almost immediately, it begins to climb through forest of lodgepole pine, mountain hemlock and the occasional whitebark pine.

After ascending over 400ft, the trail levels out and a massive slab of granite – the northern flank of Cathedral Peak – slopes up from the left side of the trail. Soon you’ll see Fairview Dome (9731ft) through the trees to your right. Before long, the trail begins its second ascent, climbing nearly 600ft before leveling off to outstanding views of Cathedral Peak. Three miles from the trailhead, you’ll hit the 2 Trail Junction that leads 0.5 miles southwest to Cathedral Lake.

This trail crosses a stunning meadow (turn around as you cross it for the head-on view of Cathedral Peak) before arriving at the granite shores of 3 Lower Cathedral Lake. Be sure to follow the trail around the lake and take in the views from the southwest side. To visit the upper lake, backtrack to the main trail, turn right (southeast) and, after about 0.5 miles, you’ll hit 4 Upper Cathedral Lake. To stretch the hike out further, you can continue past the upper lake to 5 Cathedral Pass(9700ft), for a stellar side view of Cathedral Peak and Eichorn Pinnacle.





A Romp to Glen Aulin
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The first leg of the multiday hike through the Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne makes for a great day hike, offering stunning views of the Cathedral Range.

The 11-mile round-trip hike follows a section of the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), and the trailhead lies behind the 1 Lembert Dome Parking Lot, which is immediately east of the Tuolumne Meadows Campground and bridge. Follow the dirt road northwest. When you reach the gate, swing west toward Soda Springs, watching for the Glen Aulin Trail signs to the right of 2 Parsons Lodge.

The trail leads through open lodgepole pine forest, crosses shallow 3 Delaney Creek, then continues to a signed 4 Young Lakes Trail Junction. Take the left fork, heading northwest through lodgepole pines. You’ll emerge on riverside meadows with outstanding views of Fairview Dome (9731ft), Cathedral Peak (10,911ft) and Unicorn Peak (10,823ft). Continuing on, the level, cairn-dotted trail crosses a vast, glacially polished granite slab over which the Tuolumne River flows. The river’s roar signals the end of Tuolumne Meadows and the start of a series of cascades that tumble toward the Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne. The trail climbs briefly over a granite rib then descends steadily, alternating between forest and riverside before reaching 5 Tuolumne Fall.

Continue along the plunging river to a signed junction with the May Lake Trail and then a steel girder footbridge spanning the river. Cross it and you’ll reach two trail junctions in close succession. To the right is the 6 Glen Aulin High Sierra Camp. Continue straight and you’ll hit Glen Aulin itself.





Get Out to Gaylor Lakes
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This spectacular and often overlooked trail climbs gently up to Gaylor Lakes, set in pristine alpine territory just inside the park boundary near Tioga Pass.

The 3-mile round-trip is a high-altitude hike, so prior acclimatization (such as a day in Tuolumne) is a good idea. There can be snow at any time of the year. Sound good? It is. The trail begins from the 1 Gaylor Lakes Trailhead Parking Lot, immediately west of Tioga Pass entrance, and wastes no time in starting its steep ascent, which soon rewards with sweeping views over Dana Meadows and its scattered ponds, backed by Mt Dana (13,061ft), Mammoth Peak (12,112ft) and Mt Gibbs (12,779ft). At the crest, where shards of rock litter the mostly barren ridge, the first of five lakes comes into view.

2 Lower Gaylor Lake (10,334ft) lies in a basin below you, with more great views everywhere you turn. It’s difficult but possible to reach the lake with a good map and compass, and also to ascend the steep slope of Gaylor Peak to the north. The main trail skirts the lower lake and then climbs to 3 Upper Gaylor Lake (10,510ft), where much of the landscape lay beneath ice as recently as 10,000 years ago. If a dinosaur ran by, it wouldn’t feel entirely out of place here. For an extra bonus, head past the lake and climb again to the abandoned site of an old 1870s mine, 4 Great Sierra Mine, where the views are stunning. It’s possible to explore some of the old infrastructure, but entering an unstable underground cavern is dangerous and never recommended. All told, the alpine countryside here is knockout beautiful.





Make for Mono Pass
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A saddle on the Sierra Crest between the rounded summits of Mt Gibbs (12,764ft) and Mt Lewis (12,296ft), Mono Pass was the highest point on an ancient Native American trade route that linked the Mono Lake area with Tuolumne and continued to Yosemite Valley via Cathedral Pass. Remnants of late-19th-century log buildings – relics of the mining years – remain among trailside meadows and lakes. It’s a fantastic 7.4-mile round-trip through some of the highest of Tuolumne’s readily accessible high country. The 1 Mono Pass Trailhead and parking lot is at road marker T37, 1.4 miles south of Tioga Pass. The trail leads southeast through open forest within the shadow of 13,057ft Mt Dana to the northeast. After an easy half-mile hike alongside Dana Meadows, the trail crosses the 2 Dana Fork of the Tuolumne River, then crosses two small ridges before passing beneath lodgepole pines beside several small, buttercup-filled meadows. Emerging from the pines, the trail makes a gentle ascent along Parker Pass Creek, with the reddish bulk of Mt Gibbs above and to the east. When you reach the signed 3 Spillway Lake Trail Junction, follow the left fork toward Mono and Parker Passes. The trail passes the remains of a log cabin and opens onto a large meadow beside a small creek, with impressive views of Kuna Crest and Mammoth Peak (12,117ft). Thirty minutes (1.4 miles) past the Spillway Lake junction, a small trail branches right toward Parker Pass. Keep going straight, however, past twisted whitebark pines and two small lakes to 4 Mono Pass (10,604ft). Another four miles down, 5 Walker Lake lies in an area known as Bloody Canyon. At the south end of the pass sit three historic log cabins. Retrace your steps to return to the trailhead.





Exploits in Lyell Canyon
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If destinations like Cathedral Lake and Nevada Fall slap you in the face with their shockingly good looks, Lyell Canyon gently rolls its beauty over you like a blanket on a cool day. The 17.6-mile, two-day round-trip takes you along a section of the John Muir Trail as it follows the Lyell Fork of the Tuolumne River through a gorgeous subalpine meadow hemmed in by tree-covered granite peaks. The final reward is the view of Lyell Peak and its eponymous glacier, towering over the meadow beyond Donohue Pass. Park in Dog Lake parking lot for the 1 Lyell Canyon Trailhead and hop on the trail heading southeast. Soon, you’ll cross the 2 Dana Fork (Tuolumne River) by bearing right at a junction (continuing straight would take you to the lodge) and crossing the footbridge over the river. Soon you’ll hit another junction; veer right toward Donohue Pass (hint: always head toward Donohue Pass). About 0.5 miles further, you’ll cross the 3 Lyell Fork over two footbridges and come to yet another junction. This time, bear left. Another 0.5 miles on, the trail passes the Vogelsang/Yosemite Valley junction and crosses 4 Rafferty Creek. Finally it turns southeast into 5 Lyell Canyon, and you can start paying attention to the scenery rather than the trail junctions. After 4.2 miles you’ll pass the turnoff to Ireland and Evelyn Lakes, cross 6 Ireland Creek and pass beneath the inverted cone of Potter Point (10,732ft). If you wish to camp in Lyell Canyon – a highlight of any Yosemite trip – you’ll find several campsites alongside the river; just make sure you’re at least 4 miles from the trailhead. Basically, anything south of Ireland Creek is fine. On your second day, the task is simple: follow the John Muir Trail along the Lyell Fork back to the trailhead.





HIKING TOUR
Venture to Vogelsang

Journey through Yosemite’s Cathedral Range on this semi-loop through Tuolumne and Vogelsang Passes. You’ll be rewarded with exceptional lake, meadow, ridge and mountain views.
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Vogelsang Peak | Al Bittler/shutterstock ©
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This exquisite and popular semi-loop crosses Tuolumne and Vogelsang Passes through Yosemite’s Cathedral Range, offering a remarkable 27-mile, three-day circuit. On day one, begin at the 1 Lyell Canyon Trailhead and head for the Pacific Crest/John Muir Trail. After 0.8 miles, at 2 Rafferty Creek, turn south, leaving the John Muir Trail; the 2½-hour, 4.9-mile ascent along Rafferty Creek begins with a rugged uphill climb. The trail clambers over granite steps and cobblestones through forest for some 20 to 30 minutes before it eases and nears Rafferty Creek’s left bank. With the steepest part of the trail now behind you, you’ll gradually ascend a little valley, following the west bank of Rafferty Creek. The forested trail climbs and then enters a small meadow. Passing beneath lodgepole pines and crossing several smaller streams, the trail finally emerges into a meadow along Rafferty Creek. Finally, 6.1 miles from the trailhead, you’ll arrive at gentle 3 Tuolumne Pass (9992ft). At the signed Tuolumne Pass junction, take the left fork and head southeast. The trail offers enticing views of Boothe Lake and the granite ridge above it as it travels 0.8 miles to 4 Vogelsang High Sierra Camp (10,130ft).

At a signed junction, continue straight (south) toward Vogelsang Pass. About 0.5 miles beyond the High Sierra Camp you’ll reach 5 Vogelsang Lake (10,341ft), set in a picture-perfect cirque beneath Fletcher and Vogelsang Peaks. Above the northeast shore are campsites set among whitebark pines. On day two, ascend above the southwest end of Vogelsang Lake, eventually crossing a stream just below its spring-fed source. Five minutes’ walk further you’ll reach 6 Vogelsang Pass (10,660ft), in the serrated granite ridge that descends from Vogelsang Peak (11,506ft). From here the trail provides a long view of the upper Lewis Creek Basin and lovely Gallison Lake, surrounded by a meadow, issues forth a cascading stream. Half a dozen more lakes lie hidden in a chain above Gallison Lake, fed by snow. Descend the switchbacks that follow the course of a small stream. At the base, enter a forest along the valley floor.

Continue past the 7 Bernice Lake Junction, heading downstream along Lewis Creek as the descent grows steeper. Three miles from the Bernice Lake trail junction, you’ll pass the Isberg Pass trail junction. Continue on 1 mile through a dramatic canyon for a view of distant Half Dome before passing the signed Merced Lake trail junction (8160ft). Turn north at the junction and follow the trail up Fletcher Creek. After crossing a footbridge, the trail climbs beside the creek and then levels out about one hour past the footbridge. Head beneath lodgepole pines past the signed Babcock Lake trail junction. In 2 miles, the trail emerges in a meadow and hits a four-way trail junction. Turn northwest and head 0.4 miles to the large 8 Emeric Lake (9338ft). Cross its inlet to reach campsites above the northwest shore. On day three, retrace your steps to the four-way junction. Turn north on the route to Boothe Lake.

The trail stays well above the lake, where camping is prohibited. Arrive once again at Tuolumne Pass and retrace your steps: 4.9 miles down Rafferty Creek to the John Muir Trail and 1.1 miles to the Lyell Canyon Trailhead.





HIKING TOUR
Journey to Young Lakes

Turn this 13-mile hike, centred on the three Young Lakes, into an overnight trip and you’ll be repaid twice over. Sunrise and sunset are the heroes of this adventure through pine forest, peaks and lakeshore.
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Dog Lake, Tuolumne Meadows | Wasim Muklashy/shutterstock ©
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Set at elevations between 9950ft and 10,050ft, the three Young Lakes make for a vigorous, 13-mile day hike but offer much more – particularly at sunrise and sunset – to those who make an overnight journey out of it. If the permit quota for Cathedral Lakes is full, this is a good alternative. Some walkers knock this off their favorite-hikes list because much of it is through pine forest, meaning fewer vistas. But the rewards at the lakes above make up for this tenfold. Starting from the 1 Lembert Dome Trailhead parking lot, follow the Dog Lake trail into the trees, with Lembert Dome on your right. After 1.3 miles you’ll pass the trail to Lembert Dome. After another 0.3 miles, you’ll hit the junction to 9240ft 2 Dog Lake, good for a quick detour and snack stop. Back on the Young Lakes trail, you’ll ascend gradually to about 9400ft before descending to 3 Delaney Creek, which burbles along the edge of a lovely meadow. Cross the creek and follow the trail across the meadow and around the western side of a granite peak. Shortly thereafter, the trail meanders into a clearing and you’ll see snarled Ragged Peak to the north. After entering a gently sloping meadow spotted with wildflowers and stunted whitebark pines, you’re presented with a magnificent view to the south: the entire Cathedral Range and all its major peaks, including Cathedral Peak, Unicorn Peak and Echo Peaks (with Cockscomb just behind Unicorn). To the far left stands Mt Lyell (13,114ft), Yosemite’s highest peak.

Cross 4 Dingley Creek (a good spot to fill up the water bottles), and follow the trail over a small crest, with Ragged Peak on your right. The trail winds down through the pines and boulders to meet a junction (the return route). Keep to your right and continue around the northwest shoulder of Ragged Peak until, 1.5 miles from the junction, you arrive at the 5 Lower Young Lake. There are numerous places to camp along the northwest shore, and trees offer shade and shelter from any wind that might pick up. The lake itself sits within a granite amphitheater formed by the northern flanks of Ragged Peak. It takes on a fiery golden glow at sunset, lighting up with its reflection in the water. From the northeast side of the lake, a trail leads up to 6 Middle Young Lake. From the middle lake’s eastern shore, the trail climbs alongside a pretty waterfall – with one short section of easy scrambling alongside it – before reaching a meadow and gently sloping down to the third, 7 Upper Young Lake. It’s a truly stunning alpine setting boasting marvelous views in every direction. There are a couple of campsites eked out above the northwestern shore. To return from Lower Young Lake, follow the same trail out until, 1.5 miles from Young Lake, you reach the 8 Trail Junction you passed on the way up. Stay to your right. The views are less impressive along the return trail, but it makes for variation. After 3.7 miles of mostly downhill walking you’ll join the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT).

After crossing Delaney Creek, the trail becomes extremely worn, sandy and mule-trodden. At a junction you can either stay to your left to reach the Lembert Dome parking lot, or head to your right to visit 9 Soda Springs before returning to the trailhead.






Beyond Tuolumne Meadows & Tioga Rd
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A compelling amalgam of high desert, rural towns and blissfully empty space, backed by the tallest mountains in the contiguous United States.
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South Tufa, Mono Lake | Joel Hensler/shutterstock ©

In the Eastern Sierra, mountains above 14,000ft shoot skyward from the arid Great Basin and Mojave Deserts. It’s a dramatic juxtaposition, and a landscape far less accessible than its western counterpart. But those who make the journey are rewarded with pine forests, lush meadows, ice-blue lakes, simmering hot springs and glacier-gouged canyons.

The Eastern Sierra Scenic Byway (Hwy 395 officially) runs the entire length of the range. Turnoffs dead-ending at the foot of the mountains deliver you to pristine wilderness and countless trails. Add to that two major ski areas, the hauntingly gorgeous Mono Lake and California’s best-preserved ghost town, and it’s no wonder that this region is suddenly on everybody’s to-do list.


TOP TIP

Dispersed camping is becoming very popular here. Respect the land and other visitors, and pack out your trash.



Diving into Mono Lake

AND OTHER WAYS TO ENJOY IT

After drinking in the glassy blue-green expanse of Mono Lake while driving along Hwy 395, you’ll likely want an immersion. The Mono Basin Scenic Area Visitor Center is a short drive north of Lee Vining, where you’ll find exhibits on the lake’s history, wildlife and geology, and an interpretative trail overlooking the lake.

Rangers give patio talks on weekends, and lead excellent walking tours about 20 minutes away at the South Tufa area on the lake’s rim. This is where you’ll find the largest number of tufa: limestone towers resembling tall, thin sand castles, rising from the lake. They form when minerals are released from subterranean springs, and a mile-long loop trail meanders through these bizarre formations, with interpretative signage for hikers. Looking out over the lake, you may notice that the brackish water teems with buzzing alkali flies and brine shrimp, both considered delicacies by dozens of migratory bird species that return year after year. So do about 60% of the state’s population of California gulls, which nest on the lake’s volcanic islands in spring and summer.

If you want more activities, rent water toys or take a guided tour that gets you out on the water. In summer and early fall, visitors put in at Navy Beach, a short drive or hike from South Tufa, with kayaks, canoes and paddleboards. Gliding among the tufa is a quintessential California experience, and swimming is also quite memorable thanks to the salty, buoyant water. Just be sure you don’t have any open cuts, and avoid the menacing tufa.
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WATER FIGHT

In the 1930s, Los Angeles expanded and bought up water rights in the Mono Basin, diverting streams feeding Mono Lake. The lake water dropped, doubling its salinity and threatening its ecological balance. In 1976, environmentalist David Gaines found that, if left untouched, Mono Lake would dry up within 20 years. To avert disaster, he formed the Mono Lake Committee. Years of legal action followed, and eventually the committee succeeded. In 1994 the city was forced to reduce its diversions to allow the lake to rise by 20ft. Unfortunately, that hasn’t happened. Recent drought means the lake is receding, which creates dust and other environmental issues. To learn more, visit the Mono Lake Committee Information Center & Bookstore in Lee Vining.





DRIVING TOUR
Cruising Hwy 395

This is the ultimate California road trip, a north–south route tracing the eastern escarpment of the mighty Sierra Nevada. The road passes near the highest and lowest points in the continental US (Mt Whitney and Death Valley), plus three national parks and the back entrance to Yosemite (summer only). Highlights also include massive blue lakes, an important historical site and a ski mountain that families will adore.
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1 Mono Lake

North America’s second-oldest lake is a quiet and mysterious 70-sq-mile expanse of deep blue water. The glassy surface reflects jagged Sierra peaks, young volcanic cones and the unearthly tufa towers that make the lake so distinctive. You can walk a mile-long interpretive trail on the southern rim.

The Drive: Take Hwy 395 south to the June Lake Loop turnoff.

2 June Lake Loop

The June Lake Loop drive traces the eponymous lake and meanders through a horseshoe canyon under the shadow of Carson Peak. Especially scenic in fall, the road is backed by the Ansel Adams Wilderness Area and its world-class high-country trails. Rainbows abound in springtime, and in summer the lake beach becomes quite the party scene.

The Drive: Hop back on Hwy 395 heading south and turn right on Rte 203, which becomes Mammoth’s Main St.

3 Mammoth Lakes

In the year-round resort town of Mammoth Lakes, the mountain’s ski season can run into June, with backcountry hikes galore and a massive mountain-biking park. Don’t miss Reds Meadow, just west of Mammoth Mountain, and the surreal 10,000-year-old Devils Postpile National Monument.

The Drive: Return to Hwy 395 and drive south about 40 miles until you arrive in Bishop.

4 Bishop

Hiking, cycling, fishing and climbing are all on offer in the second-largest town in the Eastern Sierra. Set aside some time for the Laws Railroad Museum & Historic Site, where you sift through relics of the Old West and explore antique railcars.

The Drive: Another 50 miles south along Hwy 395 brings you through Big Pine to Independence.

5 Manzanar National Historic Site

Just down the road is the Manzanar National Historic Site. On this barren, windswept land, a former WWII-era concentration camp incarcerated thousands of Japanese Americans between 1942 and 1945.

The Drive: Take Hwy 395 south to Lone Pine.

6 Lone Pine

End your drive in diminutive Lone Pine at the Museum of Western Film History, investigating the paraphernalia from hundreds of movies. Then head to the nearby orange, round-earthen mounds of the transcendental Alabama Hills, where many of the Old West Hollywood movies were shot.



Hiking Mt Whitney

ONE MAJESTIC MONOLITH

The mystique of Mt Whitney (14,505ft) captures the imagination, and conquering it becomes an obsession for many. The main Mt Whitney Trail (the easiest and busiest one) leaves from Whitney Portal, about 13 miles west of Lone Pine via Whitney Portal Rd (closed in winter), and climbs about 6000ft over 11 miles. It’s a super-strenuous, really, really long walk that’ll wear out even experienced mountaineers, but it doesn’t require technical skills if attempted in summer or early fall. Earlier or later in the season, you’ll likely need an ice axe and crampons, and to stay overnight.

Many people in good physical condition make it to the top, although only superbly conditioned, previously acclimatized hikers should attempt this as a day hike. Breathing becomes difficult at these elevations, and altitude sickness is a common problem. Rangers recommend spending a night camping at the trailhead and another at one of the two camps along the route: Outpost Camp at 3.5 miles or Trail Camp at 6 miles up the trail. Permits ($15) are sometimes hard to come by, but if you’re lucky enough to snag one from recreation.gov, pick it up along with pack-out kits (hikers must pack out their poop) at the Eastern Sierra Interagency Visitor Center in Lone Pine, and get the latest info on weather and trail conditions. Near the trailhead, the Whitney Portal Store sells groceries and snacks. It also has public showers and a cafe that serves enormous, delicious pancakes. The message board on its website is a good starting point for Whitney research.
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UNDERSTANDING MANZANAR

A shameful chapter in the nation’s history is memorialized at the Manzanar National Historic Site, where between 1942 and 1945, 11,070 people of Japanese ancestry were incarcerated by the US government. A stark wooden guard tower alerts drivers to veer off Hwy 395 and enter the camp’s only remaining building, the former high-school auditorium. A superb interpretive center tells the heartbreaking stories of those who languished here yet managed to create a thriving community. There’s a 22-minute documentary and a self-guided 3.2-mile driving tour to explore a recreated mess hall and barracks, a reconstructed women’s latrine and the haunting camp cemetery. A visit is one of California’s historical highlights and should not be missed.



