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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Some things may have changed during this crisis and the recovery that followed. Be sure to confirm specific details when making your travel plans.
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tourists standing inside a giant sequoia
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Grizzly Falls
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Congress Trail.





Your experiences in Sequoia and Kings Canyon can be like the features of the parks themselves: the biggest, highest, and deepest.


Sequoia National Park houses the two largest living trees in the world: General Sherman and General Grant. The tallest peak in the contiguous United States is Mount Whitney, soaring above the Sierra Nevada at 14,505 feet high. Driving the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway drops you into one of the deepest canyons in the United States, even deeper than the Grand Canyon. From the top of the Sierra Nevada down to the Kings River, countless waterfalls hurtle off cliffsides. Towering above the giant trees are granite spires and marble walls, carved by glaciers into nature’s immense sculptures.


Most of the parks’ two million annual visitors come for the giant sequoias. Of all the denizens of earth, sequoias are among the oldest, rarest, and largest. The sheer magnitude of these giants defies description and confounds cameras. These remnants of an ancient time once covered the northern hemisphere. Most of the groves remaining in the world persist in a narrow band in Sequoia and Kings Canyon. You can’t help but be awestruck when you’re standing at the base of General Sherman Tree, the largest living thing on earth.
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taking a rest on General Grant Trail
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Wuksachi Lodge in winter
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stream fed by Sierra snowmelt





The natural world awaits around every bend of river, road, and trail. Wildflowers paint hillsides along the Kings and Kaweah Rivers in spring. Squirrels chatter and jays shriek. Bears shuffle along the same trails as we do.


Human history is preserved here, too: Among the oaks are grinding stones, where Native Americans once processed acorns to feed their families. Underneath it all lies a system of 200 caves, many of which remain untouched by humans.


These are your parks. Get out there and explore! Gawk up at thousands of giant sequoias. Find unparalleled solitude in the open expanses of windswept granite in the backcountry. Walk along narrow wooded trails, glimmering gold meadows, or snowy paths. Peer up at ink-dark skies and try to count all the stars. Sequoia and Kings Canyon contain enough adventure for a lifetime.
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staircase up to Moro Rock
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General Sherman Tree.
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Indian paintbrush flower









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 See Giant Trees: Behold the two largest living trees on earth: the General Sherman Tree and the General Grant Tree.
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2 Venture Underground: Explore the otherwordly rock formations inside Crystal Cave.
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3 Go Stargazing: The ink-black skies of Sequoia and Kings Canyon are framed by granite peaks. Stare in awe and try to spot a shooting star or the Milky Way.
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4 Take a Hike: Take a short stroll to a waterfall or spend the whole day on the trail.
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5 Feel the Spray of a Waterfall: Hear the boom of Roaring River Falls (pictured) or hike all day to Mist Falls.
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6 Go Snowshoeing: In the winter, the parks are quiet, covered in a blanket of snow. See for yourself how different the landscape looks by strapping on a pair of snowshoes.
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7 Go Backpacking: To immerse yourself in the wilderness of these magnificent parks, pack up your gear and hit the backcountry trails. There’s nothing quite like the solitude here.
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8 Drive Kings Canyon Scenic Byway: Explore one of North America’s deepest canyons from the comfort of your car on this gorgeous winding road.
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9 Wander Through Wildflowers: You’ll find gorgeous displays in meadows, along river banks, and in countless other spots throughout the parks.
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10 Take in the Views at Moro Rock: It’s a steep climb up 400 stairs to reach the top of this granite dome, but it’s worth it for the expansive views, stretching from the valley floor to the mountain peaks.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Foothills


The foothills of the Sierra Nevada are often overlooked as visitors race to the sequoias. But this area, rich in Native American heritage and filled with oak trees, deserves your time and exploration, too. Pleasant hiking, bird-watching, fishing, and hotel and dining options create an ideal year-round escape. Spring is an especially wonderful time to visit this area, with countless waterfalls and colorful wildflowers.


Giant Forest and Lodgepole


Giant Forest and Lodgepole are the most popular parts of the park, and it’s easy to see why. Not only does the largest living being on earth, the General Sherman Tree, preside over the thousands of surrounding sequoias, but there are over 50 miles (81 km) of trails for hiking and exploring.
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base of the General Sherman Tree





Lodgepole grants quick access to high country lakes and unforgettable backpacking trips. Staying at Wuksachi Lodge is a treat, but you can also sleep under the stars at one of the popular campgrounds.