BEST DAY HIKES NEAR LAKES

Little Lakes Valley

A chain of postcard-perfect alpine lakes sparkling in pine-dotted bowls between snow-tipped summits.

Convict Lake

Gorgeous lake with a gentle 2-mile trail and a weird history (an 1871 shoot-out, with escaped prisoners).

Lundy Canyon

Out past Lundy Lake, this 6-mile out-and-back threads a stunning canyon where beavers and waterfalls beckon.

The World’s Oldest Forest

RESPECT YOUR ELDERS

For encounters with some of the Earth’s oldest living things, plan at least a half-day trip to the Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest. These otherworldly-looking trees are found above 10,000ft on the parched slopes of the White Mountains where almost nothing grows, and bristlecones thrive.

To reach the groves, take Hwy 168 east 12 miles from Big Pine to White Mountain Rd, then turn left (north) and climb the curvy road 10 miles. Park at the solar-powered Schulman Grove Visitor Center (open mid-May to October) and if Ranger Skip Vasquez is working, pick her brain. She knows absolutely everything about bristlecones, and gives talks twice a day.

If you’re lucky, she’ll accompany you on the 1-mile Discovery Trail through the Schulman Grove, a fantastic introduction to these gnarled and wind-battled stalwarts. Otherwise, interpretative panels tell the story of how Dr Edmund Schulman’s curiosity about old trees led him to this grove in 1953, where he found the world’s first known 4000-year-old tree. Four years later he found Methuselah, the world’s oldest (known) living tree, at around 4700 years. Her location is secret, but there are plenty more wizened survivors to admire and photograph. Just be sure to stay on the trail to avoid damaging the fragile root systems.

A second grove, the Patriarch Grove, is set within a dramatic open bowl and reached via a 12-mile graded dirt road. Four miles further on you’ll find a locked gate, which is the departure point for hikes to White Mountain Peak – at 14,246ft, it’s the third-highest mountain in California.


BEST HOT SPRINGS IN THE EASTERN SIERRA

Keough’s Hot Springs

Historic complex featuring a tepid outdoor pool and a hotter soaking pool. Locals bathe nearby in complimentary ’hot ditches’.

Buckeye Hot Spring

Secluded piping-hot spring with several pools beside Buckeye Creek – handy for a cooling dip. Clothing optional.

Travertine Hot Spring

Natural pools amid impressive rock formations just outside Bridgeport. Can become kind of a scene after dark.

Benton Hot Springs

A historic resort outside of already-remote Benton, with antique-filled rooms and campsites featuring private soaking tubs.



BEST PLACES TO EAT

Convict Lake Resort

Impress a date by going to this classy, beloved establishment for beef Wellington or rainbow trout. $$$

Lakefront Restaurant

Incredibly romantic French-California restaurant in the delightful Tamarack Lodge on the Twin Lakes. $$$

Ohanas 395

Slow-cooked kalua-pig tacos and poke bowls are delish at this Hawaiian soul food truck on June Lake. $

Playing Outside in Mammoth

SKIING, HIKING, BACKPACKING AND FISHING

Mammoth Lakes is a famous mountain-resort town endowed with larger-than-life scenery – active outdoorsy folks worship at the base of its imposing 11,053ft Mammoth Mountain. Long-lasting powder clings to these slopes, and when the snow finally fades, the area is an outdoor wonderland of mountain-biking trails and endless alpine hiking.

Mammoth Lakes rubs up against the Ansel Adams and John Muir Wilderness Areas. Both are laced with fabulous trails leading to shimmering lakes, rugged peaks and hidden canyons. Major trailheads leave from the Mammoth Lakes Basin, Reds Meadow and Agnew Meadows; the last is accessible from June through September and for the most part only by shuttle.

From various spots along the Reds Meadow area, long-distance backpackers with wilderness permits and bear canisters can easily jump onto the John Muir Trail (to Yosemite to the north and Mt Whitney to the south) and the Pacific Crest Trail (fancy walking to Mexico or Canada?).

From the last Saturday in April, the dozens of lakes that give the town its name lure fly- and trout-fishers from near and far. California fishing licenses, gear and advice are available at sporting goods stores throughout town.
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WHY I LOVE THE EASTERN SIERRA
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Ashley Harrell, writer

The lesser-traveled side of the Sierra feels like a jaunt through a Tim Burton dream. The mind-boggling tufa of Mono Lake, the cartoonish boulders of the Alabama Hills, the twisting bristlecone pines of the White Mountains – it’s all so striking and utterly singular.

Adventures here are also unusual. During guidebook research, I bathed in hot springs with badass lady motorcyclists and slept in a former 1800s brothel. I got lost in the desert looking for a shallow-flooded lake, and a stranger I met on a trail accompanied me to a radio observatory collecting signals from outer space. This place really doesn’t feel like Earth, and I can’t get enough of it.



BEST PLACES TO STAY

Westin Monache Resort

This chic resort is convenient for the village gondola in Mammoth (with fireplaces and hot tubs). $$$

Sawmill Campground

Just outside the eastern Yosemite entrance, this incredibly scenic campground has just 12 walk-in sites. $

Creekside Inn

Get a room with a patio on Bishop Creek, which flows through the elegant grounds of Bishop’s fanciest stay. $$

Get Down with the Devil

THE STRANGE THINGS VOLCANOES DO

The rawness and relative newness of the volcanic formations in the Eastern Sierra are a reminder of the region’s active and ongoing evolution. And the most astounding landmark formed in the current era of volcanic activity is the Devils Postpile National Monument, located west of Mammoth Lakes.

To reach it, visitors must park near Mammoth Mountain Inn and hop on the shuttle bus in front of the Adventure Center, which transports you to one of the most beautiful and varied landscapes in the region. Exit the shuttle at the Devils Postpile Ranger Station and take the easy half-mile trail around the feature, which is perched atop a hill. As you walk, consider that about 80,000 to 100,000 years ago, a violent volcanic vent filled the river canyon in which you stand with lava 400ft deep. The lava cooled so quickly that it formed one of the world’s most impressive examples of columnar basalt, reaching up to 60ft high. These multisided columns are virtually symmetrical, and their honeycomb formation can be viewed up close by taking a short trail up the hill.

From the monument, continue on a 2.5-mile hike through the fire-scarred forest to awe-inspiring Rainbow Fall, where the San Joaquin River gushes over a 101ft basalt cliff. The chances of seeing a rainbow forming in the billowing mist are highest at midday. The fall can also be reached via an easy 1.5-mile walk from the Reds Meadow area, which has a cafe, store, campground, pack station and shuttle stop.


BEST WEIRD LANDFORMS

Hot Creek Geological Site

Steaming, bubbling cauldrons, with water shimmering in tropical shades of blue and green. Near Mammoth-Yosemite airport.

Earthquake Fault

Near Mammoth Lakes, this sinuous, half-mile fissure gouges a crevice 20ft deep into the earth.

Black Point Fissures

These narrow crags opened when a lava mass cooled and contracted 13,000 years ago on Mono Lake’s north shore.

Panum Crater

The youngest (640 years old), smallest and most accessible of the string of craters between Mono Lake and Mammoth Mountain.



BEST PLACES TO EAT

Silver Lake Resort Cafe

Hearty breakfasts define this old-timey cafe within an eponymous 1916 cabin compound on June Lake. $$

Erick Schat’s Bakery

Deservedly hyped tourist mecca in Bishop exploding with fresh bread, dipping oil, jams and other goodies. $

Whoa Nellie Deli

Mobil-gas-station restaurant famous for Mono Lake views, live bands and amazing food. $$

Time-Traveling in Bodie

A GLORIOUS GHOST TOWN

At Bodie State Historic Park, a gold-rush ghost town is preserved in a state of ‘arrested decay’. Weathered buildings sit frozen in time on a dusty, windswept plain where gold was first discovered in 1859. Within 20 years the place grew from a rough mining camp to an even rougher boomtown with a population of 10,000 and a reputation for lawlessness. Fights and murders were commonplace, the violence no doubt fueled by liquor dispensed in the town’s 65 saloons, some of which did double duty as brothels, gambling halls or opium dens. The hills disgorged some $34 million worth of gold and silver in the 1870s and ’80s, but when production plummeted, so did the population, and eventually, the town was abandoned to the elements.

To get here, head east through the sage-dappled hills for 13 miles (the last 3 miles are unpaved) on Hwy 270, about 7 miles south of Bridgeport. Give yourself two hours to wander the abandoned town, peering through the windows of weather-beaten buildings. You’ll see stocked stores, furnished homes, workshops filled with tools and a schoolhouse with homework assignments still scrawled on the chalkboard. The jail is still here, as are the fire station, a bank vault and many other buildings. The former Miners’ Union Hall houses a museum and visitor center, and daily ranger talks take place at the museum and a church. There’s also a tour of the stamp mill, where quartz rock containing gold and silver was crushed with iron rods. To complete the experience, spend the night at the Bodie Hotel, a former boardinghouse and brothel that was transported to nearby Bridgeport in the 1800s.
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THE CURSE OF CERRO GORDO

In 2018, social-media influencer Brent Underwood bought Cerro Gordo, an abandoned silver mining town 20 miles east of Lone Pine. He and a partner paid $1.4 million for the 360-acre property and 22 structures, including the American Hotel and its intact saloon. Intent on preserving the history, Underwood moved to the town and began revamping it to attract visitors. Then everything started to go wrong: the pandemic hit, the famous hotel burned down, a ‘1000-year flood’ took out the road. Underwood has pressed on, rebuilding the hotel, installing a movie theater and exploring abandoned mine shafts. The place seems to be a cursed and haunted work in progress, but it’s open for daytime visits for anybody willing to attempt the drive.




GETTING AROUND

The Eastern Sierra is easiest to explore under your own steam. Keep in mind that some mountain roads close in winter, as do most of the passes that take you over the Sierras from east to west, including Tioga Rd (Hwy 120) to Yosemite. In the summertime, a YARTS bus connects Mammoth Lakes, June Lake and Lee Vining with Yosemite destinations along Hwy 120 and Yosemite Valley.





HETCH HETCHY
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The park’s northwestern corner, Hetch Hetchy, (Miwok for ‘place of tall grass’) gets the least amount of traffic yet sports waterfalls and granite cliffs that rival its famous counterparts in Yosemite Valley. The main difference is that Hetch Hetchy Valley is now filled with water, following a long political and environmental battle in the early 20th century.

Despite the best efforts of John Muir, who led the fight against it, the US Congress allowed the city of San Francisco to construct O’Shaughnessy Dam in the Hetch Hetchy Valley. This blocked the Tuolumne River and created Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, which today supplies water and hydroelectric power to much of the Bay Area.

There’s one good thing that came of it all; the project prevented the overdevelopment that plagues Yosemite Valley. Hetch Hetchy remains a lovely, quiet spot where wildlife thrives, making it ideal for a day trip or as a jumping-off point for a backcountry experience.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Hetch Hetchy Reservoir

2O’Shaughnessy Dam

SLEEPING

3Evergreen Lodge

4Hetch Hetchy Backpacker’s Campground

5Rush Creek Lodge




TOP TIP

There are bathrooms but no other visitor services at Hetch Hetchy. You’ll need to bring all your own provisions and be sure to pack plenty of water and sunscreen. In summer, this part of the park can be very hot and dry.



Visiting O’Shaughnessy Dam

A STORY OF POWER AND WATER

In the park’s least-visited northeastern corner you’ll find a decidedly unnatural but inarguably compelling structure: the 430ft O’Shaughnessy Dam. Its construction over three and a half years in the early 1900s cost $100 million and 68 lives. It was named for the chief engineer Michael O’Shaughnessy, who also built Hoover Dam. To reach the dam, you’ll be driving along a former railway bed now known as Evergreen Rd. After the final train trip in 1947, the tracks were removed to restore the landscape, and parts of the railway are now being reused as guardrails along the road to the dam.

From the parking lot you’ll catch your first view of the dam, the reservoir, and a couple of seasonal waterfalls off in the distance. The dam is lined with placards with some interesting factoids; for instance, every year this dam produces 1.7 billion kilowatt hours of clean, renewable hydropower, the equivalent of burning 39 million gallons of oil. San Francisco’s airport, hospitals, libraries, streetlights, electric buses and other municipal facilities all run on that power, and most of the Bay Area relies on Hetch Hetchy for its water.

Look closely at the dam and you’ll notice an area that looks covered in whiteout. That’s where Earth First! defender Mikal Jakubal rappelled to before painting a giant crack and scrawling the words ‘Free the Rivers — J Muir’ in large lettering. If you squint, you can still make out the message, and today activists and environmentalists are still fighting for the dam to be removed.
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A NEWT MATING HAVEN

Pools of water that form within the Hetch Hetchy Valley’s smooth granite are home to an unusual creature that not many people associate with the park: Sierra newts.

This region is their prime mating territory, and sometimes the orangish-red amphibians can number in the thousands here, putting on quite the spectacle as the males chase the females.

Whatever you do, don’t pick up a newt. They carry a neurotoxin – the same one found in puffer fish – which helps protect them against garter snakes. The snakes have evolved a resistance to the toxin, which in turn has prompted the newts to develop a more deadly toxin, which humans can absorb through mucous membranes and open cuts.



BEST PLACES TO STAY

Evergreen Lodge

Classic, nearly century-old resort with comfy cabins and pre-furnished tents spread among the trees. $$$

Rush Creek Lodge

Luxurious country chic sums up this family-friendly resort a half-mile from Yosemite’s Big Oak Flat entrance. $$$

Hetch Hetchy Backpacker’s Campground

Wilderness-permit holders can overnight here one day before and after a trip. $



Hiking Carlon Fall
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This short but sweet hike follows the South Fork Tuolumne River up to Carlon Fall, which cascades down granite slabs into perfect swimming holes. Most people blow right by Carlon Fall on their way to Hetch Hetchy, but a quick stop for this short venture is well worthwhile.

The hike is especially satisfying on a hot day, when the swimming holes beneath the falls are paradisical. Folk who stay at Evergreen Lodge and Camp Mather frequent the fall, so arrive early to have the place to yourself.

The only thing making this hike ‘moderate’ is a section of washed-out trail near the fall that requires surefootedness.

To get to the trailhead, drive northwest on Evergreen Rd, which departs Hwy 120 about 1 mile before the Big Oak Flat entrance. About 1 mile after turning off, you’ll see the 1 Carlon Day Use Area at a bridge across the river. Park in the pullout on the far (north) side of the bridge and hike upstream from there. Although the trailhead is outside the Yosemite park boundary, you enter the park after about 0.1 miles.

Shaded by ponderosa pines, incense cedars and the occasional dogwood, the trail winds along the 2 North Bank of the river, through patches of fragrant kitkitdizze (an exceptionally pungent shrub also known as Sierran mountain misery) and finally arrives at 3 Carlon Fall.

Better described as a cascade, the fall tumbles nearly 40ft across moss- and fern-draped granite into two separate swimming holes. There’s plenty of granite around for sunning, so be sure to bring a packed lunch.





HIKING TOUR
Waterfall Hop to Tueeulala, Wapama & Rancheria Falls

Waterfalls are an instant attraction and this trail will bring you to some of the most beautiful. But choose your season carefully: they can change from a gentle flow to a torrent of snowmelt overnight.
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This hike along the north shore of Hetch Hetchy Reservoir leads to the base of two neighboring falls: the free-leaping, seasonal Tueeulala Fall and the enormous triple cascades of year-round Wapama Fall. All the while, Hetch Hetchy Dome (6197ft), on the north shore, and the mighty Kolana Rock (5772ft), on the south shore, loom over the scene. The gentle north shore trail is fairly flat, but does have a few ups and downs that will challenge unfit hikers in the summer heat. Plan the hike for mid- to late- spring, when temperatures are cooler, butterflies are abundant, wildflowers are in bloom and the falls are full. After a good snowmelt, the falls can rage so mightily that the park occasionally has to close the trail itself as water rolls over the bridges.

From the parking lot (3813ft), cross 1 O’Shaughnessy Dam and pass through the 2 Granite Tunnel on its far side. The broad, oak-shaded trail then heads northeast, above and parallel to the north shore of Hetch Hetchy Reservoir. In just over a mile, after rising gradually past several small seasonal streams, you’ll reach a signed 3 Trail Junction (4050ft). Take the right (east) fork, following the sign to Wapama Fall. The trail descends gently, then bears left onto broad granite slabs before reaching 4 Tueeulala Fall. Most of the waterfall ends up flowing beneath the footbridge, but in spring a small section of the trail can fill with runoff. By June, the waterfall is usually dry.

The trail continues down a staircase that switchbacks gently to the base of thundering 5 Wapama Fall (3900ft), where wooden footbridges span Falls Creek. In spring, water cascades over the trail beyond the first footbridge and almost covers the second. When the water is high, crossing is dangerous and ill-advised (two hikers were swept to their deaths in 2011 and another in 2017), but at other times the flow is ankle-deep. The frothy, gushing torrents create billowing clouds of mist that drench the entire area and make for a cool bath on a warm afternoon.

You can return to the trailhead via the same route or push forward, climbing the trail into the shade of black oaks and laurels. The trail then ascends a series of switchbacks and skirts around the base of Hetch Hetchy Dome (6197ft), passing two epic viewpoints over the reservoir on the way. Alternately climbing and falling through shaded oak forest and hot, exposed stretches, the trail finally arrives at two 6 Footbridges over Tiltill Creek, which mark the end of the no-camping zone.

After climbing up from Tiltill Creek, you’ll get your first glimpse of 7 Rancheria Fall as it shoots down a granite apron into the reservoir below. Camping below the fall looks inviting but, because the area has become so impacted, it’s best to continue 0.25 miles further to the more established 8 Rancheria Fall Campground.

Further up the trail, past the Tiltill Valley junction (stay to your right), there are two superb emerald-green swimming holes set in a chasm of granite, both with rock- and bridge-jumping opportunities. The views of Rancheria Creek and the reservoir from here are sublime.






Beyond Hetch Hetchy
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Step out of Yosemite and into the charming northern gateway town that channels the gold rush.


There’s a lot to love about the Hwy 120 corridor through Stanislaus National Forest just outside the boundary of Yosemite. It winds past peaceful campgrounds, rustic lodges, swimming holes and river rafting outfitters before colliding with Groveland, one of the cutest towns in California. Groveland claims the oldest saloon in the state (that claim is widely contested, just FYI), along with a few elegant B&Bs, pleasant eateries and well-stocked shops. After you’ve had your fill of moseying around town and admiring the restored, gold rush–era buildings, nearby adventures involving hiking, biking and swimming await. Beyond all that, Groveland is a fine spot to stock up on essentials before a jaunt into the great outdoors.
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TOP TIP

The Groveland Ranger District Office is around 8 miles east of Groveland. It offers helpful info on the nearby areas including Stanislaus National Forest, and the 18-mile Tuolumne Wild and Scenic River.



Strolling in Groveland

EAT, DRINK, SHOP, REPEAT

When you’re looking to check out pretty old buildings, buy a few things and grab a snack, the half-mile stretch of Main St that is downtown Groveland has you covered. Might as well kick it off with a strong cocktail at the Iron Door, California’s oldest continuously running saloon, where taxidermied heads and an estimated $4000 (in one-dollar bills) adorn the walls. Legend has it that gold miners used to pin the cash up to make sure they could afford a last drink. Stumble across the street into Charlotte’s Tavern, a pre-prohibition hotel bar specializing in elevated comfort cuisine and craft cocktails. Sip one in the bar, or bring it to the hotel balcony or the backyard garden, where sunshades and heaters keep the space eternally comfortable.

When you’re satiated and ready to shop, head west on Main St to Motherlode Made, a one-of-a-kind gifts and souvenirs market hawking the wares of more than 40 local artists and craftspeople. They also hold art and craft classes here, including basket weaving, beading and sewing. Across the street at the Grove Mercantile, you can pick up more gifts in the boutique and sample the artisanal homemade ice cream. If it’s outdoor gear you’re in search of, saunter over to Yosemite Basecamp Outfitter one block over, on Ponderosa Ln. This socially and environmentally sustainable adventure shop sells outdoor gear and clothing, fly-fishing equipment, used gear, pet supplies and more. The owners also run an excellent guiding company, Echo Adventure Cooperative.

[image: jpg]

Anicia checkerspot butterfly, Stanislaus National Forest | Mel Walkup/shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK

Lucky Buck Cafe

A quirky diner in Buck Meadows serving up large portions of comfort food, with lots of vegetarian options. Good pie, full bar, great gift shop. $$

Priest Station Cafe & Cabins

A longstanding family-run roadside restaurant boasts delicious sandwiches on a great deck overlooking the mountains. $$

Mountain Sage

Popular, adorable cafe serving fair-trade coffee and delicious baked treats in Groveland. Also contains an art gallery, a nursery and a thrift store. $

Around the Horn Brewing Company

Gold rush–themed brewery with craft beer, tasty bar food and a convivial atmosphere. $



BEST PLACES TO STAY

Bodie Hotel

Experience an 1800s boardinghouse transported to Bridgeport from Bodie in all its rickety (but restored!) glory. $$

Double Eagle Resort & Spa

Fancy for June Lake, these two-bedroom log cabins and hotel rooms exude rustic elegance. Great spa. $$$

Whitney Portal Hostel & Hotel

Perfect for Mt Whitney trips, with dorms and motel rooms with views in Lone Pine. $



Driving Ebbetts Pass
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For outdoor fanatics looking for an alternative to Yosemite National Park, or perhaps just a scenic way to get between the park and Lake Tahoe, try this drive along Ebbetts Pass Scenic Byway (scenic4.org).

On this 61-mile section of Hwys 4 and 89, head east from 1 Arnold, gaze up at the giant sequoias of 2 Calaveras Big Trees State Park and stop at the family-friendly 3 Bear Valley Ski Resort. Snow adventures dominate in winter, while mountain-biking trails and glamping tents rule in the summertime, and nearby, the Bear Valley Adventure Company is a one-stop shop for outdoor pursuits.

Continuing east, the stunningly beautiful 4 Lake Alpine is skirted by slabs of granite, has several great beaches and boasts excellent water sports, fishing and hiking. A handful of campgrounds line the lakefront; also here is the rustic Lake Alpine Lodge. The next stretch is the most dramatic, when the narrow highway continues past the picturesque Mosquito Lakes and the Pacific Grade Summit (8060ft) before slaloming through historic Hermit Valley and finally winding up and over the 8730ft summit of 5 Ebbetts Pass.

On the final stretch near Markleeville, you’ll notice quite a bit of damage from the Tamarack Fire. Consider detouring northwest to relatively little-known Hope Valley Wildlife Area, a gorgeous reserve of meadows, streams and forests ringed by Sierra peaks. Nearby the adventure base camp 6 Desolation Hotel offers ‘wildernests’ and delicious food. Ebbetts Pass closes after the first major snowfall and doesn’t reopen until June, but Hwy 4 is usually plowed from the west, often as far as Bear Valley.



Hit the Water

RIVER RAFTING AND SWIMMING HOLES

Midway between Groveland and Yosemite’s northern entrance is the put-in for some serious wild water, a heart-stopping stretch of the wet and wild Tuolumne River featuring more than 40 named rapids. Early in the summer the water is big and fast, and adventure companies supply their guests with wetsuits. Later in the summer, the water is lower and warmer, making the rapids trickier (and perhaps more rewarding) to navigate.

Sierra Mac River Trips has been operating since 1965, and the owner Marty McDonnell founded the Tuolumne River Trust, which successfully campaigned to preserve the river and its tributaries. The company offers day and multiday trips on the Tuolumne and Merced Rivers as well as the experts-only Cherry Creek. The office is perched on a hill 13 miles east of Groveland, but best to call ahead before you show up.

Another outfitter, a nonprofit called ARTA, also runs day and multiday trips on the Tuolumne and Merced Rivers. It provides all equipment (rafting gear and camping kit), plus food for the trip. The guides will take you into untouched scenery and find rapids to swim in and rocks to jump off.

If you prefer water that isn’t fast-moving, try the Rainbow Pool about 15 miles east of Groveland, in the Stanislaus National Forest. It’s a popular swimming hole with a small cascade, and you’ll find it signed on the south side of Hwy 120. It has vault toilets and limited parking. When the road to the pools is closed in winter, you can park on the side of the road and walk to the waterfall.


WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SONORA
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John DeGrazio moved to Sonora and started YExplore, a Yosemite wilderness guiding company, in 2006. When he’s just back from a tough hike in the park, these are his favorite spots to grab a beer in town:

The Armory

This outdoor beer garden and rooftop patio has a wall full of prime choices, excellent food and a cool downtown vibe.

Standard Pour

In a tucked-away location just outside of downtown, this place has outstanding service, craft beer and barbacoa fries.

Sonora Brewing Co.

You’ll get a literal true taste of Sonora at this brewery, which crafts its own beer with local ingredients.



BEST PLACES TO STAY

Hotel Charlotte

Elegant historic hotel in Groveland featuring a classy restaurant and buzzy back patio. $$

Groveland Hotel

Historic and tastefully decorated 1850 hotel. Bright, stylish rooms and subtle nods to the Old West. $$$

Blackberry Inn Yosemite

Stunning yellow-and-white house in Buck Meadows with wraparound porches, tubs and electric fireplaces. $$$




SEQUOIA NATIONAL PARK
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GIGANTIC FORESTS AND VAST MOUNTAIN RANGES

Ancient trees rise higher than church spires and mountains pierce the clouds. Sequoia National Park confounds all sense of time and scale.
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Redwood trees | Bill45/Shutterstock ©

Sequoia is mind-bendingly big, and nature shows off her magnitude at every turn: towering forests, glacier-carved valleys and the skyward peaks of the Sierra Nevada. The second-ever US national park, Sequoia was gazetted in 1890 to protect its famously tall old-growth trees. But this expansive park contains multitudes, from chaparral hills and subalpine meadows right up to a lunar landscape of moraines and granite peaks.

Southeast of Yosemite and adjoining Kings Canyon, Sequoia stands out from nearby parks because of its thousands of outsized trees. There are also greater opportunities for solitude: it receives less than one-third of the visitors of Yosemite. A network of trails and campsites allows you to wander among millennia-old sequoias, pitch a tent by mirror-clear lakes and marvel at unpolluted night skies.

Entering from the south, the Foothills are the park’s warmest and driest areas. Their walking trails weave through oak forests and along the Kaweah River forks to crashing waterfalls. Many travelers skip ahead to Giant Forest, where 8000 monumental trees make you feel pixie-sized. Further north, Lodgepole Village is a perfect springboard to hikes of all difficulty levels.

But backcountry enthusiasts are nowhere to be found: they’ve taken the unpaved road to Mineral King, to get off the grid on mountain trails and dunk themselves in pristine lakes. It’s time to choose your own adventure.

[image: jpg]

Kaweah River | Jeffrey B. Ross/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

FOOTHILLS

Stunning drives and all-season rambles.

GENERAL SHERMAN & GIANT FOREST

Famously huge sequoias and forest hikes.

LODGEPOLE VILLAGE

Well-equipped hub for camping and hiking.

MINERAL KING

Launchpad to remote backcountry treks.



Find Your Way

Scenic roads and hiking trails are your pathways into the park. The serpentine Generals Hwy, which meanders between Three Rivers and Kings Canyon, connects many of Sequoia’s star sights. Beyond there, grab your hiking boots…
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Plan Your Time

Whether you’re lacing up your boots for a single day’s hiking or camping in the wilderness, Sequoia has options galore. Choose from accessible year-round trail hubs or challenging backcountry – just remember, the season is key.
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General Sherman & Giant Forest | Marek Poplawski/Shutterstock ©


IF YOU ONLY DO ONE THING

• Get your forest fix in limited time in General Sherman & Giant Forest. Feel dwarfed by sequoias as you walk south along Congress and Alta trails to the Giant Forest Museum. Take a spin inside the museum to understand sequoias’ ageless, fire-defying life cycles, then take the short Big Trees Trail across the highway and picnic on a tree-shaded bench.

• In the afternoon, hike or catch a free shuttle from Giant Forest Museum to Moro Rock and climb the monster staircase to panoramic views. Free shuttles take you back to your car at General Sherman.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• First stop: General Sherman & Giant Forest. Hike south to Giant Forest Museum and short-but-sweet Big Trees Trail, extending your walk to lush Crescent Meadow.

• Your second day’s a rockin’ good time…granite, that is. Rise early to beat the heat (and crowds) at Moro Rock, an uphill hike with a pinch-me panorama. Then drive the 6½-mile serpentine to Crystal Cave; reservations essential. Back at Giant Forest, time a walk to Sunset Rock for golden hour.

• On your last day, hike from Lodgepole to 1200ft Tokopah Fall, to finish with granite cliffs and thunderous water.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• Spend your first two days exploring Giant Forest, Moro Rock, Crescent Meadow and Crystal Cave. Devote day three to Lodgepole’s loveliest hike, Tokopah Fall.

• Choose the next two days’ adventures depending on your fitness: head to the Foothills for easygoing riverside trails, or drop off the grid at Mineral King for sublime backcountry (preparedness, and bear spray, are vital).

• Exiting the park, spend a day riding the Kaweah’s rapids and knocking back beers in Three Rivers. Alternatively, take Generals Hwy to Grant Grove and begin a new adventure: Kings Canyon.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Mother Nature doesn’t abide by months, and Sequoia’s seasons shift every year. Plan to travel from late spring to mid-fall.


APRIL

Roads might open and flowers might bloom…or the park could still be in wintry slumber. Keep the tire chains handy.
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MAY

Giant Forest, Lodgepole and Foothills are splendid in spring, though high trails might be crunchy with snow; get on-the-ground advice.
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JUNE

June’s a sweet spot before busy summer: snow’s mostly melted, waterfalls are brimming, and it’s pleasantly sunny (with some surprise storms).
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JULY

Peak season runs through August, so reserve ahead and rise early. The Foothills are hot, but shady sequoia groves provide relief.
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SEPTEMBER

Locals’ favorite hiking period, thanks to long sunny days, gentler temperatures and much thinner crowds.
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OCTOBER

Unpredictable shoulder season: trails might be dappled in sunlight or in short-lived snow. Amenities hit pause and Mineral King closes.
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DECEMBER

Come for silence and seclusion. Some areas are shuttered, but there’s all-season hiking in the Foothills.
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FOOTHILLS


[image: jpg]

Draped in oak forests and sliced through by the Kaweah River, the Foothills are a rugged introduction to the park.

For squadrons of giant sequoias, you need to push on toward General Sherman, but there are many reasons to stick around. The Foothills are a year-round habitat for birds and small mammals, and in winter bears descend here in search of food. These shrub-cloaked hills are also the starting point – and most dramatic section of – the 45-mile Generals Highway, which zigzags through Sequoia National Forest to the junction with Hwy 180 (south of Grant Grove in Kings Canyon). It’s a crucial thoroughfare for zipping between trailheads, and also a memorable drive thanks to its sweeping Sierra Nevada views.

Whatever the season, hikers have plenty of trails to tread. The Paradise Creek Trail dawdles riverside, while Marble Fall blazes a trail through meadows and forests – go explore.
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TOP TIP

Traveling during winter or in shoulder season? You can count on the Foothills to be open for visitors, whether the region is kissed with snow, dotted with wildflowers (late March to late May) or glowing as oak leaves turn in fall. There’s a year-round campground, Potwisha, and lower-elevation walking trails.



Hiking to Marble Fall

THUNDEROUS CASCADE OVER GLEAMING MARBLE

This 7.4-mile return hike follows an uphill trail along a ridge high above the Kaweah River. Yes, the pearlescent Marble Fall is a highlight, but the trail also guides you through lush meadows and to bird’s-eye views of the canyon. Allow up to five hours – longer if you want a leisurely picnic at the fall. Temperatures are best from April to late May, or in the fall. If you’re setting out in the summer heat, rise early: large sections of the trail are very exposed.

From Potwisha Campground, the trail follows the Marble Fork before a sharp right turn up a bank. The steep ascent through brush and wildflowers takes you high above the river canyon. Get used to the incline: you’ll climb 1470ft in elevation overall.

Along the ridge, views of the canyon open up and you’ll see the jagged silhouette of the Great Dividing Range. Push on through chaparral scrubland, where yellow rocket flowers grow shoulder-high in summer and thistles tug at your ankles. Before long, you’ll test your boots on sharp granite ledges, and cling to rocks as you inch around an outcrop and into the merciful shade of oak groves. Just before the final descent, you can get a vertigo-inducing glimpse toward the fall, which thunders through the canyon in spring. Finally, descend to Marble Fall. A ledge of gleaming white rock provides a thrilling rest stop where you can feel the kiss of the waterfall. Pause and watch crystalline green water wash over the marble before climbing back up to the trail.
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Marble Fork, Kaweah River | Arseniy Bokov/Shutterstock ©


ENCOUNTERING NATIVE AMERICAN HISTORY
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Native Americans have hunted and gathered here since time immemorial, explains Amy King, curator at Tulare County Museum.

Much of the local history of approximately 50 diverse tribes is passed down through storytelling. This is a large part of our local history, which is why preserving the languages is so important.

Groups are working to preserve the Wukchumni and the Yowlumne languages, and teaching cultural practices such as acorn making, milkweed-fiber making, and songs. These groups still gather plants and use them to make lots of different things. Tulare County Museum (tularecountymuseum.org) has one of the largest Native American basket collections in California.



FOOTHILLS OVERNIGHT ESSENTIALS

Foothills Visitor Center

Park information, educational exhibits and flush toilets at the park’s southern visitor center.

Potwisha Campground

Year-round campsite surrounded by oak trees; ideal base for Marble Falls and Paradise Creek. $

Buckeye Flat Campground

Just 27 sites and a soundtrack of rushing river water – bookings essential. Half a mile east of Hospital Rock. $



Driving the Generals Highway
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Named after the parks’ most gigantic sequoias, the General Sherman and General Grant, this switchbacking mountain highway connects the Foothills with Grant Grove in Kings Canyon. Expect slow going and drive it in summer or fall; the highway closes in winter (usually November) and reopening times vary from late May to July.

Driving from Three Rivers, after 5 miles you’ll trundle over 1 Pumpkin Hollow, a 1922 stone bridge across the Kaweah River, before entering the park. Stop at 2 Tunnel Rock, a granite slab balanced against a hill dotted with buckeye trees. Before the highway was widened in 1997, this narrow tunnel was the only way in.

Three cruisy miles later, a daring series of hairpin bends begins. Take a breather at 3 Amphitheater Point, an easy pullover on the right; you can admire rugged Castle Rocks across the canyon. (If you’re driving the opposite way, it’s safer to pull over at 4 Vista Point – on the right if you’re heading from Grant Grove to the Foothills.)

After another 2½ miles, drive through the 5 Four Guardsmen, a colonnade of sequoias heralding your entry into the Giant Forest. Get the lay of the land at the 6 Giant Forest Museum and, 2 miles on, stroll up to the hulking 7 General Sherman Tree.

The next 22 miles are a joyride through the park’s less touristed north and the adjoining national forest: evergreen-lined roads and hillsides prickled with fire-damaged trunks. It culminates in the 8 Kings Canyon Overlook, looking all the way to serrated Tombstone Ridge, Mt Reinstein (12,586ft) and Mt Goddard (13,564ft).



Follow the Currents at Paradise Creek

OAKS, POOLS AND RIVERSIDE VIEWS

This two-hour there-and-back hike follows babbling Paradise Creek through shady oak forest: it’s an idyllic introduction to the Foothills. Find the trailhead at Buckeye Flat Campground; if you aren’t sleeping there, you can park near Hospital Rock, then continue along Buckeye Rd to the trail.

Some hikers come purely to splash around in the pool where the creek meets the Middle Fork Kaweah River. Just don’t be tempted to cool off when water levels are high and currents are swift (especially during the spring snowmelt), and be careful on the slippery rocks.

As you press on along the trail, you’ll meander past meadows that are especially pretty from late March, dotted with bright goldfields and pink Dudley’s clarkia, with moss-coated oak trees bestowing welcome shade. When the path fades into the overgrowth, turn around and head back. There are distant views of Moro Rock on the return leg, spurring you on.


THE SEQUOIA FOOTHILLS
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Anita Isalska, writer

My favorite outdoor spaces are the ones that make me feel bracingly, vibrantly alive; in Sequoia National Park, that’s the Foothills.

This part of the park has some of my favorite hikes, such as Marble Fall. Sitting next to the cascade, I can barely hear my own thoughts above the roaring water. It clears my head and leaves me renewed.

There’s also magical anticipation in the air: the Foothills are just across the threshold between civilization and pure nature. Driving in, I see people beaming as they take selfies by the park sign. They gawp at Tunnel Rock. They’re thrilled to be in this glorious place, which reminds me to appreciate every moment here.



Join a Stargazing Tour

SEE THE SPARKLING MILKY WAY

Blame street lights and glowing neon signs, but an estimated 80% of Americans can’t see the night skies. Stargazing is a precious experience, and Sequoia National Park offers the ideal conditions: lofty elevations and no light pollution.

Join Wuksachi Lodge’s Wonders of the Night Sky program and a starry-eyed expert will pick out the constellations while you marvel at the hallucinogenic sparkle of the Milky Way stretching across the sky ($10 per person). The program takes place on Friday, Saturday and Sunday from June to September, and it’s accessible for travelers with disabilities. Alternatively, tour companies including Viator (viator.com) offer private small-group tours from Potwisha Campground (binoculars included). But if you’re planning to DIY, consult an astronomy calendar online to time your trip for celestial events such as meteor showers – make a wish!


GETTING AROUND

Reach the Foothills through Ash Mountain, Sequoia National Park’s southwestern entrance. Ash Mountain is 6 miles from Three Rivers (and 35 miles from Visalia) along Hwy 198.





GENERAL SHERMAN & GIANT FOREST
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Nestled between the Kaweah River’s Marble and Middle Forks, the beating heart of Sequoia National Park is the Giant Forest. Named by John Muir in 1875, this 8000-strong battalion of trees is the postcard image of the park: sequoias that glow a warm, cinnamon color, and stretch their massive canopies to blot out the sun. The forest’s star is the world’s largest tree by volume: the General Sherman Tree, named after an American Civil War general.

Easy walks such as the Big Trees Trail or the longer Converse Trail lead through a gallery of giants. Where you see tar-black marks on their trunks, it’s a reminder of fires that burned hundreds, even thousands, of years ago – clearing undergrowth to make way for new saplings.

Explore above the treeline, too. There are expansive views from Hanging Rock, and the 350-stair Moro Rock Trail rewards walkers with 360-degree views across the Great Western Divide.
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SIGHTS

1Crystal Cave

2Hanging Rock

3Tharp’s Log

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Big Trees Trail

5Crescent Meadow Loop

6Little Baldy Trailhead

7Log Meadow Trail

8Moro Rock Trail

9Sunset Rock Trail




TOP TIP

In midsummer and on holidays, floods of day-trippers head to the General Sherman Tree. But beyond the best-known trees, it’s easy to find the silence of the forest. See General Sherman early in the morning, then peel away to the Congress Trail and Crescent Meadow Loop.



Stroll Through Bucolic Crescent Meadow

VERDANT FIELDS AND RANCHER HISTORY

This pleasant walk leads you from ancient tree stumps to thriving meadows, with a bonus curio: a historic cattle-rancher’s cabin. Tip: you can take a paved trail directly to the cabin by following signs to Tharp’s Log Trail (0.7 miles). But you can prolong the pleasure by meandering around the entire  Crescent Meadow Loop (1.5 miles).

Head north along the relatively level trail from Crescent Meadow parking area, near the High Sierra trailhead, to arrive at the Chimney Tree. This was formerly a telescope tree (a living tree that endured despite repeated fires that hollowed it into a stump), until an early-20th-century campfire reduced it to a blackened husk. Heading east, you’ll switchback uphill past monolithic boulders and stands of purple lupines.

From here, the trail points back downhill through a carpet of ferns and a dried-up creek bed until you round a bend to Tharp’s Log. This 19th-century cabin was carved out of the trunk of a gigantic felled sequoia; peep inside to imagine Hale Tharp, the Giant Forest’s first non-Native American resident, spending his summers watching cattle graze in the meadow opposite. John Muir was reportedly a guest here in 1875 and is said to have left favorable reviews of his host.

After Tharp’s Log, you can follow signs back to the parking area along a paved trail or, if the Log Meadow Trail is open, extend your ramble northeast before taking the creekside trail back south and west to where you started. Whichever way you tread, keep a lookout for deer and scampering marmots.
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Crescent Meadow Loop | NatalieJean/Shutterstock ©


STEP INSIDE CRYSTAL CAVE

Discovered in 1918, this 100,000-year-old marble cavern is the park’s secret underbelly, with chimney-sized flowstones, polished marble bedrock, and passageways carved by rushing water. Tours lead through half a mile of passageways and into the cave’s largest chambers, like the Organ Room (named for its evocatively shaped rock formations) and Marble Hall.

Tours run Thursday through Sunday; buy tickets online in advance. Demand is especially high after the cave closed for the 2023 season due to road damage.

From Lodgepole Visitor Center, turn left and wind for 6½ miles through the Giant Forest before turning right onto Cave Rd. It’s a half-mile trail from the parking lot to the cave entrance. Bring layers: it’s around 50°F inside.