Grant Grove


Bustling Grant Grove offers all the amenities you need for a comfortable trip, including cabins, a lodge, a restaurant, and an excellent visitors center. It’s also home to the world’s second largest tree, the General Grant Tree, and a network of hiking trails. Grant Grove has something for everyone: scenic vistas for photographers, the activity-filled Hume Lake for families, and Redwood Mountain Grove, for those looking to lose themselves in nature.


[image: image]


Kings Canyon and Cedar Grove


Kings Canyon, one of the deepest canyons in the country, is an ideal backpacking destination, containing hundreds of miles of wilderness. Granite basins are dotted with idyllic lakes and waterfalls, accessible via day hikes as well as multiday treks. If it gets too hot in the summer, you can duck underground and explore Boyden Cavern. This is also a great area for camping.


Mineral King


In this remote area, the least visited of either park, you’ll encounter peaceful lakes, brightly colored metamorphic rock formations, and a bounty of wildflower-lined waterfalls. Camp at one of two campgrounds, either by a stream or under sequoias, or stay at a rustic resort. This is an excellent place for backpacking, fishing, and bird-watching.



Before You Go



When to Go


Sequoia and Kings Canyon are open every day of the year, though some areas close in the winter.


HIGH SEASON (MAY-AUG.)


Summer, from May to August, is the high season for both parks. Plan ahead for lodging reservations and tours of Crystal Cave, especially on weekends. Lines to get into the park can be long, so arrive early. The shuttles that traverse Giant Forest and Lodgepole will be packed, so don’t wait for the last bus of the day. To escape the crowds, visit less trafficked parts of the parks, like Cedar Grove or Mineral King.


MID-SEASON (MAR.-APR. AND SEPT.-NOV.)


The shoulder seasons are when you can get great deals on hotels, first pick of backcountry campsites, and enjoy temperate weather. Fall, from September to November, is gorgeous in Cedar Grove, Grant Grove, Lodgepole, and Mineral King, when the leaves of riparian trees and the grasses brighten to gold. The streams of the Foothills run low, but you’ll enjoy cool weather for strenuous hiking.


Springtime, from March to April, is a delight in Grant Grove, Lodgepole, and the Foothills, when snowmelt trickles into waterfalls, hiking trails start to thaw, and the blooms of redbud trees blaze along the river. Spring is peak wildflower season in the Foothills.
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wildflowers in the Foothills region





LOW SEASON (DEC.-FEB.)


Lodgepole and Grant Grove are at perhaps their most photogenic in winter, which spans from December to February, with white snow contrasting against the red bark and green needles of the giant sequoias. Cozy up at the hearth of a park lodge, or join a ranger on a snowshoe walk.


The Foothills don’t see snow in winter, so you’ll have your pick of trails, many of which offer total solitude. Cedar Grove and Mineral King are closed in winter.




Sequoia and Kings Canyon In-Park Lodging
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If You’re Looking for…


• Backpacking: For a unique experience, sleep under the sequoias of Redwood Mountain Grove.


• Bird-watching: Along Marble Falls Trail in the Foothills region, watch for colorful passerines and listen for the lovely songs of thrushes and wrens.


• Fishing: Ply the emerald waters of the Kings River in Cedar Grove for trout.


• Hiking: A trip to Kings Canyon in the summer can be sweaty, but the cool spray of Mist Falls is worth the effort.


• Horseback riding: The Cedar Grove Pack Station will take you on a trip that lasts a few hours—or a couple of days.


• Geologic wonders: Take a tour of Crystal Cave, and don’t miss the mesmerizing folds of marble, visible just off the road in Kings Canyon.
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rock climber above Kings Canyon





• Rock climbing: In Kings Canyon, you can climb some big walls—or watch others scamper up the granite.


• Scenic drives: Spanning from Grant Grove to Giant Forest, the Generals Highway provides vistas and links the General Sherman and General Grant Trees before it takes a thrilling drop down to the Foothills.


• Solitude: Pack up your bear canister and head into the backcountry of Cedar Grove or Lodgepole. Nearly any trail will do, but Cedar Grove’s Granite Lake offers a special peace after a tough climb.