WALKING TOUR
Strolling With Giants in Sequoia National Park

Photographs don’t do justice to giant sequoias. You need to stand close to their sinewy bark and look straight up to their crown of leaves, hundreds of feet above the forest floor. Walking through the Giant Forest is an inspiring way to acquaint yourself with these gentle giants, starting with the largest of them all: the General Sherman.
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1 General Sherman Tree

Named after a Civil War general, General Sherman is a 275ft titan and the largest tree on the planet by volume. At the base, its trunk is 36ft in diameter and even far above the forest floor it spans 17.5ft. This ’celebri-tree’ got special treatment during the KNP Fire, when park personnel wrapped it in protective material, and it’s no wonder. Thought to be anywhere up to 2700 years old, the General Sherman is one of the world’s longest-living trees and an icon of the park. Go south from General Sherman Tree parking area and a wraparound trail shows you every angle of this whopping tree.

The Walk: Rejoin the Sherman Tree Trail, ideally via the tunneled-through sequoia, then head south along Congress Trail for about half a mile.

2 McKinley Tree

‘Barring accidents, they seem to be immortal,’ John Muir observed about sequoias. The McKinley Tree is certainly making a bid for eternal life, judging by its impressive fire scars and prominent burl. Burls (knots of bark bulging out from a tree’s trunk) are usually the result of damage or parasites. Take time to admire this 2000-year-old tree, named after the 25th president during the year of his assassination (1901).

The Walk: Walk a quarter-mile southeast along the Congress Trail, with neck-craning sequoia views at every step, and turn right to face the Senate.

3 The Senate

The most magical sight on the walk is this grove of imperious trees, resembling a close-huddling council presiding over a big decision. Step inside the circle of trees and you’ll notice tiny cones scattered on the forest floor. Each sequoia cone disperses seeds as small as an oat flake; as park rangers will tell you, the smaller the seed, the bigger the tree.

The Walk: Backtrack from The Senate to the Congress Trail and take the right-hand fork; you’ll see the signposted President Tree.

4 The President Tree

If you weren’t done with superlatives, this 247ft colossus is thought to be the oldest living sequoia in the world, at 3200 years. It was named for the 29th president, Warren G. Harding. Note the battle scars from past fires and the especially splendid thick crown. Continue northwest on the Congress Trail before turning right, then left to return north to the parking area.



Scale the Heights of Moro Rock

STAIRWAY TO HEAVENLY VIEWS

The calf-stiffening walk to the top of Moro Rock (6725ft) rewards you with a panorama of snow-lashed peaks. Go in the morning: these stairs feel even steeper in the heat of high noon, and you’ll want to beat the crowds (it’s popular).

Free summer shuttle buses run between the Giant Forest Museum and the bottom of the rock, but hiking from the museum is a pleasant 1½-mile prelude. The signed Moro Rock Trail winds south from the museum, passing fire-scarred tree trunks that contrast against the vivid green ferns and clouds of pink mustang clover. When the trail crosses Crescent Meadow Rd (near signs for Hanging Rock Trailhead) you’re only a few paces from the really fun part: straight up the rock on a 797ft-long stairway, to reach the soaring heights where peregrine falcons build their nests each summer.

If the ascent feels punishing, blame the geological process of exfoliation. Slabs of granite peeled away suddenly and dramatically, whittling Moro Rock into its tall obelisk shape, meaning that walkers have to battle unrelenting uphills to reach the top. Each one of these 350 steps is a feat of engineering, fashioned from concrete and stone that blends almost seamlessly into the dome’s natural undulations – the stairway dates back to 1931.

You’ll occasionally need to duck and shimmy to follow the narrow trail, especially if hikers are coming in the opposite direction. But once you reach the top, you can see a cross section of the entire park: high peaks such as Mt Stewart (12,205ft) and Black Kaweah (13,765ft), then scrub-dotted subalpine and leafy montane zones, all melting into chaparral and oaks in the foothills.
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Summit trail, Moro Rock | Robert Michaud/GETTY IMAGES ©


PICNIC AT HANGING ROCK

After you’ve huffed and puffed your way to the top of Moro Rock, Hanging Rock is an easy detour once you’re back down to earth. The half-mile trail branches off from where Moro Rock Trail intersects with Crescent Meadow Rd (it’s signposted). If you’re really lucky, you can picnic in the shade of Hanging Rock: this wide shard of granite is perched on a rocky plateau overlooking a mind-boggling view across the Great Western Divide.




GETTING AROUND

Most visitors drive in, but it’s best to park your vehicle and use free shuttles to travel around. Between late May and early September, park shuttles connect the Giant Forest Museum with Wolverton and Lodgepole. From there, shuttles also travel to the trailheads for the General Sherman Tree, Crescent Meadow and Moro Rock.





LODGEPOLE VILLAGE
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Well-equipped Lodgepole straggles along the Kaweah River’s Marble Fork. Some travelers wind up here by accident, directed to its overflow parking areas, but they soon discover that Lodgepole’s an ideal launchpad for hiking Sequoia National Park – especially if you’re exploring more deeply than a day trip.

Walking trails follow the river, spiral up towards alpine lakes, and wind south into the Giant Forest (it’s only a 45-minute hike to the General Sherman Tree). But while unspoiled nature is only steps away, there’s no need to rough it: all conveniences are close by, including a visitor center, a market, a campsite and Wuksachi Lodge (connected by shuttle).

At research time some trails remained closed due to damage from the 2021 KNP Complex Fire. The Pear Lake Winter Hut, a reservations-only cabin legendary among backcountry skiers, also remained closed during 2023.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Watchtower

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Alta Peak Trail

see 2Lakes Trail

3Long Meadow Loop

4Panther Gap

5Tokopah Fall Trailhead

SLEEPING

6Lodgepole Campground

7Wuksachi Lodge

EATING

8Lodgepole Market Center




TOP TIP

For overnight hikes, pick up wilderness permits at the Lodgepole Visitor Center between 7am and 3:30pm during quota season (typically late May to late September). Outside quota season (usually late September to late May), you can get self-issue permits nearby. Check nps .gov/ seki for the exact dates.



Ramble to Thunderous Tokopah Fall

IDYLLIC WALK WITH MODERATE UPHILLS

This half-day trail has it all: cooling river banks, log-hopping and stream crossings to keep things interesting, and a spectacular payoff when you reach the highest waterfall in Sequoia National Park. Trail maps claim 1.7 miles each way, but on the ground the return journey is closer to 4 miles.

From Lodgepole Campground, the trailhead is just north of the bridge across the Marble Fork Kaweah River. The river will be your gurgling, turquoise companion as you walk beneath moss-speckled pine trees.

The trail snakes northeast and stone steps direct you uphill. You’ll use stepping stones (or get your feet wet) when crossing two creeks, before the rockier, more exposed final half-mile of the trail.

As you cross a craggy moraine, the incline gets steeper as you sweat your way past car-sized granite boulders. Look out for marmots scampering along the rocks.

You might sense the waterfall before it comes into view; there’ll be a cooling mist floating on the breeze. Then you see it: Tokopah Fall, dropping 1200ft down granite cliffs. In late spring and early summer, fed by snowmelt from the High Sierra, it’s a deafening cascade whose mist gives hikers a welcome drenching.

To the right of the fall, you’ll see a colossal shark-fin-shaped outcrop called The Watchtower. In springtime, you might also notice patches of snow lingering on the cliff face and melting into miniature cascades that surge over the rocks.

After basking in the views, follow the same trail back to Lodgepole and choose a shady spot partway for a well-earned rest.
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Tokopah Fall | JoeRoe/Shutterstock ©


IMMERSIVE ACTIVITIES

Dark Sky Festival

Wish upon a star in September, when Milky Way watchers gather at locations across Sequoia (sequoiaparksconservancy.org).

Ranger programs

Join campfire talks at Lodgepole Village, plus moonlight walks and other special events, from late May to early September (nps.gov/seki).

Sequoia Riverlands Trust volunteer days

Got green thumbs? Get ’em dirty and support conservation at locations in and around Visalia (sequoiariverlands.org).




ENTRANCING CASCADES

Keep up the waterfall theme by hiking to Marble Fall, beginning from Potwisha campsite in the Foothills. The waterfall is lower, but the views on the hike are among the park’s best, plus you can get thrillingly close to the billowing water.



SLEEPING & EATING IN LODGEPOLE

Wuksachi Lodge

Upscale lodge with pine-accented rooms, pizza restaurant and limited wi-fi; 2 miles west of Lodgepole. $$$

Lodgepole Campground

Snooze beneath evergreens with easy access to amenities. Flush toilets, drinking water. Reserve ahead. $

Lodgepole Market Center

Groceries and outdoor gear, plus a cafe serving sandwiches and baked goods. May to October. $

Embark on a Backcountry Adventure

TOUGH TREKS TO SUBLIME HEIGHTS

The overnight Lakes Trail (13 miles return) unlocks a high-altitude realm of jade-colored lakes and glaciated ridges. Covering almost 2500ft in elevation gain, the easternmost sections of this strenuous trail stay snow-covered well into summer; ask about trail conditions when you’re getting your wilderness permit.

Following the Lakes Trail north of Wolverton Creek, the path switchbacks through evergreen forest. At the fork, take either the slightly longer Watchtower Trail (views are hair-raising) or the Hump Trail (more sheltered, but with faster elevation gain). Either way, you’ll climb up to a succession of jewel-like lakes: Heather Lake (4 miles in), Emerald and Aster Lakes (5 miles), and finally teardrop-shaped Pear Lake (6 miles), which has the loveliest views. Set up camp at Emerald or Pear Lake before hiking back.

Another challenging route into solitude is the Alta Peak Trail (15 miles return). Only early risers in impeccable hiking shape should attempt this in a day; otherwise, pitch a tent at Mehrten Meadow (4 miles in) to break up the journey.

The trail heads north and east from Wolverton along the Lakes Trail, then south along Panther Gap Trail and east along Alta Trail, following a ridge with expansive views across Middle Fork Valley. After climbing through pine forests, fang-like Tharp’s Rock comes into view; and just when you think it can’t get steeper, the gradient increases to more than 20% through scrubland dotted with hardy foxtail pines. After the last 2 miles, which includes a direct uphill scramble, you can look out across the Great Western Divide. Now you just have to get down…
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SHORTER HIKES FROM LODGEPOLE

Lodgepole to Sherman Tree

It’s nearly 3 miles from Lodgepole Campground to the General Sherman Tree along this downhill trail through white firs and bronze-barked sequoias.

Long Meadow Loop

Allow an hour for this circuit, which heads north from Wolverton parking lot, then east and south, crisscrossing Wolverton creek before returning back north.

Panther Gap

No time for a multiday trek to the lakes, but primed for a challenging day hike? It’s 5 miles from Lodgepole Campground to Panther Gap, a saddle with breathtaking mountain views.




GETTING AROUND

From June through September, free park shuttles zip from Lodgepole to the Giant Forest Museum, where more shuttles connect you to Moro Rock and Crescent Meadow trailheads. If you’re traveling in from Three Rivers or Visalia, you can even go car-free by using the Visalia–Sequoia shuttle ($20 return, sequoiashuttle.com).





MINERAL KING
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Deep in southeastern Sequoia, Mineral King has the park’s wildest hiking trails. A rough, twisting, 23-mile access road filters out casual wanderers and safeguards Mineral King’s cobalt-blue lakes, vast moraines and vertiginous peaks for backcountry pros. The peaks keep their snow cover well into the summer, and the sub-alpine glacial valley is a flourishing habitat for bears and mule deer.

Native American people of the southern Sierra Nevada used the area as a seasonal base for trading and hunting. There were few European settlers until a short-lived silver boom in the 1870s, but attempts to develop the valley continued. The Walt Disney Company eyed it as a potential ski resort, but conservationists won the prolonged legal battle and Mineral King was annexed into Sequoia National Park in 1978. For more on its history, see mineralking.org.

The access road is usually summer-only, but it closed throughout 2023; check ahead when planning your trip.
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SIGHTS

1Monarch Lakes

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Eagle Lake Trail

3Franklin Lakes Trail

4Monarch Lakes Trail

5Mosquito Lakes

see 4Timber Gap Trailhead

see 2White Chief Trailhead

SLEEPING

6Cold Springs Campground

7Silver City Resort

INFORMATION

8Mineral King Ranger Station




TOP TIP

Safety first and BYO everything, from food to firewood. This high-altitude realm is largely amenity-free and there’s no cell phone service anywhere. The floor of Mineral King is 7500ft, and trails climb thousands higher, so be alert to signs of altitude sickness (nausea, headaches, shortness of breath).



Venture to Solitude at Monarch Lakes

ALPINE LAKES AND SERRATED PEAKS

Reaching the midnight-blue Monarch Lakes is a grand finale for this 8.4-mile return hike, but prepare for a slog. The hike generally takes between four and six hours, but round up your estimates: it’s steep and exposed, and the air is thin. Set out early to do it in a day, or go slow and camp at Lower Monarch Lake (permit required).

Starting 1 mile east of the ranger station, follow the trail straight uphill to the Timber Gap Trail junction. Turn right and follow signs for Sawtooth Pass, keeping an eye out for scampering marmots as you pass through Groundhog Meadow. Use stepping stones to cross the creek and take a breather on the shady bank before the next section of the trail: a rocky scramble followed by a red fir forest.

Continue up Sawtooth Pass and you’ll pass a junction pointing to Crystal Lake. (If you’re camping nearby, you can tackle this 9.8-mile return hike on another day, to see 360-degree views of Mineral King Valley.) Trek onward along the ridgeline of Chihuahua Bowl, named after a mining area in Mexico, and once you rise above the tree line you’ll see the peaks of the Great Western Divide spread out in front of you.

Sawtooth Peak thrusts skyward ahead of you, and you’ll rock-hop streams to arrive at Lower Monarch Lake. A steeper uphill trail leads from here to Upper Monarch Lake, where you can drench your weary feet in the brisk water before setting up camp at the lower lake or hitting the homeward trail.
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MINERAL KING DAY HIKES

White Chief Trail

See Mineral King’s oldest building on this steep trail to White Chief Bowl (5.8 miles return).

Franklin Lakes

Geologically intriguing day hike from Mineral King Pack Station (10.8 miles return).

Eagle & Mosquito Lakes

Choose your own adventure from White Chief Trailhead: left for glacial Eagle Lake (6.8 miles return) or right for Mosquito Lakes (7.2 miles return).




BACKCOUNTRY CHECKLIST

Preparation is key for this tough hike: get a good map, acquire a wilderness permit, and log your trip plans with Mineral King Ranger Station. Stuff your camping gear, water-purification kit, and bear-proofed food into a backpack.



OVERNIGHT IN MINERAL KING

Mineral King Ranger Station

Maps, bear canisters, and essential info on weather and trails; 23 miles east of Hwy 198.

Cold Springs Campground

Tent-only camping zone with 40 sites, tucked away among conifers near the ranger station. $

Silver City Resort

Off the grid doesn’t need to mean canvas. Pine and stone lodge offering modest comforts. $$$

Brave the Wild Mineral King Loop

EPIC MULTIDAY BACKCOUNTRY ADVENTURE

For experienced backcountry hikers, the Mineral King Loop is an odyssey into the High Sierra’s vast glacial moraines and unspoiled alpine lakes. There are multiple variations on the trail, ranging from 37 to 46 miles; discuss options at the ranger station. Whichever route you choose, this mammoth trail climbs more than 12,000ft in elevation – limber up.

Set out on the steep trail from the Timber Gap Trailhead (a mile east of the ranger station). After the intense start, it’s mostly downhill to Cliff Creek (a total of 6 miles in) then to Redwood Meadow Grove (10.4 miles), where you can camp.

On day two, the trail starts out level but soon climbs to Bearpaw Meadow (15.4 miles). There’s camping here, or you can push on east along the trail, where monolithic domes and cliffs greet you from every angle. After a bridge crossing, the trail gets unrelentingly steep as you head toward Hamilton Lakes (19.8 miles), another camping site. Another potential overnight stop is Precipice Lake (23.1 miles), named for the sheer cliffs that are perfectly mirrored in the water.

The next day, head south up to Little Five Lakes (26.9 miles), then to Lost Canyon (34.7 miles); both have camping sites.

Pace yourself on the final day of the hike: you’ll switchback up to Columbine Lake (40.7 miles) and navigate the highest part of the loop, Sawtooth Pass, where the trail is difficult to see and often slippery, as you scramble downhill to Monarch Lake (42.7 miles) before the final stretch back to the trailhead (46 miles).


MARMOT WARNING

Mountain air works up an appetite, and local marmots are ravenous. These squirrel-like rodents are very common in Mineral King, and though they look adorable with their pudgy bellies and golden-brown fur, their hunger pangs can wreak havoc on your car.

In their hunt for salty snacks, it’s common for marmots to chew unattended bootlaces and backpacks, but they also sink their teeth into the wiring and radiator hoses of unprotected vehicles. If you’re going hiking, bring a large tarp, drive over it, and wrap it around your car, making sure the wheel wells are fully covered. Check under your hood before driving off, too – marmots have been known to hitch a ride…




FULL-THROTTLE 4WD RIDES

Mineral King isn’t the only place in the parks with a bone-shaking access road. The drive into Converse Basin Grove in Kings Canyon also has a thrillingly bumpy ride to reach its rewarding walking trails.




GETTING AROUND

Take the Mineral King Road junction, 2 miles south of the park’s Ash Mountain entrance, for the partly unpaved 23-mile drive (don’t drive it at night). You’ll need your own vehicle; no RVs or trailers allowed.






Beyond Sequoia National Park
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On the threshold of Sequoia, Three Rivers and Visalia each have lively small-town food and drink scenes, plus outdoor attractions all their own.


The ideal trail town has excellent eats, easy access to nature, and enough diversions to amuse you on the days between hikes. Three Rivers and Visalia check all three boxes, so they’re ideal bases for day-tripping to Sequoia National Park by car or coach.

Six miles from the park’s Ash Mountain entrance, Three Rivers is a quirky village straggled along Sierra Dr (Hwy 198). It’s a jumping-off point for rafting trips on the Kaweah, but it also has outstanding coffee, beer and casual dining. Visalia, 35 miles from the park, is a bigger, more action-packed choice. Admire restored Victorian buildings, kick it at buzzing brewpubs, and shower off the park dust for some fine dining.
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TOP TIP

Rise early to day-trip into the park from Three Rivers or Visalia. Lines build up from 9am (earlier on holidays).



Raft Rapids & Sip Beers in Three Rivers

MAKE A SPLASH IN SPRINGTIME

Thundering along the Kaweah by raft is an exhilarating ride, especially in spring when the river is charged with snowmelt. The rapids are class III and IV (intermediate and advanced), so frothing currents and pulse-quickening spins are guaranteed. Time to get drenched!

Local operators lead white-water excursions from mid-April to June; currents are swiftest around Memorial Day. Sign up in advance with locally owned and operated Mountain Descents (mountaindescents.com), which has decades of experience guiding adventurers through these foaming waters (from $50 per person).

The raft will canter along the Kaweah River as you and the rest of the crew dig in your oars to navigate whirlpools and eddies. Short, family-friendly rides allow time to paddle and swim in calm waters, or you can choose challenging trips that hit rapid upon rapid (for ages 14 and up). Make a day of it by booking a 10-mile trip: you’ll shimmy past pine-lined riverbanks and shriek at sudden splashes, and lunch is included.

You’ll land back in Three Rivers, where you’ll discover that this small riverside community has retained a freewheeling feel. Since the late 19th century it has attracted artists, outdoorsy types and escapists looking to build their own utopia. Get caught up in local conversation at Three Rivers Brewing Co, where you can order a hoppy IPA or homemade seltzer and perch on a seat overlooking the river.

Soak up the booze with pupusas from the food truck, or mosey over to Ol Buckaroo, which serves steaks, salads and sandwiches on tables by the water. Finally, sate your sweet tooth at Three Rivers Yogurt next door (don’t skimp on the berries and sprinkles) before toddling back to your hotel.
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BEST DRINKING & DINING IN VISALIA

Component Coffee

Artful coffee lab grinding the best beans in town. Also serves burritos, acai bowls and avocado toast. $

Brewbakers Brewing Co

Stained-glass lamps and gleaming beer vats herald a delightfully retro brewpub. Grab a booth and tuck into comfort food. $$

The Elderwood

Perched on a roof deck atop the art-deco Darling Hotel. Chefs serve locally sourced food, while mixologists shake up novel cocktails. $$$



WHERE TO SLEEP IN THREE RIVERS & VISALIA

Three Rivers Hideaway

A friendly campsite and RV park with easy access to rafting and walking trails. $

Buckeye Tree Lodge

Hotel rooms and cabins, some with river views, just south of the park in Three Rivers. $$

The Darling

Modern rooms in a sleek building overflowing with art-deco style. Downtown Visalia. $$$

Amble Through Kaweah Oak Preserve

TIME-TRAVEL IN AN OAK FOREST

If you’ve exhausted your adrenaline reserves on Sequoia National Park’s epic hikes, Visalia has the perfect ’day-after’ activity: wandering through Kaweah Oak Preserve. At this protected forest just 7 miles east of Visalia, there are four pathways winding through 344 acres of oak trees and willows.

Kaweah Oak Preserve offers a snapshot of how the area looked centuries ago, when oak forests unfurled across the valley. This riparian landscape was once the marshy fishing ground of Native American people who were known as ‘Yokuts’ by Euro-American settlers; in reality, they were roughly 50 diverse tribes. The settlers cleared many of the 400 sq miles of woodlands to convert the land into orchards and fields of grain. Only a single pocket of land remained, preserved for cattle grazing, and it was eventually bought by the Nature Conservancy. Now it’s a place to meander on trails beneath old-growth oaks.

The preserve is a habitat for great horned owls and bobats, and you can spot Nuttall’s woodpeckers hammering at branches. For travelers with a pooch in tow, you can walk leashed dogs here (unlike in the national park, where they aren’t allowed on walking trails). Another bonus: it’s free and open daily. Read more on sequoiariverlands.org.


UNSUNG FORESTS & RIVERLANDS
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Travelers who only hike the national parks are missing a trick, says Aaron Collins from the Sequoia Riverlands Trust (sequoiariverlands.org).

Just below the parks is one of California’s unsung treasures: its oak woodlands. My favorite walking trail is the main loop at Dry Creek Preserve, once a lifeless gravel quarry. Sequoia Riverlands Trust restored it and it’s now one of the world’s largest sycamore alluvial woodlands.

If time is of the essence, Homer Ranch Preserve and Dry Creek Preserve are most convenient from Hwy 198. But the 45 extra minutes to Blue Oak Ranch Preserve offer the most complex landscape, with blue oak woodlands, meadows, grand views of the Sierra, and a beautiful pond.




GETTING AROUND

Hwy 198 connects Visalia, Three Rivers, and the Foothills (the park’s Ash Mountain entrance). Go car-free by booking a return ticket on the summer-only bus service (sequoiashuttle.com) between Visalia and the Giant Forest Museum.

South of the Ash Mountain entrance, a right-hand fork follows the East Fork Kaweah River to the remote Mineral King area of the park.






KINGS CANYON NATIONAL PARK
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FOREST TRAILS AND SPINE-TINGLING ROAD TRIPS

From peaks to canyons, this vertically oriented park inspires awe. Day trippers flock to the sequoia groves, but overnight stays unlock pristine backcountry.
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Kings Canyon Scenic Byway | Benny Marty/shutterstock ©

Gaze out from any lofty overlook in Kings Canyon, and the emotion is the same: speechless wonder. The monumental glacial valley of the Kings River has the largest sequoia grove in the world. The park is furnished with verdant meadows and crisscrossed by streams. Its 722 sq mi of ravines, riverbanks and forests are guarded by the High Sierra’s serrated peaks, several of them towering above 14,000ft high. Suddenly, famed naturalist John Muir’s claim that Kings Canyon is ‘a

rival to Yosemite’ doesn’t seem so far-fetched.

First protected as General Grant National Park in 1890, Kings Canyon is now jointly administered with neighboring Sequoia National Park – and one ticket accesses both.

The gradual gazetting of Kings Canyon and surrounding forests has resulted in distinct sections of the park. The western side of Kings Canyon, anchored by Grant Grove Village, is the most popular destination for casual ramblers. It’s famous for magnificently tall sequoias, among them ‘the nation’s Christmas Tree,’ General Grant.

Out east is Cedar Grove, a remote hiking hub at the bottom of the canyon, where bears stalk campsites and tough walking trails spiral to the top of cloud-scraping granite peaks.

Connecting the areas is Kings Canyon Scenic Byway, which links a string of natural beauties such as caves, waterfalls and canyon overlooks into one of the loveliest and most enjoyable road trips available in the US.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GRANT GROVE VILLAGE

Easy walks among giant sequoias.

KINGS CANYON SCENIC BYWAY

Gripping drives from canyons to forests.

CEDAR GROVE

Secluded hiking hub with thrilling backcountry.



Find Your Way

Lucky you, Kings Canyon is split in two – and driving the road in between is an enthralling escapade. Grant Grove (west) and Cedar Grove (east) are connected by 31 photogenic miles of Hwy 180.
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Plan Your Time

Seasonal openings and changeable weather dictate the trails you can take and the roads you can drive – but giant sequoias and epic mountain views are guaranteed.
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IF YOU ONLY DO ONE THING

• Head straight to Grant Grove to stroll beneath cinnamon-colored sequoias. Crane your neck to admire 268ft General Grant, fondly known as ’the nation’s Christmas Tree,’ and ponder the millennia of history witnessed by these ancient, fire-scarred trees.

• Next, get a bird’s-eye view. If you have time for a 2-mile hike, the trail to Buena Vista Peak leads to a panoramic lookout from 7604ft heights. Otherwise, grab takeout from Grant Grove Restaurant and drive up to Panoramic Point – road access permitting. You can survey the entire national park while enjoying a picnic.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• Drive into the park, then stop and unwrap your breakfast at Big Stump Picnic Area before heading north to visit the General Grant Tree.

• In the afternoon, tackle a short hike such as Buena Vista Peak before bedding down in a campsite or John Muir Lodge. Rise bright and early to hit Kings Canyon Scenic Byway, timing your trip around a tour of Boyden Cavern (advance reservations essential).

• Check out Grizzly Fall before settling in for the night at Cedar Grove. Spend your last day hiking to Mist Fall before driving back out of the park.




MORE THAN A WEEK

• Spend two days ambling forest trails in Grant Grove, then rise early to drive Kings Canyon Scenic Byway. Spend the day stopping off at waterfalls and wandering Zumwalt Meadow, and pitch a tent at Cedar Grove.

• Stay two nights for day hikes such as picturesque Mist Fall; then if you’re in impeccable hiking shape, backpack into the backcountry at Rae Lakes.

• On your last day, return along the byway to Hume Lake to wind down. Too sedate? Assuming you have a 4WD, tackle the bumpy road to Converse Basin Grove for hiking and a history lesson.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Winter descends suddenly and spring can be tardy. Bank on early July as the season’s start, or plan hikes for early fall.

MAY

Get advice during the uncertain start to hiking season. Many trails are snow-bogged, but low-altitude routes are untrammeled and serene.
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JUNE

Rivers and waterfalls are thunderous with melting snow, and meadows are bright with wildflowers. Some roads and trails might be closed.
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JULY

Busy but beautiful. Expect golden sunshine, high temperatures and a rush for campsite reservations – book well ahead.
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AUGUST

Everything’s open, but it’s hot and dry. Avoid exposed hikes unless you rise early. Wildfire risks are highest; discuss safety tips with rangers.
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SEPTEMBER

Temperatures get mellow and summer crowds peel away. A sweet spot for long-distance hikers.
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OCTOBER

Where’d the other hikers go? Enjoy fall colors and undisturbed serenity until next month brings the first snow.
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NOVEMBER

Most areas hit snooze and the scenic byway closes, but Grant Grove receives visitors and snowshoers embark on low-altitude walks.
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GRANT GROVE VILLAGE
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King’s Canyon’s tallest sequoias stand regally in Grant Grove, just north of the park’s main entrance. The highlight is the 27-story tall General Grant Tree, a living memorial to soldiers killed in war, and practically every visitor makes a pilgrimage here.

But there’s more to Grant Grove than its most colossal tree. Away from heavily trodden trails around General Grant, it’s easy to unwind in the silence of the forest. With short hikes, picnic zones and pleasant campsites, there are kid-sized portions of adventure, and there’s easy access from Hwy 180, making it an excellent substitute if Sequoia’s Giant Forest is closed in poor weather.

When cattle ranching began in the mid-19th century, Native Americans initially welcomed settlers, but they were displaced as ranchers and loggers closed in. Timber companies and conservationists were soon at loggerheads, but Congress granted federal protection to Grant Grove in 1890 – largely thanks to John Muir’s poetic activism.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Panoramic Point

SLEEPING

2Azalea Campsite

3Crystal Springs Campsite

4John Muir Lodge

5Sunset Campsite

EATING

6Grant Grove Market

7Grant Grove Restaurant




TOP TIP

Grant Grove is 3 miles north of Big Stump along Generals Hwy (Hwy 180). If you’re traveling from Three Rivers or the Foothills, check that Generals Hwy is open; otherwise, drive west then north along Hwy 245. No gas in the park, but you can fill up by Hume Lake.



Bask in 360-Degree Views at Buena Vista

MODERATE HIKE WITH ASTONISHING VARIETY

This there-and-back hike packs a lot into 2 miles: meadows, forests, geological oddities and panoramic views at the top. The trailhead is opposite Kings Canyon Overlook, one of the most dramatic lookouts along the Generals Hwy.

The sandy walking trail slices through flora that cling to the side of Buena Vista Peak. In summer, you’ll walk past clouds of purple penstemon flowers, attended by dozing bumble bees.

Before long, you reach a granite plateau dotted with rock formations where Western fence lizards scamper and sun themselves. Next, you’ll switchback up the mountains through mixed-evergreen forests, admiring distant peaks that stay snow-streaked well into the summer.

The final stretch is only a moderate uphill to the 7604ft summit, where you can admire 360-degree views of Redwood Canyon, right across to the hazy Sierra Crest ridgeline.
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EATING & SLEEPING IN GRANT GROVE

No need to overload your backpack with protein bars; Grant Grove has options to keep you fed, along with camping and non-canvas places to sleep.

There’s more choice at grocery stores in Fresno or Visalia, but self-caterers can add to their supplies at small Grant Grove Market or order burgers, salads and wings from outdoor kiosks at Grant Grove Restaurant. Both are by Kings Canyon Visitor Center.

Azalea, Sunset, and Crystal Springs campsites (respectively with 110, 158, and 50 sites) typically open from late May to early September; book on the NPS website (nps.gov/seki).

For creature comforts and fewer mozzies, John Muir Lodge has simple rooms and shared balconies that are ideal for cracking open a beer while watching the forest darken; book on visitsequoia.com.



PICTURESQUE PICNIC SPOTS

Big Stump Picnic Area

Year-round family favorite with grills and tables, less than a mile north of Big Stump Entrance.

Panoramic Point

Picnic tables with peerless views of the mountains. It’s a no-go when there’s snow.

Big Baldy Trail

Snack on trail mix while admiring the Great Western Divide. The hike is a 4.4-mile round trip.

Picnic at Panoramic Point

WALK OR DRIVE TO LOFTY VIEWS

Of all the places in Kings Canyon to unwrap a picnic, this overlook is one of the most photogenic. You can see almost the entirety of the national park, complete with High Sierra peaks melting into the haze and Hume Lake shimmering in the distance, while you tackle your lunch on a mountain-facing bench. If the road that snakes up from John Muir Lodge to Panoramic Point is open, drive up and it’s only a half-mile walk to the view. Otherwise it’s a 2-mile hike each way, following either the road or a more challenging mountainside switchback (don’t attempt the latter when there’s snow). To admire the views from a different angle, a challenging connecting trail (2.6 miles) leads you to the Park Lodge Fire Lookout.



WALKING TOUR
General Grant & Viola Fall

Estimated to be 1700 years old, the General Grant is one of the world’s largest living trees. If you’re on a flying visit to the park, the fastest way to see it is on the half-mile paved loop trail from the General Grant Tree parking area. But if you can spare half a day, elongate the walk by dawdling among other ancient sequoias, then amble through the forest to pretty Viola Fall.


[image: jpg]

Viola Fall | Kelly vanDellen/shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]

1 Fallen Monarch

From Kings Canyon Visitor Center, cross the Generals Hwy and head north along Grant Tree Trail for about a mile. You’ll find the Fallen Monarch, a felled sequoia, to the left. Peering inside the keyhole-shaped hole in its trunk, previously used as a shelter by pioneering cattlemen siblings Israel and Thomas Gamlin, is one of the most memorable photo ops in Grant Grove.

The Walk: Just north of the Fallen Monarch, a loop trail allows you to circumambulate the General Grant Tree (the trunk’s circumference is 107.5ft).

2 General Grant Tree

This 268ft-tall sequoia gets its formidable name from Ulysses S. Grant, who led Union armies to victory in the Civil War. President Coolidge declared it ’the nation’s Christmas Tree’ in 1926. The cloudlike crown of leaves is an indicator of its age; younger sequoias are neatly spear-shaped.

The Walk: From the northern edge of the circular path around the General Grant Tree, a northbound path branches off to the Gamlin Cabin.

3 Gamlin Cabin

In the 1870s, the Gamlin brothers grazed cattle by day and slept in this timber hut by night. The cabin was later repurposed as a storehouse, then the park’s first-ever ranger quarters.

The Walk: As you face the Gamlin Cabin, turn left (southwest) and follow the General Grant Tree Trail to General Grant parking lot, then follow the Michigan Tree Trail.

4 Michigan Tree

The roots of this staggering sequoia were gradually damaged by a spring, causing it to crash-land on the forest floor. It’s a reminder of how fragile sequoia roots can be – stay on the trails!

The Walk: Retrace your steps along the Sunset Trail, but instead of going to the visitor center, continue south (skirting Sunset Campground) and then west.

5 Sunset Campground

Many visitors cease their rambling after the celebrity sequoias, but a longer walk takes you deeper into the park. Take a breather at Sunset’s picnic tables.

The Walk: The 1½ miles to Viola Fall along the Sunset Trail alternate between padding across soft forest floor and scrambling over granite boulders, downhill almost the entire way.

6 Viola Fall

There are two ways to view this pint-sized cascade: from the rocky lookout slightly uphill, or right in the spray of the waterfall, where a flat rock provides a picnic perch big enough for two. Spring snowmelt turns the river into a torrent.





KINGS CANYON SCENIC BYWAY
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Kings Canyon Scenic Byway is a 31-mile roller coaster with breathtaking canyon views. This section of Hwy 180 links two separate areas of the national park: popular Grant Grove to the west and remote Cedar Grove to the east. The byway is a parade of the park’s wonders, from waterfalls to granite cliffs, and there are easy pullovers to short hikes and panoramic viewpoints.

The byway also reaches beauty spots beyond the park bounds. You can loiter through overgrown meadows and new-growth sequoias at Converse Basin Grove (part of Sequoia National Forest) and flop onto the beach at Hume Lake, a family-friendly idyll for swimming and canoeing.

Be warned: early- or late-season road trips are at the mercy of the weather. The road closes during winter (usually December through April) and reopening dates depend on snow conditions, and sometimes on post-storm repair works. Always check the park website before venturing out.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Boyden Cavern

2Hume Lake

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3Boole Tree Trail

4Chicago Stump

5Converse Basin Grove

6Stump Meadow

SLEEPING

7Convict Flat Campground

8Hume Lake Campground

9Princess Campground




TOP TIP

Driving the byway in a single day? Setting out early gives you the best chance of crowd-free pictures of the waterfalls. Allow an hour to explore Zumwalt Meadow and make sure you book a Boyden Cavern tour online in advance (there are no tickets on the door).



Time-Travel Through Ever-Changing Converse Basin Grove

REGENERATING A LOGGED FOREST

Exploring Converse Basin Grove reveals an axe-wielding history when industry, not conservation, was the rule of the land. Not only will you need your own wheels for this adventurous detour into Sequoia National Forest, but they’ll need to be good ones: the road is rocky, potholed, and has steep sections. A vehicle with good ground clearance, ideally all-wheel drive or 4WD, is essential. Go in summer when the road is dry.

The road, with a signpost to Converse Basin, branches off from Hwy 180 (1.8 miles west of the turnoff to Hume Lake). After almost 2 miles of suspension-juddering twists and turns, take a right onto Forest Rte 13S55, and you’ll arrive at Stump Meadow. This land was purchased in 1868, and logging companies enjoyed a heyday of hacking down trees until 1905, when their center of operations burned down. It was sold in 1935 to the USDA Forest Service, and in 1955 the grove was regenerated by a program of controlled burns and planting of new Jeffrey pines, sugarpines and sequoias.

Half a mile further north along the road is the start of the Boole Tree Trail, a 2½-mile loop to one of the remaining old-growth sequoias. Cover your legs on this overgrown trail, which undulates toward the 2000-year-old and 275ft-high Boole Tree. Allow 1½ hours.

Back in your car, return to Hwy 180 and drive south for 1.2 miles, where another turnoff takes you close to the Chicago Stump. Sections of this gigantic felled tree were exhibited at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893 to address skepticism about the rumored size of California’s trees – believe your eyes!
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BEST LOCAL FLAVORS
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Jennifer Umland and John Hutchinson run Central California’s first mead distillery, Remeadies Intoxicating Potions (remeadies.com). Here are their tips on tasting the region.

Honey Mead

There’s a lot of variability by season. Orange-blossom honey mead tastes really clean, and when avocados bloom, we get very creamy honey. Try mead at our tasting room (46488 Creekside Rd, Squaw Valley).

Local Wine

Just over 1000 acres of teroldego are grown in California, so this Italian wine at Riffelhof Vineyards (riffelhofvineyards.com) is unique.

Dining & Picnics

Baker Mountain House is a destination for big steak dinners, and people from the valley come up just for Bear Mountain Pizza. Picnic spot Big Stump is right near the park entrance.





DRIVING TOUR
Kings Canyon Scenic Byway

This spectacular section of Hwy 180 carves through Sequoia National Forest on the way between the west and east parts of Kings Canyon National Park. The road trip is easy to do in a single day, and it’s the quintessential Kings Canyon experience. There are white-knuckle moments and a string of natural wonders mere steps from the road, including waterfalls, meadows and a splendid show cave.
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1 Grant Grove Village

From the Big Stump entrance, follow Hwy 180’s twists and turns for 4 miles, then keep left to reach Grant Grove, where stately sequoias line the road. The focal point of western Kings Canyon National Park is the General Grant Tree, a 268ft sequoia. There’s a short paved trail from the parking area to this skyward sentinel.

The Drive: After 10 meandering miles, past the turnoff for Hume Lake, you’ll see Junction View. Save your photo stop for the journey back, when it’s an easy pullover on the right.

2 Junction View

This overlook has sweeping views of the Kings River forks. It’s a sublime spot to contemplate the Great Western Divide, whose 13,000ft peaks spear the hazy horizon. The Drive: Over 8½ miles, the road snakes between shrubland and skeletal trees, and mountain views reveal themselves at every hairpin bend.

3 Boyden Cavern

This marble cavern delights visitors with crooked stalactites and chandelier-like flowstones. Book online (boydencavern.com) and in advance for hour-long tours.

The Drive: The road follows the curves of the river for 5 miles, skirting high cliffs, rushing water, and steep hills.

4 Grizzly Fall

It’s a short walk to this 80ft fall, which tumbles over jagged boulders into a creek. Grizzly Fall is at its best in spring, when its charged by Sierra snowmelt, and dwindles to nothing by mid-July.

The Drive: The next 7½ miles carve between rocky cliffs and tree-dotted mountains, with refreshing glimpses of the river glinting in between shady groves.

5 Roaring River Fall

Reached by a short, paved pathway, this waterfall is where the Roaring River hurtles down from Deadman and Cloud canyons. Don’t be tempted by the alluring waters – swimming here is very dangerous.

The Drive: For the next 1½ miles, stately evergreens and lofty cliffs draw your gaze upwards – eyes on the road!

6 Zumwalt Meadow

Kings Canyon’s sheer granite cliffs frame this lush meadow. Take a 1½-mile circuit to amble among its cedar trees, thistles, and ferns.

The Drive: The final pine-flanked mile leads you to Road’s End parking lot, where you can turn around and return west along the highway.

7 Road’s End

This is journey’s end: exploration further east requires hiking boots, not tires. Park up and take a short trail to Muir Rock.



Relax Waterside at Hume Lake

FAMILY-FRIENDLY BEACH DAY

Hume Lake is a pine-scented sweet spot outside the national-park bounds, but easily reached from Hwy 180. A Christian camp brings a regular flock of visitors, but all kinds of walkers, kayakers and trout fishers make the trip.

The reservoir came into being when the Hume-Bennett Lumber Company moved deeper into the mountains and constructed a dam and mill here. It was a daring setup: they stored logs in the lake before chopping them to size and launching out of the mountains in a 73-mile flume of reservoir water – the longest ever created.

Hume Lake isn’t as spectacular as beauty spots within the park, but the 2.8-mile lakeshore trail is an enjoyable wind-down after high-octane hikes in Kings Canyon. There’s a partial boardwalk, so sections of the trail suit travelers of different ability levels. If it’s busy at the parking area near the campsite, park at Sandy Cove.

Beginning at Hume Lake Bridge, take the stairs down to water’s edge before crossing the bridge. Heading north you’ll soon reach mighty Hume Lake Dam (1908), the world’s first concrete reinforced multiple arch dam, with 12 spans reaching 61ft high.