• Swimming: In Three Rivers, check out the Slick Rock Recreation Area.


• Views: Visit Big Baldy or any of the granite domes at sunset.


• Winter recreation: Snowshoe among the sequoias along the North Grove Loop in Grant Grove. For a bigger adventure, ski to the Pear Lake Winter Hut and spend the night in the backcountry.






Before You Go



Visit the official website for Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks (www.nps.gov/seki). There’s even an official (and free!) smartphone app offered by the National Park Service. The site and app give you access to the park map and newsletter, among many other resources and tools. For more ideas, check out the website for the Sequoia Parks Conservancy (www.sequoiaparksconvervancy.org [URL inactive]) and follow the nonprofit group on social media.


Park Fees and Passes


To cruise through the park entrance stations without waiting in a long line, buy your entrance pass online in advance. Passes last for up to seven days and cost $35 per vehicle, $30 for motorcyclists, and $20 for pedestrians and bicyclists. Other options include:


• an annual pass to Sequoia and Kings Canyon, which costs $70 and covers all passengers in your car


• the America the Beautiful pass, which costs $80 for a year and covers all passengers in your car


• a senior pass ($20 for a year or $80 lifetime), if you’re a U.S. citizen or permanent resident and 62 or older


• the Access Pass (free), which is available to U.S. citizens and permanent residents with disabilities


• the Every Kid Outdoors Annual 4th Grade Pass (free), which is available to children in fourth grade (and their families) and lasts the length of the school year


Entrance Stations


The southern entrance to the parks is the Ash Mountain Entrance Station (Hwy. 198, open year-round), near the town of Three Rivers. It provides easy access to the Foothills, Giant Forest, and Lodgepole.




Escape the Crowds


Sequoia and Kings Canyon have a few areas that get very crowded. Solitude is available in abundance here, though, especially if you’re willing to explore during dawn and dusk or visit in fall, winter, or spring. If your trip is scheduled for a summer holiday weekend, here are some options to decrease time with crowds and increase time with nature:




[image: image]


hiker in the backcountry





• Instead of crowded Moro Rock, climb another granite dome like Little Baldy.


• For a quiet sequoia grove, visit Muir Grove rather than General Sherman or General Grant.


• Fish in the high country by hiking out to one of Mineral King’s many lakes, like Eagle Lake or the Franklin Lakes. At Cedar Grove’s lower elevations, try your luck in the Kings River.


• Rather than hiking a long way to popular Mist Falls, take the shorter and less crowded stroll to Sheep Creek Cascade.


• Though Crystal Cave is well known, the group size for the Discovery Tour is kept small. Or choose another cave entirely: Boyden Cavern doesn’t require advance reservations.


• For a quiet dinner in crowded Lodgepole, avoid the restaurant at Wuksachi Lodge. Instead, buy some picnic supplies at Lodgepole Market and have a sunset dinner at Wolverton Picnic Area. (Bring a flashlight for the walk back!)


• To explore a remote part of the park, visit Mineral King. Few people venture to this area, so you may just have the trail to yourself.


• To get up close with Kings Canyon itself, make stops along the curvy, winding highway into Cedar Grove to Road’s End. Far fewer people take this scenic drive than the one along the Generals Highway.





Also near Three Rivers is the Lookout Point Entrance Station (Mineral King Rd. and Hwy. 198, late May-mid-Oct.), which provides access to Mineral King.


For access to Grant Grove, Cedar Grove, and Kings Canyon, head to the Big Stump Entrance Station (Hwy. 180, open year-round), the northern entrance to the parks.
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Big Stump Entrance Station





Reservations


If you’re visiting in summer, you’ll want to reserve most activities in advance, especially tours of Crystal Cave and horseback riding excursions. Ranger activities are free and do not require reservations.


Reserve a campsite on www.recreation.gov. For the park-based lodges and cabins, you can make reservations on www.visitsequoia.com. If you plan on taking the shuttle into the park from Visalia, reserve your seat in advance at www.sequoiashuttle.com.



In the Park



Visitors Centers


The parks’ four major visitors centers house educational exhibits and bookstores with souvenirs. They also host ranger programs and are where you can obtain a wilderness permit.