Walk west to enjoy shady spots and lakeshore picnic benches until you reach the western edge of the lake. As you circle back south and east to complete the loop, you might see picnickers and beach-volleyball players frolicking by the shore.
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BOYDEN CAVERN

Deep within Boyden Cavern (boydencavern.com) are fairy chimneys, flowstones, and rock formations resembling wedding cakes. This marble underworld was discovered by Putnam Boyden, who lived inside the cave for a decade, but today it’s only accessible by guided tour – reserve ahead.

Standard tours are less than an hour, but you can book an extended tour for private access at a more leisurely pace (up to 75 minutes). Bring a jacket: it’s a consistently chilly 55°F inside.

The cave is 19 miles northeast of Grant Grove on Hwy 180. Road access typically opens between mid-April and early November. In 2023, the cave was shuttered due to severe road damage, but at research time Boyden Cavern was set to reopen for summer 2024.




GETTING AROUND

Private transport is essential to drive Kings Canyon Scenic Byway. You’ll also need your own wheels to reach Hume Lake, which is 5 miles off Hwy 180. There’s a higher bar for Converse Grove: you’ll need an all-wheel drive or 4WD, and experience tackling uneven roads. Remember that roads here are seasonal: a large section of Hwy 180 closes from November through April, and reopening dates vary, so check ahead.





CEDAR GROVE
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Right at the foot of Kings Canyon, 31 miles east of Grant Grove, sits Cedar Grove: an end-of-the-road launchpad into the park’s eastern backcountry. Beyond its visitor center and campsites, Hwy 180 starts to peter out – and at Kanawyers (aka Road’s End), it’s all rugged High Sierra wilderness from here.

Cedar Grove’s relative isolation is a thrilling contrast to well-connected Grant Grove. Its hiking trails coil up from the canyon floor to granite domes high above the tree line. The area is ideal for watching wildlife – John Muir referred to it as ‘Deer Park’ – but becoming one with the wilderness is optional (you can always book a bed or eat takeout at Cedar Grove Lodge).

It generally opens from late June to early October, but check the park website before setting your heart on Cedar Grove. In 2023, winter road damage sealed off Cedar Grove for the entire season.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1Cedar Grove Overlook

2Copper Creek Trail

3Don Cecil Trail

4Hotel Creek–Lewis Creek Loop

5Muir Rock

6Rae Lakes Trail

7Zumwalt Meadow Trail

SLEEPING

8Canyon View Campground

see 12Cedar Grove Lodge

9Moraine Campground

10Sentinel Campground

11Sheep Creek Campground

EATING

12Cedar Grove Market




TOP TIP

Cedar Grove is a rewarding place to spot wildlife, but it’s important to be bear aware. Take warning signs seriously if you’re directed to store food and any scented items in bear-proof canisters, and it’s worth getting bear spray (and knowing how to use it) for longer hikes.



Watch Wildlife in Zumwalt Meadow

EASY MEADOW LOOP TRAIL

Idyllic Zumwalt Meadow is a show-reel of the park’s best features: massive cliffs, teeming grasses and the babbling Kings River.

Named after a Southern Pacific Railroad agent, the meadow is easily experienced on a 1½-mile loop trail. It’s a family-friendly and low-adrenaline walk, with a boardwalk section accessible for wheelchair users.

Start out from the parking area and head south, then cross the bridge over the Kings River South Fork and head left to join the loop trail. When the water level is low, there are pebbly beaches appropriate for a paddle – just don’t take a dip when the river is swift.

The high walls of granite were sculpted by a retreating glacier, and the meadow is a ’riparian zone,’ where the wetter riverside meets the uplands of Kings Canyon. It’s one of the few level pastures in the otherwise rugged national park.

The path follows a rocky verge where you can ponder the magnitude of Grand Sentinel (8518ft) and North Dome (8717ft), and look over Zumwalt Meadow below. It’s dotted with pink fireweed in spring and early summer.

Meadows are prime spots for mammals to rest and mate, so keep an eye out for black bears, deer and yellow-bellied marmots (pudgy ground squirrels). You may also see multitudes of butterflies in early summer, and birds of prey wheeling overhead.
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HORSEBACK ESCAPADES

Riding a horse along a riverbank or cantering through verdant meadows allows you to see Kings Canyon through an entirely new lens, and it’s an exhilarating way to tour remote regions of the park. Family-owned Cedar Grove Pack Station (cedargrovepackstation.com) offers guided horseback rides from one hour long (no experience required) to a full day’s trek for more experienced riders, including for children eight years old and above. For a pioneer feel, you can also book a pack trip on which the guide will take you and your gear to a wilderness site, where you can set up camp and take day rides.



STAYING THE NIGHT IN CEDAR GROVE

Sentinel Campground

Evergreen-shaded sites near the visitor center; flush toilets, showers, access to food and firewood. $

Sheep Creek Campground

Large and shady riverside campsite only a short walk from Cedar Grove Village. $

Canyon View Campground

East of Cedar Grove Lodge, 16 tent sites coveted for their cliff views. Be bear aware. $

Cedar Grove Lodge

Twenty-one basic double and queen rooms in a no-frills lodge by the river. $$

Cedar Grove Market

Basic food supplies and bear-proof canisters. Generally open 9am to 6pm in season. $

Moraine Campground

Simple, 121-site area close to Cedar Grove. Also popular with bears. $

Challenge Yourself on the Copper Creek Trail

HIGH-OCTANE HIKE WITH OTHERWORLDLY VIEWS

Itching for a multiday trek with epic elevation and views to match? The Copper Creek Trail offers solitude and untamed nature for experienced hikers. Bathe in insect repellent and pack well: this 20-mile return journey is a two- or three-night adventure, and it’s arguably the toughest trek out of Kings Canyon.

Set out early: the relentless switchbacks that carve their way uphill are exposed, though a wood-shaded path awaits you after the initial climb from the trailhead (at the north end of Road’s End’s parking area). Overall you’ll traipse more than 5300ft in elevation along this narrow dirt trail before clambering over rocky glacial debris to see conifer-ringed tarns and glistening lakes at Granite Basin.

You can pitch a tent at the Lower and Upper Tent Meadow campsites (respectively 4 and 5 miles from the trailhead). If you’re heading all the way to the beguiling, though mosquito-filled, Grouse Lake (8 miles) or the even prettier Granite Lake (9½ miles), you can spend your first night at the less scenic, forested Lower Tent Meadow, and your second at Upper Tent Meadow.


BEST HALF-DAY HIKES FROM CEDAR GROVE

Sheep Creek Cascade

Tramp up the Don Cecil Trail, taking a deserved breather at shady Sheep Creek. It’s a 2-mile round trip, unless you push on to Lookout Peak.

Cedar Grove Overlook

A calf-straining 5-mile round trip taking up to four hours, this hike follows a switchbacking mountain trail to mesmerizing views over Kings Canyon.

Hotel Creek–Lewis Creek Loop

An extension to the Cedar Grove Overlook trail, this pathway takes you down to the Lewis Creek Trail for a total 8-mile round trip (allow five hours).



Make a Splash at Muir Rock

INVIGORATING WILD SWIMMING SPOT

Immortal environmentalist John Muir drew national attention to the urgency of protecting the USA’s wilderness from logging. He gave his name to this flat hulk of granite at Road’s End, from which he made an impassioned speech about safeguarding the wilderness from development.

Today, Muir Rock is a popular spot for wild swimming. The lake is deeper and flows more slowly than many of the park’s other waterways, but exercise caution: assess the water’s depth and look out for any obstacles before taking the plunge.

Taking a splash into cool, clear, jade-colored water at the end of the road, with neck-craning views above, is the perfect end-of-trip experience. It’s also a popular place to picnic on pebbly beaches nearby.



Hiking to Mist Fall
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This popular there-and-back day hike reaches one of Kings Canyon’s highest waterfalls. The 8-mile round trip takes most hikers four to 4½ hours, and the trail is typically open from May to October. Waterfall prime time is during May and June, when the river is fullest, but October is good timing, too – with enticingly mild temperatures and a blush of fall color. Keep your eyes peeled for black bears.

Start at the trailhead at 1 Road’s End and follow the Paradise Valley Trail, passing woodland and wildflower meadows. The majority of the hike is pretty level, and there’s shade as you head east along the South Fork Kings River (spritz on some bug spray, if you haven’t already).

At 2 Bailey Bridge (don’t cross it) the trail bends north around the base of Buck Peak, and skirts close to Bubbs Creek. Here’s where it gets tough: you’ll climb 600ft in elevation for the final ascent, which rewards you with views of ‘the Sphinx,’ a 9143ft granite double pillar named by John Muir.

You’ll hear the cascade before you see it, and the path leads you to the top, rather than the base, of 100ft-high 3 Mist Fall. Linger a while to watch water racing over the rocks and into a brilliant green pool. As the name promises, you’ll be cloaked in mist if you visit in spring. But watch your step, as these slippery rocks are a common spot for accidents.

Once you’ve soaked in the spray, backtrack to the trail; you can mix it up by crossing Bailey Bridge to complete the return journey via the 4 South Side Trail, on the other side of the South Fork Kings River through shady pine forests.



MORE IN CEDAR GROVE

Roam Wild Realms in Rae Lakes

MEMORABLE TREK FOR ADVENTUROUS HIKERS

Forty-one beautiful miles knit together this tough multiday hike from Road’s End. Permits are required, bear canisters are essential, and you need to be in great shape: the route tops out at 11,978ft of elevation and altitude sickness is a risk. Summer is better timing than spring, when rivers and creeks are brimming, and check with park rangers about the South Fork Kings River crossing – it can be hazardous.

What makes Rae Lakes worth the time and prep? You’ll experience a showcase of inland California: waterfalls, wildflower meadows, glacier-sculpted canyons, and alpine lakes gleaming beneath the Sierra Crest.

Most walkers tackle it clockwise from Wood’s Creek Trailhead (less challenging uphill, steeper downhill), but you can also set out counterclockwise from Bubbs Creek Trailhead (steeper uphill, leisurely downhill). You’ll need a minimum of three days, but prep for four or five.


CLIMBING BUBBS CREEK WALL

Got gravity-defying climbing skills?

Bubbs Creek Wall is a sheer wall of granite an 8-mile hike east from Road’s End that attracts experienced climbers to tackle one of five routes up the cliff face.

SEKI Climbing (sekiclimbing.com) is a reputable online resource for bouldering around Cedar Grove, with downloadable maps of climbs in and around Kings Canyon and Sequoia, but use all intel at your own risk. Or you can let experts lead the way:

Sierra Mountain Guides (sierramtnguides.com) offers a rotating menu of single and multiday rock-climbing tours in the Sierra Nevada and Yosemite.



Trek to Mesmerizing Views from Lookout Peak

STRENUOUS CLIMB TO PANORAMIC VIEWS

Lookout Peak is an exercise in delayed gratification. The 13-mile return hike climbs 4000ft, and it’s rewarded by a bird’s-eye view over Kings Canyon. Seasoned hikers only.

Join the Don Cecil Trail, named after a 19th-century shepherd, across Hwy 180 from Cedar Grove Visitor Center. You’ll head south and west, across a dirt road, and through a cooling glade of oak and alder trees.

After crossing the bridge over Sheep Creek, the hike gets tougher. You’ll sweat your way along a ridge and zigzag up the east-facing slope of Lookout Peak. The final uphill scramble is challenging, and the trail is tricky to follow, but finally, you face the view that ignited John Muir’s love of Kings Canyon. Take care on the loose rocks as you pick your way back down.


GETTING AROUND

The only access road is the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway (Hwy 180), which snakes its way to Cedar Grove from Dunlap (outside the park) via Grant Grove. The byway is generally open from mid-May to mid-October, but check ahead on the USDA website (fs.usda.gov). Unlike Sequoia National Park, the park has no free shuttle system, so you’ll need private transport to travel around Cedar Grove.






TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Yosemite, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Yosemite, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks and get the most out of your trip.



Arriving

Getting Around

Money

Accommodations

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Responsible Travel

Accessible Travel

Nuts & Bolts
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Arriving

You’ll arrive in the Sierra Nevada either with your own wheels or on public transportation. If coming from far away, you’ll fly into one of the seven major international airports surrounding the region. These range from about three to eight hours’ drive from Yosemite and Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks and offer good connections via public transport.
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Avoid Crowds

Millions of people visit Yosemite in spring and summer. Beat lines at park entrances by arriving as early as possible or much later in the day. Anytime outside peak hours (9am to 5pm) is ideal.




Wi-Fi

Cell phone reception is patchy, depending on the carrier. In Yosemite Valley, Tuolumne Meadows, Crane Flat and Wawona, AT&T and Verizon offer decent coverage. In Sequoia and Kings Canyon, only Grant Grove has reception.




Park Fees

The seven-day entry fee is $35 per car or, without a vehicle, $20 per person. It’s the same deal in Sequoia and Kings Canyon. Discount cards can save frequent park-goers money.




Forms of Payment

Major credit and debit cards (Visa, Mastercard, Amex) are accepted and are usually required for car rental and hotel reservations. Park entrance fees can’t be paid in cash.



YOSEMITE RESERVATIONS

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the National Park Service introduced a reservation system to limit the number of visitors and protect park resources. The system is not always in place and was suspended in 2023. But it could easily come back, meaning you’ll need to check while planning your trip about whether a reservation to enter the park is required. If you do need a reservation, you can secure it through recreation.gov. If reservations are sold out, you can enter by booking lodgings within the park, taking a guided tour, obtaining a wilderness permit or Half Dome permit or riding a YARTS bus.

Journey length from Airports to National Parks
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Getting Around

This is classic open-road country. A car gives you the most freedom. Buses are convenient to get you between major destinations in the region, especially in summer.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
From $20/day

Fuel
Approx $5/gallon

EV charging
From $10–$30

YARTS bus
$40/roundtrip



Rental Cars

Car rentals are available at all the international airports surrounding the region and in some gateway towns. Unless you’re driving in winter, you won’t likely need a 4WD or snow tires, but be sure to carefully read rental policies regarding snow tires.

Road Closures

Roadwork and closures are commonplace around the Sierra Nevada. While planning your trip, be sure to consult official park websites for information. You can also call 209-372-0200 for road conditions in Yosemite, and 559-565-3341 for Sequoia and Kings Canyon.

ROUTES INTO YOSEMITE

Yosemite operates three entrance stations on the western side of the Sierra Nevada: the South Entrance on Hwy 41 (Wawona Rd) north of Fresno, the Arch Rock Entrance on Hwy 140 (El Portal Rd) east of Merced and the Big Oak Flat Entrance on Hwy 120 W (Big Oak Flat Rd) east of Manteca. The Tioga Pass Entrance, along Hwy 120 E (Tioga Rd) on the eastern side of the park, is open from about June to October.


Tioga Road

Though it varies year to year, this crucial trans-Sierra highway is usually plowed and open by May or early June, but in a year with a heavy snowpack it can happen as late as July. The road gets buried under snow and closes again sometime around mid-October.




Buses

YARTS buses travel to and from Yosemite and accept cash or credit cards (fares include park entry); shuttles travel the valley floor. Sequoia Shuttle runs from the San Joaquin Valley town of Visalia to the Giant Forest Museum (two hours) during summer, stopping at Three Rivers and other towns.




Bicycles

Mountain roads can quickly gain elevation in the region, so they’re challenging for cyclists. Hwy 395 along the eastern spine of the Sierras is mostly flat and traffic isn’t heavy, but it’s completely exposed. Cycling is popular in Yosemite Valley but limited in other areas of the parks.




TIP

Fuel is expensive close to the parks; gas stations just outside the parks’ borders charge almost comical rates.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Drive extra cautiously on roads with animal crossing signs.

.08

Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%.






Money

Currency: US Dollar ($)
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Digital Payment

Park entry and campsites can be paid via sites like yourpassnow.com and recreation.gov. At park stores and restaurants, tap and pay is ubiquitous.

Costs

Once you’re in the park, things get more expensive than outside of it. This goes for lodgings, food, gas, supplies and whatever else you need to buy.

Getting Money

If you’re arriving from abroad and need to change money, do so at the airport or at an exchange bureau or bank in a major city. It’s nearly impossible to exchange money in most small towns throughout the Sierra. There are several ATMs in Yosemite Valley and plenty in the gateway towns as well.

Tipping

Hotels $1 per bag is standard; gratuity for cleaning staff is at your discretion.

Restaurants It’s customary to tip waitstaff 15% to 20% for service at restaurants.

Car Services & Taxis Tip 10% for car services and taxis.


DISCOUNT PASSES

National Park Service passes covering the cardholder and occupants of their vehicle can be purchased at park entrances or online (store.usgs.gov/recreational-passes). An annual pass for Yosemite costs $70; for Sequoia and Kings Canyon, it’s also $70. An ‘America the Beautiful’ pass costs $80 and grants the holder (and everyone in the vehicle) entrance to any national park or federal recreation area for one year. Seniors can obtain the pass for $20, while current US military members and their dependents can get it free. US fourth-graders can get a free pass for the school year.




HOW MUCH FOR…

a camping pitch
from $10

lunch
$12

a guided ranger tour
Free

a private tour
from $70



HOW TO… Visit the Parks on a Budget

Plan your trip for the shoulder or low season and you’ll likely save on lodgings and activities. To slash costs further, visit on one of the five days a year when entrance fees are waived. Regardless of when you go, purchase supplies outside the park, book a campsite in advance and look into free programming, such as ranger-led walks and interpretative hikes.
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LOCAL TIP

If you’re visiting at a busy time of year, bring sandwiches and eat in the car while waiting to enter the park. Saves money and passes the time.








Accommodations

Camping Inside the Parks

Camping inside the parks offers the distinct advantage of putting you closest to what you came to see. You likely won’t have to drive to the trailhead, nor (and this pertains primarily to Yosemite) deal with the day-parking nightmare that day-trippers face. On the other hand, park campgrounds generally fill up the fastest.

Camping Outside the Parks

The advantage of staying outside the park is that reservations are often easier to make closer to the date you wish to camp. You’ll likely pay a little less as well. Though some are privately owned, most campgrounds outside the national parks are operated by the US Forest Service (USFS). A few are run by other local or federal government entities. Campgrounds at lower elevations are open year-round, while upper-elevation campgrounds usually open only seasonally.

Tent Cabins

Tent cabins are a sort of in-between option: not quite camping, not quite a hotel. Generally, they consist of cement walls with canvas roofs, and amenities mean a light bulb, an electrical outlet and camp beds. All parks have tent cabins, most notably Yosemite Valley’s vast array in Housekeeping Camp and Curry Village.

Hostels

There is a handful of hostels around Yosemite. In addition to the hostel-lodge of Yosemite Bug Rustic Mountain Resort, on Hwy 140 outside Yosemite National Park in Midpines, there are options in the Eastern Sierra towns of Mammoth Lakes, Bishop and Lone Pine.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a hotel
from $100

an upscale lodge
from $200

a campsite
$10
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Hotels & Lodges

You’ll find national chains and small mom-and-pop roadside hotels, many with Western-themed decor. Some are chintzy, others atmospheric. The word ’lodge’ usually connotes a stately structure with stone fireplaces, beamed ceilings and rustic but well-kept rooms. In-park lodging comes at a premium, but in gateway town accommodations, there is more variation in value.



RESERVATIONS

If you want to stay in Yosemite, Kings Canyon or Sequoia National Parks, make a reservation no matter what time of the year you plan to visit. Anyone hoping to sleep in Yosemite during the peak months of May through September reserve far in advance. But if you don’t have a reservation, don’t write off your trip – you might get lucky, especially if you’re camping in May, early June or September and you turn up before noon. All reservable park and USFS campgrounds are bookable through recreation.gov. It’s always worth checking for last-minute cancellations.






Family Travel

Kids love the national parks. To find family-oriented events, check the free seasonal park newspapers or the program calendars posted at visitor centers and park lodgings and campgrounds. Spend days swimming, cycling, hiking, spying on wildlife, marveling at waterfalls, peering up at tall cliffs and exploring caves. Just sleeping in a tent for the first time can be the biggest adventure.


Facilities

The parks and gateway towns cater to families. Most lodgings allow kids under 12 to stay for free; a rollaway cot may cost extra. A child-sized inflatable mattress or portable sleeping crib will fit into most hotel rooms. Almost all restaurants in and around the parks have kids’ menus. Dress codes are casual almost everywhere (exception: Ahwahnee Dining Room).


Activities in Yosemite

Drop by the Happy Isles Art & Nature Center, wonder at Yosemite Valley’s waterfalls and views of Half Dome, and picnic by wildflower-strewn Tuolumne Meadows. Sign your kid up for Yosemite Conservancy classes on ecology, history and more.



Trails

The parks and their trails are a delight for nature-loving children. Families can drive directly to trailheads or take shuttles in summertime. Paved, stroller-accessible trails abound, and it’s common to see parents transporting children in carriers or slings. Read up on whether there are restrooms and water-filling stations.