• Giant Forest Museum (Generals Hwy., 16 mi/26 km north of the Ash Mountain entrance, 559/565-4480, 9am-6pm daily mid-May-mid-Nov., 9am-4:30pm daily mid-Nov.-mid-May) is in the heart of Sequoia’s big trees. There’s a shuttle stop and a large parking lot, a picnic area, access to hiking trails, and enough information about giant sequoias to make you an expert.
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Giant Forest Museum





• Lodgepole Visitor Center (63100 Lodgepole Rd., 559/565-4436, 7am-5pm daily May-Nov.) hosts a wilderness permit desk, a bookstore, and ranger programs in a centralized location near the Marble Fork of the Kaweah River. Nearby are a restaurant and shuttle stop.


• Kings Canyon Visitor Center (Hwy. 180, 559/565-3341, ext. 0, 8am-5pm daily late May-early Sept., 9am-4pm daily late Sept.-Dec. and early Mar.-May, 10am-3pm daily Jan.-early Mar.) is the most detailed in the park. Located in Grant Grove Village, the center has interesting displays and staffs enthusiastic rangers.


• Foothills Visitor Center (Generals Hwy., 559/565-4212, 8am-4:30pm daily Apr.-Nov., 9am-4pm daily Dec.-Mar.) features displays about the area’s flora and fauna, as well as its human history. It’s small, but it packs in a lot, including a self-registration desk for off-season backcountry trips, a bookstore, and lots of handouts about the parks.


The parks have three other informational facilities, though these are more rudimentary than the main visitors centers. In Cedar Grove, the one-room Cedar Grove Visitor Center (Hwy. 180, 559/565-3793, 9am-5pm daily May-Sept.) offers historical photographs and information. The Road’s End Permit Station (Hwy. 180, 559/565-3341, 7am-3pm daily May-Sept.) in Kings Canyon functions as a wilderness station where you can rent bear canisters. In Mineral King, the one-room Mineral King Ranger Station (mile 24/km 39, Mineral King Rd., 559/565-3768, 8am-3:45pm daily late May-mid-Oct.) doubles as the wilderness permit office and bookstore.


Where to Stay


If you’re looking for a place to stay in Sequoia and Kings Canyon at the last minute, here are some tips:


• Check www.recreation.gov for campsite cancellations. Sometimes you can snag a last-minute reservation at Lodgepole or Dorst Creek Campgrounds.


• Call the park (559/565-3341) to see if all campgrounds are full.


• Pick an area where you’ll have a better chance of success, and try your luck at first-come, first-served campgrounds. You’ll find the most options at Azalea and Crystal Springs Campgrounds in Grant Grove. In Cedar Grove, try Sheep Creek or Moraine Campgrounds. If you’re set on camping in Lodgepole, try for a spot in Stony Creek or Upper Stony Creek, both of which are in nearby Sequoia National Forest.


Getting Around


A personal vehicle is recommended to optimize your ability to move around and between the parks. There is a free park shuttle, but it’s limited to just the Giant Forest and Lodgepole areas of Sequoia National Park. There’s also a long-distance shuttle that transports riders to Giant Forest from Visalia; it costs $20. Both shuttles run only on holidays and in the summer.



Best of Sequoia and Kings Canyon



Over a long weekend in Sequoia and Kings Canyon, you can see the highlights and get some solitude. Whether you want to camp or stay in a hotel, be sure to make reservations in advance.


Day 1


Pack a picnic lunch for today, so that you can stop to eat whenever hunger—or the scenery—calls. Enter Sequoia National Park via Ash Mountain Entrance Station. Just past the entrance station is the Indian Head sign, carved in the 1930s, which marks the entrance to Sequoia. Pop into the Foothills Visitor Center to get your passport stamped and to get oriented.


Continue up the Generals Highway until you reach Hospital Rock. At this large rock outcropping, you can see pictographs left by the Patwisha people who once lived here. It’s about an hour’s drive to the next stop: the General Sherman Tree, a giant sequoia that’s also the world’s largest living tree. Explore more of the surrounding Giant Forest by hiking the Congress Trail.