Activities in Sequoia & Kings Canyon

In Sequoia learn about sequoias in the Giant Forest, scramble up Moro Rock and explore Boyden Cavern. In Kings Canyon, duck inside the Fallen Monarch tree, cool off at Hume Lake and spot wildlife in Zumwalt Meadow.
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BE A JUNIOR RANGER

The junior ranger program is a national-park-specific activity book (nps.gov/kids/become-a-junior-ranger.htm) that helps children of different ages learn about wildlife, history and conservation. It’s one of the best all-in-one bundles of things for kids to do, and includes scavenger hunts, crossword puzzles and do-good assignments such as picking up trash on the trail or interviewing a real park ranger. Upon completion, kids get a souvenir badge. It’s a neat way for families to experience and learn about the parks, and it’s open to all ages (even adults!). Booklets are available for a nominal fee from park visitor centers and bookstores.


Kid-Friendly Picks

Merced River In summer go rafting or kayaking or just splash around by the sandy shore.

Badger Pass Ski Area Gentle slopes and groomed cross-country tracks are excellent for beginners. The ’Badger Pups’ kids’ downhill program offers lessons.

Pioneer Yosemite History Center In summer hop on a stagecoach for a short ride in Wawona.








Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Review the terms of your health-insurance policy before your trip. Some policies won’t cover injuries sustained as a result of ’dangerous’ activities such as backpacking, rock climbing or mountaineering. Some policies require you to get pre-authorization for medical treatment from a call center before seeking help. Be sure to keep all receipts and documentation.
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Extreme Heat

To prevent dehydration drink plenty of fluids (minimum one gallon per day). Eat enough salty foods – when you sweat, you lose electrolytes, too. Avoid diuretics such as caffeine and alcohol. Because your body can only absorb about a quart of water per hour, prehydrate before starting a long hike.

Sunburn

You face a greater risk from sun exposure at high elevations. Sunburn is possible on cloudy days, and when it snows. Use sunscreen and lip moisturizer with UVA and UVB protection and an SPF of 30 or greater. Wear a wide-brimmed hat and sunglasses, and consider tying a bandanna around your neck for extra protection.


EMERGENCIES

For emergencies call 911. Inside the parks, cell phones often won’t work. Consider a satellite phone or personal locator beacon.



WILDLIFE CROSSINGS
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Black Deer
Frequent deer crossing
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Three Black Bears
Slow down for wildlife
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Hypothermia

Temperatures in the mountains can quickly drop to below freezing. A sudden downpour and high winds can also lower your body temperature. Seek shelter when bad weather is unavoidable. Woolen clothing and synthetics, which retain warmth even when wet, are superior to cotton. Carry waterproof layers and high-energy snacks such as chocolate or dried fruit.
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WATERBORN ILLNESS

If you drink snowmelt, stream, lake or groundwater, you risk ingesting waterborne parasites. Giardiasis is a disease marked by diarrhea, abdominal cramps, bloating, fatigue and weight loss; symptoms can last weeks. Giardiasis requires treatment with antibiotics. To protect yourself, always boil, filter or chemically treat water before drinking. Do not brush your teeth or rinse dishes with untreated water.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.
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Get Involved with the Sierra Club

Do day hikes, backpacking trips and volunteer vacations with the Sierra Club (sierraclub.org). Co-founded by John Muir in 1892, the USA’s first conservation group remains the nation’s most active.

Attend Yosemite Facelift

The year’s biggest volunteer event – in Yosemite or any other national park – involves a major cleanup (yosemiteclimbing.org) at season’s end. The week-long event includes free campsites for volunteers and fun evening activities.

[image: jpg]

BLACKZHEEP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

LEARN ABOUT MONO LAKE

Known as the little organization that triumphed over LA, the Mono Lake Committee (monolake.org) has matured into an environmental powerhouse in the eastern Sierra, with field seminars, naturalist-guided walks, talks and kayak tours.


Experiencing whitewater tends to transform people into river advocates, because it’s just that fun. Responsible operators include OARS, Zephyr Whitewater Expeditions and the nonprofit outfitter ARTA River Trips.




Over 100 million trees have died in the Sierra Nevada in recent years because of bark beetles, drought and wildfire. Replanting programs include Sugar Pine Foundation, Penny Pines, One Tree Planted and American Forests.



Celebrate Earth Day

Earth Day (April 22) celebrations in Yosemite feature chances to help the park with cleanup projects and tree planting, as well as educational events for kids, a vendors fair and live music and poetry.

Educate Your Children

With the mission of fostering lifelong connections to the natural world, NatureBridge offers hands-on environmental science programs in Yosemite for students in grades K to 12. Students hike iconic landscapes, visit giant sequoias and ski snow-blanketed meadows.

Check Out the Sequoia Parks Conservancy

Offers easy guided, group day hikes along the Big Stump Trail or through the Giant Forest, plus custom private naturalist-guided hikes and outdoor-skills instruction in anything from birding to caving.

Volunteer in Yosemite

Offers sought-after long-term positions (some include housing), as well as shorter projects for individuals and groups, and a weekly drop-in program with hands-in-the-dirt activities like removing invasive plants. For info call 209-379-1850.

Help Out with the Yosemite Conservancy

Yosemite Conservancy runs an established volunteer program for members that includes restoration and revegetation projects as well as staffing information stations. Long-term volunteers receive free camping and bookstore discounts.

TAKE A TOUR WITH ECHO ADVENTURE COOPERATIVE

This worker-owned cooperative based in Groveland leads socially and environmentally sustainable guided adventures (including hiking, backpacking and fishing trips) that are an absolute blast. Their basecamp outfitter sells high-quality new and used outdoor gear that’s good for the planet.


Access parks with trains and buses rather than driving your own vehicle.




Use bear canisters and never store food in your car (there’s a $5000 fine).




Red Bear

The ‘Red Bear’ signage in Yosemite raises awareness about vehicles striking wildlife. Each of the 18 signs depicting a red bear is at site of a collision with a bear. Drive slowly!




RESOURCES

lnt.org
Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics.
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yosemiteconservancy.org
Dedicated to preservation
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sequoiaparksconservancy.org
Official nonprofit parks partner.
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Accessible Travel

The Sierra Nevada accommodates guests of all abilities, with lodgings, transport, activities and trails that are suitable for everyone. Plan ahead to ensure a seamless and enjoyable trip on which all your needs are met.


Shuttle Buses

Yosemite Valley Shuttle System’s free buses have wheelchair lifts and tie-downs, and drivers can assist passengers with disabilities. In summer and holidays, Sequoia Shuttle provides free, wheelchair-accessible services.


Airport

All major airports near the Sierra Nevada are equipped to handle passengers with disabilities, with facilities such as elevators, escalators, ramps and wide-access doors and security lanes. Let an airline representative know in advance if you’ll need assistance.




Accommodations

All lodging options within the parks have wheelchair-accessible rooms. Most campgrounds have accessible sites, with the exception of Camp 4, Bridalveil Creek and Hodgdon Meadow in Yosemite.



YARTS BUSES

YARTS buses are equipped with lifts. However, YARTS requests that you call 877-989-2787 at least 48 hours ahead of your trip to ensure that a lift-equipped bus is available.

Sights & Trails

Short, easy, wheelchair-accessible trails are at Lower Yosemite Falls, Glacier Point Trail and Mariposa Grove in Yosemite, and General Sherman Trail, Grant Tree Trail, and Big Trees Trail in Sequoia and Kings Canyon.

Wheelchair Rental

Yosemite Valley Lodge Bike Stand and Curry Village Bike Stand have wheelchairs and hand-crank bicycles for rent; call 209-372-8319. Free wheelchairs are available at Kings Canyon Visitor Center, Lodgepole Visitor Center and Giant Forest Museum.

TOURS

For hearing-impaired visitors, a ranger may be available during the summer months for American Sign Language (ASL) interpretation during park-led walks and talks. For information, contact one of the visitor centers or call 209-372-4726.


RESOURCES

Yosemite accessibility brochure
(nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit) offers information on everything from hotels and campgrounds to visitor sites and ranger-led activities.
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Sequoia and Kings Canyon accessibility guide
 (nps.gov/seki/planyourvisit)
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Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Cafes and Restaurants 7am–10:30am, 11am–2:30pm and 5pm–9pm.

Bars in the Parks Usually 5pm–10pm. Outside they may close as late as 2am.

Shops and Services Usually 9:30am–5:30pm.

Toilets Public toilets are available at all national-park facilities. Trailheads for popular hikes and important sites often have public toilets. All car-camping sites in the national parks, and most in the state parks and wilderness areas, have toilet facilities – some in the latter are primitive enclosed pit-style toilets.

Yosemite Guide

This free, seasonal activity and event guide can be picked up at any of the park entrances and viewed on the park website.


Smoking

Prohibited in restaurants, bars and most hotels, which charge a hefty cleaning fee if you smoke indoors.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone Pacific Standard Time (GMT-8)

Country Code +1

Emergency Number 911

Sierra Nevada Population Around 3 million



Electricity
120V/60Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day January 1

Martin Luther King Jr Day Third Monday in January

Lunar New Year January 22

President’s Day Third Monday in February

César Chávez Day March 31

Easter March/April

Genocide Remembrance Day April 24

Memorial Day Last Monday in May

Juneteenth June 19

Independence Day July 4

Labor Day First Monday in September

Veterans Day November 11

Thanksgiving Fourth Thursday in November









STORYBOOK

Ashley Harrell delves deep into different aspects of life in Yosemite, Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks


A History of the Sierra Nevada in 15 Places

In visiting the places that shaped the region’s human history, the past comes to life.

Meet a Ranger

Originally from New Jersey, Sonja Schwartz moved to California and fell in love with the mountains.

Overtourism in Yosemite

Yosemite’s natural beauty has become a major problem: everyone wants to see it and that’s a huge issue.

Creatures in Crisis

Human-wildlife conflict, invasive species, pollution, and climate change all threaten the Sierra Nevada’s wild animals

A Changing Sierra

Climate change in the Sierra Nevada has led to catastrophic wildfires, drought, floods, storms and bark beetle infestations.
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A HISTORY OF THE SIERRA NEVADA IN
15 PLACES

Beholding the Sierra Nevada’s landscapes, and contemplating how they were chiseled over millennia, is essentially a form of time travel. A visit to the places that shaped the region’s human history, be it an eerie ghost town, a former internment camp or a historic hotel, will bring the region’s storied past to life. By Ashley Harrell


THE SIERRA NEVADA has a past both wide and deep. Glaciers, though receding, gnaw at granite shoulders as they have for millennia. Prehistoric forests loom within the parks and the volcanic forces that moved these mountains to life still rumble underfoot and in simmering hot springs.

Humans have left their mark as well. Trails show the routes taken by indigenous Californians – the Sierra Miwok, the Paiute and the Shoshone – who traded between the western foothills and the Eastern Sierra; grinding stones and ancient petroglyphs have endured.

In the mid-19th century, the Sierra Nevada became a driving force as the California gold rush drew thousands of prospectors to the region. Mining boom towns and the transcontinental railroad transformed the landscape and connected the east and west coasts.

As part of the Sierra’s recent history, rock climbers and mountaineers have achieved record-setting feats, and the region’s popularity as a tourist destination has soared. Take a step back in time to see who and what has come before, but keep in mind that the Sierra’s story is still unfolding.

1. Tulare County Museum

ORIGINAL INHABITANTS

Indigenous people were living in the Sierra Nevada for thousands of years before Spanish explorers arrived. The history and culture of dozens of tribes, including the Sierra Miwok, the Western Mono (or Monache), the Tubatulabal, the Yokut, the Shoshone and the Paiute, can be experienced in museums across the region including Tulare County Museum, which contains one of California’s largest collections of Native American baskets. In addition, various groups around the Sierra Nevada are preserving Indigenous languages, teaching cultural practices, gathering traditional plants and preparing customary dishes.

2. Indian Village of Ahwahnee

THE FIRST PEOPLE

This reconstruction of an 1870s Miwok village serves as a window into an ancient and traditional way of life, preserving Indigenous customs, traditions and knowledge unique to the Sierra Nevada. Honoring the Ahwahneechee (the original tribes of Miwok, Paiute and Mono people who lived in Yosemite Valley and called it Ahwahnee) hasn’t always been a priority; it was only in 1992 that the park service erected this village to offer a glimpse of the time before white settlers forcibly removed the Native people. Highlights include a ceremonial roundhouse, a chief’s house, an acorn granary and a sweathouse, and placards explaining how the region’s first residents made use of native plants.
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3. Mariposa Museum & History Center

RELICS REVISITED

Settled in 1849 after the unceremonious exile of the Southern Sierra Miwok people, Mariposa quickly became a supply center and hub during the California gold rush. The small but potent museum brings the town’s past to life with fairly fusty objects including old menus, train tickets, photos and the like, organized in small diorama-style rooms. Gems include actual gold miners’ letters and a new Miwok exhibit featuring expertly woven baskets, jewelry, arrowheads and more. Scattered around the museum grounds are several period buildings and a Yosemite Miwok bark house.

4. Mariposa Grove

HUGE OLD TREES

Natural history meets US history in this world-class grove of 500 giant sequoias. Some of the remarkable giants have been standing around these parts for upwards of 3000 years despite the numerous wildfires that have left some of the trees hollowed out and fire-scarred. So inspiring was their beauty that Abraham Lincoln signed the Yosemite Grant Act in 1864, setting land aside specifically for preservation and public use for the first time in American history. The effort to protect Mariposa Grove laid the foundation for the establishment of Yosemite National Park in 1890.

5. Yosemite Cemetery

FINAL RESTING PLACE

The quiet, little-visited graveyard first established in 1870 contains gravestones and wooden markers commemorating 45 Native Americans, white settlers and other notable figures who played a role in the exploration, development and preservation of the park. Reading their names and reflecting on their lives can help create a deeper connection with Yosemite’s early history and the mark that a variety of folks left on it. Gravestones include that of Galen Clark, the Yosemite Grant’s first guardian, and George Anderson, the first recorded man to reach the summit of El Capitan.

6. Bodie State Historic Park

GET GHOSTED

In its heyday during the late 1800s, the lawless establishment of Bodie was a gold-mining boomtown on the edge of the western frontier. After the gold ran out, the town quickly transformed into a ghost town, frozen in time. Today, its remaining buildings offer a hauntingly authentic experience of the Wild West. With more than 100 structures, including homes, saloons, and a church, Bodie facilitates time travel to the gold rush and offers a glimpse at the vibrant life that once thrived on this remote frontier.

7. Yosemite History Center

LIVING HISTORY MUSEUM

Back in the 1950s and ‘60s, some of the park’s oldest buildings were relocated to Wawona and repurposed for a living history museum. Today, the showcase of historic structures and artifacts transports visitors to the late-19th and early-20th centuries, while guides in period attire share stories of the intrepid settlers who carved out a life amidst the wilderness and helped shape park history. Everything here has deep historical significance, including a covered bridge that leads to log cabins and a blacksmith shop that have all been meticulously restored. A revamped Chinese Laundry Building gives credit to a previously overlooked group.

8. Sugar Pine Railroad

CHOO CHOO

For a quintessential Wild West experience you need only board one of Yosemite Mountain Sugar Pine Railroad’s open-air cars pulled by a vintage Shay steam engine. The 4-mile route chugs through Sierra National Forest as the conductor tells the tale of how this narrow-gauge railroad served as a vital transportation system for the booming logging industry from the late-19th century to the mid-20th century. In facilitating the extraction of valuable timber, particularly the coveted sugar pine, the railroad fueled economic growth and supplied construction lumber to communities across California.

8. Devils Postpile

TIMEWORN TERRAIN

Devils Postpile is one of the world’s most impressive displays of columnar basalt, and a veritable crash course in geology. Situated in the Eastern Sierra, the formation was designated a National Monument in 1911 by President William Howard Taft. Its towering columns formed when rivers of molten lava slowed, cooled and cracked with perplexing symmetry over thousands of years. The hexagonal columns resemble a giant’s postpile and stand as a remarkable testament to the Earth’s intricate natural processes. The formation is sacred to the Mono tribe, which gathers here for ceremonial and traditional purposes.

10. Hetch Hetchy

A WATER WAR

Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, in the park’s northwestern corner, was only filled with water after a 12-year political battle during the early 20th century. Despite the efforts of John Muir, who led the fight against it, the US Congress approved the 1913 Raker Act, allowing the city of San Francisco to construct O’Shaughnessy Dam in the Hetch Hetchy Valley, blocking the Tuolumne River and creating the reservoir. Today Hetch Hetchy (Miwok for ‘place of tall grass’) supplies water and hydroelectric power to much of the Bay Area, but some environmentalists still argue for draining the valley. Who knows? Stranger things have happened in California.

11. Ahwahnee Hotel

HISTORIC LUXURY

When presidents, royals and other world leaders visit Yosemite National Park, they tuck in for the night at the Ahwahnee Hotel. The elegant 1927 hotel is prized for its rustic-chic ’parkitecture’ and stunning interior, and even peons can wander beneath the soaring ceilings, relax in atmospheric lounges before mammoth stone fireplaces and peer through massive windows at Glacier Point, Half Dome and Yosemite Falls. Daytime guests can enjoy a meal in the baronial dining room or a casual drink in the piano bar, admiring the leaded glass, sculpted tiles, Native American decorations, German Gothic chandeliers and Turkish rugs.
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12. Ansel Adams Gallery

PICTURES OF THE PAST

Photographer Ansel Adams, who is world-renowned for his black-and-white landscape images of the American West, married Virginia Best in 1928. He later inherited her father’s gallery in Yosemite Valley and renamed it the Ansel Adams Gallery. His original photographic prints are still on display in the gallery’s newer home in Yosemite Village. In addition, free guided camera walks in summertime channel early workshops Adams held with fellow photographer Edward Weston, starting in 1940, which began a long tradition of photography education.

13. Manzanar National Historic Site

SOLEMN REMEMBRANCE

A shameful chapter in the nation’s history is memorialized at the remains of this Japanese internment camp. Along Hwy 395 just south of Independence, a stark wooden guard tower alerts drivers to the turn-off to the barren, windy sweep of land in Owens Valley where more than 10,000 people of Japanese ancestry were corralled during WWII. Little remains of the infamous war concentration camp, but the former high-school auditorium still stands, housing a superb interpretive center full of photographs, films, oral histories and interactive displays. A visit is decidedly sobering, in keeping with all of history’s most important lessons.

14. Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest

RESPECT YOUR ELDERS

In 1953, the explorations of Dr Edmund Schulman led him to this ancient pine forest, where he discovered the world’s first known 4000-year-old tree. Soon after, the oldest known living tree, 4700-year-old Methuselah, was also found here in the arid White Mountains. Few plants can survive in the harsh conditions above 10,000ft, but several persevere alongside the wizened bristlecones on the one-mile Discovery Trail within Schulman Grove. While Methuselah’s exact location remains secret for preservation, there are numerous venerable specimens to appreciate and photograph, while staying on designated trails to protect their delicate root systems.

15. Camp 4

THE CLIMBING CHRONICLES

The epicenter of American climbing culture lies at the heart of Yosemite Valley within this historic, ragtag campground. For more than 70 years, it has served as the starting point for groundbreaking ascents of El Capitan and has been a seedbed for innovations in climbing gear and techniques. It’s also a hub for the tight-knit climbing community and has played a pivotal role in shaping the trajectory of climbing history, leading to its recognition by the National Register of Historic Places in 2003 for its contribution to the sport. Feel free to stroll into camp and strike up a conversation; the climbers will be stoked on it.





MEET THE
RANGER

Originally from New Jersey, SONJA SCHWARTZ first moved to California when she was in college and fell in love with the mountains. Today she is a Wilderness Education Ranger in Yosemite National Park.


What made you want to become a ranger in Yosemite?

After a career in wildlife biology, tech and project management, I decided to come back to the place I love. To be able to help share that love with other people and encourage them to experience the tranquil beauty of the wilderness.

What’s a usual day like on the job?

About half the time, you can find me in the Wilderness Center in Yosemite Village. There we issue wilderness permits to visitors for their backpacking trips, educate them about Leave No Trace principles and help folks looking for information on our vast network of wilderness trails. The rest of the time, you can find me in the backcountry out on patrol. On patrol, I’m maintaining our wilderness resources by checking to see that hikers and backpackers are following our rules and regulations, checking on conditions and doing trail maintenance.

What are some of your favorite spots in the park and why?

I’m a sucker for a good lake or river hang. In the spring when the waterfalls are all still going, I love heading up the Panorama Trail to the Illilouette Basin and hanging by Illilouette Falls. In the summer, when it heats up at lower elevations, you can find me up at May Lake enjoying the views of Mount Hoffman or over on North Dome looking down on the Valley below. 

What are some things you wish more park visitors knew about Yosemite and going into the wilderness?

Yosemite National Park is not just Yosemite Valley! While the most visited sites are in the Valley, it comprises less than 5% of the park. There are many amazing areas out of Hetch Hetchy, Wawona and Tuolumne to explore, with their own share of amazing waterfalls, alpine lakes and big trees.

Got any good stories about wildlife encounters you’ve had in the park?

I once woke up when I was camping to find a ringtail curled up with me on my sleeping bag taking a nap. It was adorable, but I managed to convince it that it was probably best for both of us if it found its own bed.