Backtrack along the highway a bit to the Giant Forest Museum. Park your car here and explore the museum, learning all about giant sequoias. Take the shuttle to Moro Rock, then climb 400 stairs to get a stunning view of the park, overlooking the forest canopy.
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the view from Moro Rock





Head back up the Generals Highway to Wuksachi Lodge, where you’ll retire for the night. Make reservations in advance for dinner at the lodge’s restaurant, The Peaks. Sip an aperitif on the deck and enjoy the sunset views. If you’d rather sleep under the stars, you’ll need to make reservations in advance for a spot at the Dorst Creek or Lodgepole Campgrounds.




Go Stargazing


Every section of Sequoia and Kings Canyon boasts beautiful, inky black skies. Light pollution is minimal here and the Milky Way is perfectly framed by granite peaks. For three days every August, the Dark Sky Festival (www.sequoiaparksconservancy.org) celebrates the parks’ starry skies with more than 50 programs.
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the night sky in in Sequoia National Park





EVENTS AND PROGRAMS


Though the best part of the festival is sharing what you see in the sky with the people around you, there are other fun activities, too. The festival puts on daytime and evening talks on topics like the solar system, star formation, telescopes, and bats. Astronauts and astrophysicists are often featured speakers. Attend a concert or take free photography workshops where you can learn how to shoot the stars from expert photographers.


During the festival, there are several special ranger programs, including stargazing, of course, but activities can also include nighttime hikes under the sequoias and looking for bats with an infrared camera.


Most of the programs take place in the Foothills and Giant Forest—specifically Potwisha Campground and the Foothills Visitor Center. Most activities are free; some cost $20.


PLANNING TIPS


The exact dates of the festival vary and are set around the phase of the moon. The festival is very popular, so reserve your hotel room in spring. Sometimes it’s possible to nab a campsite during the festival by volunteering to work the busy event.


If you have a telescope or binoculars, bring them. If you don’t have either, it’s likely that one of your fellow stargazers will let you take a look. Park rangers are often stationed with telescopes, too, and they can help identify what you’re seeing.


OTHER WAYS TO STARGAZE


If you’re not able to visit during the festival, you can still enjoy the parks’ dark skies on your own. In mid-August, you can stare in amazement at the Perseid Meteor Shower, when around 80 shooting stars per hour streak across the night sky. The best times to go are during crescent and gibbous moon phases.


Of all the parks’ regions, Mineral King is the perfect place for stargazing, with the best skyscape and least light pollution. By backpacking to one of your favorite lakes, you can get excellent views of the Milky Way, constellations, and planets. Typically the air is clearer in early summer than late because of agricultural harvests and vehicle exhaust in the Central Valley below.


Pack a star chart, to help you orient yourself, and a telescope or binoculars for truly stunning sky views in this High Sierra wilderness. No matter where you are in the parks, be sure to go outside at night and look up!






Day 2



You’ve got a couple hours of driving ahead of you today, so start the day early by stretching your legs with a hike. There are countless options, but some of the best include the ones that take you atop a granite dome: Little Baldy, Big Baldy Ridge, and Buena Vista Peak offer incredible views of the surrounding forests and valleys in less than five miles of hiking.


Get back in the car and take the scenic Generals Highway west and north until you reach Grant Grove. You can stop for a buffet lunch at Montecito Sequoia Lodge, or wait until the end of your drive and eat at the full-service Grant Grove Restaurant.


Take the stunning drive along the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway, which descends into Kings Canyon. If it’s a summer afternoon, take a break from the heat by exploring Boyden Cavern. Continue east toward Cedar Grove, being sure to stop at Grizzly Falls along the way. The misty waterfall is just off the highway and makes for a great photo op.


Check into Cedar Grove Lodge or set up camp at one of Cedar Grove’s four campgrounds. Enjoy a sunset meander through Zumwalt Meadow. Find a bench and watch the Kings River roll by. Have dinner at the Cedar Grove Grill. After dark, spend some time stargazing. You’re in one of the darkest places in the park, so the views are especially good.


Day 3


Pick one big activity for today. If you want to hike, you can enjoy the water at Mist Falls or take in the views from the Cedar Grove Overlook. To hit the trail on horseback, visit the Cedar Grove Pack Station. Or maybe sightseeing is more your speed: both Knapp’s Cabin and Roaring River Falls are a short distance off the highway.
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Roaring River Falls





Take the highway up and out of the canyon and return to Grant Grove. Visit the General Grant Tree, the world’s second largest tree, and admire the other sequoias that surround this giant. Stop in at the Grant Grove Market for picnic supplies, then enjoy a sunset dinner at Panoramic Point. Watch the skies above the Sierra fade from pink to purple to slate. Spend your last night at one of the Grant Grove Cabins and dream of your next trip to these magnificent parks.