What crucial item do backpackers seem to forget most often?

I always tell people to double-check for a water filter, a lighter/matches, a headlamp, sun protection, bug protection and an extra pair of socks.

What are a few important things visitors can do to help protect the park for future generations?

Stay on trail when possible and don’t make new social trails. Be sure to carry out all of your trash, including toilet paper. Follow established guidelines for fires and pooping in the wilderness. Let wild animals be wild and don’t feed or approach them at any time.

WHILE THE MOST VISITED SITES ARE IN THE VALLEY, IT COMPRISES LESS THAN 5% OF THE PARK.
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SONJA’S ADVICE FOR FIRST-TIME VISITORS

Take a look at a map and get yourself oriented before you come here; determine the best place to park if you’re arriving by car. Expect a range of conditions including, but not limited to, cold and snow in the winter, flooding in the spring, heat and crowds in the summer and wildfire smoke in the fall. Take the time to check the weather and road, trail and park conditions on the park website so you can better prepare for your visit. Lastly, be flexible about your plan. You might not be able to do everything on your list, but there are so many amazing and interesting spots to explore in Yosemite; if you’re open to the experience, you’ll be able to have a great time.







OVERTOURISM IN YOSEMITE

Yosemite’s natural beauty has become a major problem: everyone wants to see it. By Ashley Harrell


OVER THE LAST decade, Yosemite National Park has faced significant obstacles due to overtourism, particularly during summer weekends and holidays. The traffic is beyond belief, causing backups along highways, road closures and lines up to four hours long at park entrances. Once inside the park, visitors contend with packed trails, jammed restaurants and parking lots filled to capacity before 9am. Although the park service advises visitors to take shuttles, those too have struggled to accommodate the influx of tourists, and often require extended waiting periods in maddeningly long lines.

This situation is inconvenient for visitors, but also a challenge for park managers tasked with maintaining Yosemite’s natural beauty and resources. The root problem, of course, is that the park is too damn pretty and visitation has generally been on the rise. In 2010 the park saw a manageable 3.9 million visitors, but by 2016 that number had climbed to more than 5 million. In 2023 the park was drawing larger crowds than ever, and park officials were taking a serious look at implementing a permanent reservations system similar to the one during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Pandemic Disruption

When COVID-19 hit and the US went into lockdown, its national parks were virtually empty for the first time in as long as anyone could remember. As soon as Americans were allowed out of their homes, though, they were desperate to get outdoors, and they flooded the parks, Yosemite included. A rash of headlines asked, ’Are we loving our parks to death?’ but in truth, the parks weren’t equipped to handle the demand. This on top of concerns about COVID-19 outbreaks led Yosemite officials to implement a day-use reservations system to limit access. Not everyone was a fan. And now, with Yosemite’s skyrocketing demand necessitating a permanent solution to overcrowding, it’s important to understand the trade-offs of a reservation system.

Pros & Cons of a Reservation System

For visitors who planned trips in advance and booked reservations through recreation.gov as soon as they became available, the system worked well. Last-minute guests who could afford pricey lodgings or guided tours within the park were also fine with the system, as those bookings included a reservation. Other avenues for getting around the system included obtaining a wilderness or Half Dome permit (always a long shot) or riding a YARTS bus into the park, which could be costly for families and came with a risk of being exposed to COVID-19.

Over the summers of 2020, 2021 and 2022 (along with other periods of high demand when the system was revisited), the lucky people who managed to find their way into the park got to experience it alongside a relatively small number of visitors, and certainly, the park’s wildlife benefited from the reprieve.

However, the system was far from perfect. Some visitors arrived at the park without realizing they needed reservations, leading to disappointment and frustration. The system was especially confusing for non-English speakers, and cumbersome for those who preferred spontaneous trips, as it required advance planning and reservation coordination. For businesses just outside the park, such as the Yosemite Bug Rustic Mountain Resort, the reservations system resulted in significant revenue losses. After enduring the hardships of the pandemic, these businesses faced additional setbacks when guests canceled their reservations due to entry restrictions.

Viewpoints within the local community split, with some recognizing the benefits of the reservations system in managing crowds and others (particularly those with a financial stake) seeing the system as overly restrictive and unjust.

[image: jpg]

Deer in traffic, Yosemite National Park | Bill Morson/Shutterstock ©

Responsible Travel

Reservation system or no, visitors can play an active role in reducing crowding and improving their own experiences. First and foremost, consider arriving during less busy times such as weekdays or early in the morning. This can help save your sanity, and if lots of people follow this advice, it’ll help reduce congestion during peak periods.

Arriving before 8am is a safe bet, and will give you a much better chance to find parking and enjoy the place before the crowds descend. Another recommendation is to ride a YARTS bus system into the park. This helps alleviate traffic congestion and reduces the demand for parking spaces. If that sounds like too much of a hassle, at least consider driving in early and parking in a single spot for the entire day. You can then travel the park on foot, by bicycle or on free shuttles provided within the park (but be aware these shuttles can become quite crowded).

Whether or not officials implement another reservation system, you can proactively contribute to reducing the impact of crowds by practicing responsible tourism. Be sure to follow the park’s guidelines and regulations, which include staying on designated trails, respecting wildlife and vegetation, and properly disposing of waste.

Additionally, visiting lesser-explored corners of the park helps to distribute crowds. While popular attractions like Tunnel View and Bridalveil Fall are undoubtedly captivating, exploring less popular regions such as Hetch Hetchy and Wawona can be a more tranquil and rewarding experience. The park offers numerous scenic spots and hiking trails that are equally breathtaking but often overlooked by the majority of visitors.

Lastly, having some patience and understanding can go a long way. Yosemite National Park is a popular destination, and officials must sometimes set limits for the sake of both visitors and park resources.





CREATURES
IN CRISIS

Human-wildlife conflict, invasive species, pollution, habitat fragmentation and climate change all threaten the Sierra Nevada’s wild animals. By Ashley Harrell.


THE STRUGGLE FOR survival is real for the wild creatures of the Sierra Nevada. Human threats to wildlife have been significant since the gold rush, when people began developing and polluting their habitats and introducing invasive species. Today, those same threats coupled with the effects of human-caused climate change are pushing some species to the brink of extinction.

Even some of Yosemite’s iconic spokes creatures are now in peril. Here are their stories, along with some information about how scientists, conservationists and even park visitors are helping.

American Black Bears

The most famous animal in Yosemite National Park is the bear, and specifically the American black bear. (While grizzlies once roamed the state and one even appears on the California flag, the last one in the state was killed in 1920.) Black bears come in a variety of shades and colors and weigh in at around 200lb, and while they can be formidable fighters, they generally shy away from human contact. Some 300 to 500 black bears inhabit Yosemite, and you’re likely to encounter them poking under logs, crossing rivers and gorging on meadow plants, berries, acorns and insects. Note that cheeseburgers and pizza are not on that list. There’s a long history in Yosemite of humans feeding bears, both intentionally and not, with dire consequences. In the park’s early days, little was done to keep bears from becoming conditioned to human food, and in fact, several areas in the park held bear feedings for the entertainment of visitors. To this day, bears will go to mind-boggling lengths to obtain human food, breaking car windows, bending car frames and even clawing through backseats. Once a bear learns to equate humans and their vehicles with food, it must be relocated or killed. The best thing you can do for bears when visiting the Sierra Nevada is to lock your food, garbage and other scented items away in bear-proof containers. Keep a watchful eye on the road and drive at the speed limit. You’ll notice ‘red bear’ signs scattered throughout the park, indicating that a bear has been hit by a vehicle in that very spot.

Sierra Nevada Bighorn Sheep

This rarely seen, high-elevation dweller has battled the elements, predators and disease for centuries, and though it is endangered, it remains in the Sierra Nevada today thanks to the concerted efforts of many organizations and government agencies. Bighorn sheep are rare to spot, but your best chance is during summer as they scale granite slopes and peaks above 10,000ft in the Eastern Sierra to graze on alpine plants and escape predators.

Although Sierra Nevada bighorn sheep once numbered in the thousands, the introduction of domestic sheep in the second half of the 19th century spread pneumonia in their herds, and by the 1970s barely 100 bighorn sheep remained. Thanks to interagency conservation efforts, which have included habitat restoration endeavours, translocation programs, monitoring initiatives and predator management, that number has rebounded to nearly 500.

These sheep are hardly out of the woods, so to speak. The winter of 2022–23 hammered the bighorn sheep with storm after storm, burying their food and forcing them to rely on their fat reserves (which they can only do for about 80 days). As much as half of the population is thought to have perished from starvation, avalanches and predation during this difficult winter, which means organizations like the Sierra Nevada Bighorn Sheep Foundation (sierrabighorn.org) again have their work cut out for them.
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American black bear | Anna Morgan/Shutterstock ©

Pika

The adorable pika, a small rodent-like mammal inhabiting the high-elevation regions of the Sierra Nevada, faces an uncertain future due to the impacts of climate change. Known for their distinctive squeaks, disproportionately large ears and round bodies, pikas are highly adapted to cold alpine environments.

As temperatures rise, however, the suitable habitat for pikas shrinks, forcing them to move to higher elevations in search of cooler conditions. Eventually, they may reach a point where there is no higher ground to escape to, leaving them trapped in an inhospitable environment. In addition, the shifting temperatures may throw off their timing on gathering food for the winter, and allow for the encroachment of lower-elevation species, such as marmots or squirrels, which bring competition for resources and predation risks for the pika.

[image: jpg]

Pika | Michael Lingberg/Shutterstock ©

California Golden Trout

Arguably the world’s most beautiful trout for its bright red-orange and yellow colors and spectacular dot and stripe patterns, the California golden trout is also the state freshwater fish. It is native to two stream systems on the eastern side of the Kern River, near Sequoia National Park, but has been stocked in watersheds around the Sierra Nevada.

The trout was listed in California as a ’species of concern,’ after being harmed by intensive grazing activities and the introduction of non-native trout competitors such as brook trout, lake trout, brown trout and kokanee salmon. Introduced fish have had a devastating impact on aquatic ecosystems, where fragile nutrient cycles and invertebrate populations have changed dramatically as a result.

The inter-agency effort to create safe havens for golden trout began in the 1960s, with barriers and chemicals used to eliminate non-native fish in the South Fork Kern River. In 2004, the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) finalized a Conservation Assessment and Strategy to protect and restore golden trout populations, expand their distribution, improve their habitat and increase education. Nearby grazing allotments were reduced and cows were fenced away from streams, and today CDFW assesses golden trout populations, collects trout tissues for genetic analysis, and installs and monitors barriers.

THE TROUT WAS LISTED IN CALIFORNIA AS A ’SPECIES OF CONCERN,’ AFTER BEING HARMED BY INTENSIVE GRAZING ACTIVITIES AND THE INTRODUCTION OF NON-NATIVE TROUT COMPETITORS

[image: jpg]

California golden trout | RICK SAEZ/GETTY IMAGES ©

Great Gray Owl

While almost a dozen species of owl live in the Yosemite region, none of them evoke the mystery of the nocturnal realm quite like that rare phantom, the great gray owl. Easily the most famous and sought-after bird in Yosemite, this distinctive owl stands 2ft tall and has a wingspan of 5ft. Around 200 to 300 live in California, with 65% of those residing in the park.

Significant threats to the owl include the loss and fragmentation of its habitat, along with logging, urbanization and agriculture. The encroachment upon the owl’s breeding grounds has led to the destruction of vital nesting sites and reduced prey availability. Meanwhile, rising temperatures are altering their forest habitat and impacting prey species’ abundance and distribution, making it harder to find food.

The owl’s breeding and migration have been disrupted by shifts in weather patterns, putting a damper on their already-low reproductive rate. And increasingly, wildfires are destroying their nests and prey. In 2013, the Rim Fire burned through 10 of the 18 meadows in Yosemite where the owls could nest. In 2022, researchers started using GPS tracking devices to follow the movements of Yosemite’s great gray owls to determine habitat preferences and nest tree locations. The idea is to identify and safeguard the owl’s foraging habitat, while making roadsides less attractive to them.

Monarch Butterfly

Known for its distinctive orange and black wings, the monarch butterfly has in recent years experienced a significant decline, prompting conservation efforts across various regions including Yosemite.

The park offers crucial habitat for monarch butterflies during their migration and breeding cycles thanks to its milkweed fields, which provide a vital food source and breeding ground for monarch caterpillars.

However, factors such as habitat loss, climate change, pesticide use and the reduction of milkweed plants have contributed to a decline in monarch populations. To address these challenges, the park has partnered with scientists, universities and nonprofit organizations to gather knowledge, share resources and implement best practices for butterfly conservation.

There are ongoing programs to preserve existing milkweed patches and restore degraded areas by planting native milkweed species, as well as monitoring programs to track and document the butterfly’s populations within the park. This information guides conservation strategies, while education and outreach also play a role in the conservation efforts.





A CHANGING
SIERRA

Over the last decade, human-caused climate change in the Sierra Nevada has led to catastrophic wildfires, drought, floods, severe storms and bark beetle infestations. By Ashley Harrell


A DRIVE THROUGH the Sierra Nevada’s national parks is not what it once was. Sizeable stretches of the landscape are defined by dead and dying trees that have succumbed to wildfire, drought and bark beetle infestation. It’s hard to look at, frankly. But at the same time, when taking into consideration what the future of the planet looks like if we don’t curb climate change, what could be a more important thing to see?

Visiting the nation’s parks is about enjoying yourself outdoors, of course, but you can make your trip an educational one as well. Understanding what’s in front of you matters, be it a fire-charred giant sequoia, a pine forest annihilated by bark beetles or a wildfire burn scar stretching over hundreds or even thousands of miles. Before venturing into the wilderness, here’s a primer on how climate change has been impacting the Sierra Nevada’s parks and what you can do to help.

Shifting Weather Patterns

The western part of the Sierra Nevada has a Mediterranean climate with cool, wet winters and warm, dry summers. This area receives more precipitation due to moisture and warm air coming off the Pacific Ocean. In contrast, the eastern part of the region lies in a rain shadow and receives less precipitation. Temperatures are cooler in the southern part of the Sierra Nevada, and more precipitation falls as snow due to higher elevations.

Like the rest of California, the Sierra Nevada has historically seen high variability in annual precipitation. However, human-caused climate change is leading to perceptible shifts in the region’s climate. Temperatures have been increasing, resulting in more precipitation falling as rain instead of snow. This has led to reduced snowpack in many areas and earlier snowmelt. Warmer temperatures have also been linked to increased wildfire activity.

Rising Temperatures

Recent reports out of the University of California, Berkeley, have found that human-caused climate change has increased the annual temperature in Yosemite National Park by about 2°F since 1895. That’s higher than the global rate, and unfortunately, the park’s ecosystems are especially vulnerable to such shifts. Namely, warmer temperatures can reduce snowpack and increase the length of summer droughts, posing a threat to high-elevation mountain streams and their aquatic biodiversity.

Rising temperatures coupled with drought have led to the weakening of millions of Yosemite’s trees, leaving them vulnerable to invading bark beetles. A dry, dying tree is also a highly flammable tree. Throw in woody debris left over from a century of fire suppression and Yosemite starts to look like a tinderbox.
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Burnt sequoia trees, Sequoia National Park | Lukas Urbaitis/Shutterstock ©

Worsening Wildfires

Fires in the Sierra Nevada are igniting more often and burning hotter than ever before. Climate change is part of that, but there are other factors, too: fuel loads in forests are sky-high thanks to a century of fire suppression, while the drought and a bark beetle epidemic are weakening the trees and high winds are carrying embers into bone-dry vegetation.

Before all this happened, fires swept through the Sierra’s forests regularly. But they didn’t usually burn hot enough to do long-term damage, and certainly, the giant sequoias (which are incredibly resilient trees) were able to withstand them. Sequoias just don’t die very often, but in the last several years hotter fires started to change that.

The Castle Fire

The Castle Fire started in August 2020 in Sequoia National Forest and grew to become one of the most devastating wildfires for giant sequoias in history. It burned through 174,000 acres, including areas within the Alder Creek Grove, home to the world’s fifth-largest giant sequoia, Stagg Tree. Despite efforts to protect the ancient giants, the fire caused significant damage to the grove, scorching the lower trunks of many trees and threatening their long-term survival. When the smoke cleared, an estimated 7500 to 10,600 large giant sequoias were dead, demonstrating for the first time the vulnerability of these ancient trees to increasingly severe wildfires fueled by climate change.

KNP Complex and Windy Fires

In September 2021, a lightning storm ignited two fires: the KNP Complex Fire in Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks, and the Windy Fire in Sequoia National Forest to the south. The KNP Complex Fire quickly became a grave threat to giant sequoias, burning through more than 88,000 acres, including the vicinity of the famous General Sherman Tree, the world’s largest tree by volume. The Windy Fire took out an additional 1250 acres, and the two fires together destroyed an estimated 3000 giant sequoias. In 2020 and 2021, lightning-sparked wildfires killed nearly a fifth of the giant sequoias on Earth, underscoring the urgent need for proactive measures to safeguard the trees and their habitat.

The Washburn Fire

The human-caused Washburn Fire began in Yosemite National Park in July 2022 and burned into the park’s iconic Mariposa Grove. Due to the historical significance of the grove, the fire gained national attention as it destroyed the air quality in the Sierra National Forest and prompted the evacuation of nearby communities. When it was fully contained and extinguished on August 1, a total area of 4886 acres had burned, but the grove’s giant sequoias had come through unscathed. The reason, say fire ecologists, is that the grove has been receiving fuel reduction treatments for some 50 years, so the fire simply couldn’t burn as fast or hot.

These days, park officials across the Sierra Nevada are scrambling to do prescribed, or deliberate, burns when possible, and allowing fires to burn naturally if they don’t threaten lives or infrastructure. The idea is to thin the forests to prevent catastrophic fires, but some environmentalists take issue with the practice, and in some cases they’ve been able to stall efforts with lawsuits.
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Bark beetle holes on a tree | ALESSANDRARC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

When Snow Turns to Rain

The Sierra Nevada has experienced extraordinary conditions over the last several years. From 2018 to 2022, an extended drought stressed natural resources and altered the rhythm of the seasons in an unprecedented way. Then in the winter of 2022–23, snow buried the mountains to a degree not seen in decades, providing momentary respite from cascading environmental dangers from lack of precipitation.

Still, evidence shows a general shift in precipitation from snowfall to rainfall, particularly at lower elevations. This has profound implications for the region’s hydrological cycle, as the snowpack acts as a natural reservoir, gradually releasing water during the warmer months. With less snow accumulation and earlier snowmelt, water availability during the dry season is reduced, posing challenges for ecosystems that depend on a steady flow.

Changing Ecosystems

The ecological composition of the Sierra Nevada is undergoing significant transformation due to climate change. As temperatures rise and precipitation patterns shift, plant and animal communities must adapt or perish. Species that are accustomed to specific temperature ranges and habitats may need to migrate to more suitable areas. Alpine ecosystems (where pikas make their homes) are particularly vulnerable as higher elevations warm at a faster rate. These changes in ecosystems can have cascading effects on food webs, species interactions and ecological processes, altering the overall functioning and resilience of the Sierra Nevada’s natural systems.

EVIDENCE SHOWS A GENERAL SHIFT IN PRECIPITATION FROM SNOWFALL TO RAINFALL, PARTICULARLY AT LOWER ELEVATIONS.
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Flooded Merced River | Bret J. Unger/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

What to Do

Curbing climate change in the Sierra Nevada and beyond requires concerted efforts from humans to mitigate their impacts. Here are some actions individuals and communities can take to make a difference.

First, we must reduce our carbon emissions, advocating for the expansion of renewable energy sources to reduce dependence on fossil fuels, and supporting policymakers to prioritize clean energy initiatives. One small thing you can do in the Sierra Nevada to minimize your use of fossil fuels is to opt for cleaner transportation methods, such as carpooling, biking, or using public transport. In addition, it helps to embrace energy-efficient practices in homes and businesses, such as improving insulation.

Protecting our wild spaces, and particularly our forests, is also a big one. One way to get involved is to support local reforestation initiatives and participate in community tree-planting programs. While you’re at it, might as well aim to reduce your water usage wherever possible and practice responsible outdoor recreation, following the Leave No Trace principles to minimize your impact on the environment. Respect wildlife, stay on designated trails and properly dispose of waste to preserve the region’s delicate ecosystems.

Finally, talk to others about these issues. Engage in discussions, organize community events and support educational programs. Who knows, you might inspire some collective action.
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‘A jaunt through Yosemite Valley is a ticker-tape parade of granite skyscrapers, with Half Dome taking a deep bow.’
– ASHLEY HARRELL
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‘The biggest rattlesnake I’ve ever seen was draped across the trail when I went to Marble Falls. I watched my step after that!’
– ANITA ISALSKA
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visitors also show up for the soaring granite peaks and

serene backcountry, but they all descend on the Giant

Forest to pay their respects to General Sherman, the

world's largest living tree.

Eastern Sierra
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understand
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