Family Fun



Sequoia and Kings Canyon offer families the chance to unplug: Watch for animals, take in the sunset, and count shooting stars. Smell wildflowers, pine needles, and bay leaves. In these parks, you can combine entertainment and education, all while enjoying time together in nature.


Ranger programs are offered throughout the parks and provide engagement for children of all ages. Younger kids will love animal-themed talks, like a discussion of the area’s resident bears, while teenagers will enjoy the living history programs and guided stargazing. Goal-oriented kids can spend their time in the parks completing a set of activities, then be sworn in as a Junior Ranger.




[image: image]


a Junior Ranger being sworn in





Montecito Sequoia Lodge is a great spot for families to stay, as its central location means you’re less than an hour’s drive from both Grant Grove and Giant Forest. The lodge even offers an all-inclusive family camp with meals and activities.


Big Trees


Visit the two largest living trees in the world: General Sherman in Giant Forest and General Grant in Grant Grove. Ask someone to snap a photo of your family at the base of either, and you’ll end up with a great souvenir of your time here.


To see the giants in a more peaceful setting, get off the beaten path by taking a hike through North Grove Loop, Redwood Mountain Grove, or Muir Grove.


Caves


Explore the underground world of the parks at Crystal Cave. Learn about geology, rare cave creatures, and cool down from the summer heat. The Family Tour is 50 minutes long and appropriate for all ages. There are more in-depth and adventurous tours for ages 10 and up, including the Family Caver Tour, the Discovery Tour, and the Wild Cave Tour. Buy tickets in advance.


If you aren’t able to get tickets, or if you want to escape the crowds, visit Boyden Cavern in Kings Canyon. The 50-minute tours are suitable for all ages and don’t require advance reservations.


Hiking


Giant Forest and Lodgepole offer high-reward and low-mileage wilderness experiences for the whole family. Hike a couple miles to Tokopah Falls through the forest along the river to awesome views and a towering waterfall. Keep your eyes peeled for pikas, cute critters that live among the piles of rock.


The Big Trees Trail traces Round Meadow, where wildlife and sequoias are accompanied by helpful interpretive signs.
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the Big Trees Trail in Sequoia National Park





For the daring, Moro Rock will give young hikers a sense of accomplishment after climbing 400 stairs to the top. Other granite domes, like Big Baldy and Buena Vista Peak, also offer big rewards in short distances.


In Grant Grove, get great views at the easily accessible Panoramic Point. Or venture onto the North Grove Loop for a quiet experience in a sequoia grove.


In Cedar Grove, look no further than the short walk to Roaring River Falls. Butterflies and crickets jump along the paved path to this booming waterfall. The trail can also be connected to the River Trail, where you can get away from the road, explore a boulder field, and connect to Zumwalt Meadow for a longer, but flat wander among a forest and a wildflower-laden meadow.


Horseback Riding


In Sequoia and Kings Canyon, there are two places to hop on a horse: Grant Grove Pack Station and Cedar Grove Pack Station will take you and your family on trips of varying lengths. Note that children must be 8 or older; all children need to be able ride independently.


Swimming


Near the Buckeye Flat Campground in the Foothills region are several popular swimming holes. Outside the parks, in Three Rivers, spend a day playing in the boulder-encased pools of Slick Rock Recreation Area. Stay at the lakeside Montecito Sequoia Lodge, located right on the Generals Highway, for built-in swimming time.




Best Hikes


FOOTHILLS


• Marble Falls Trail (7.4 mi/11.9 km round-trip): Year-round, this is one of the best hikes in Sequoia, gradually climbing to a whitewater cascade and providing views of the canyon below.


GIANT FOREST AND LODGEPOLE


• Lakes Trail (8.2-12.4 mi/13.2-20 km round-trip): It’s a rare opportunity to be able to hike to an alpine lake not far from a major road; this trail gives you the chance to stop at a few smaller ones on the way to Pear Lake.


• Big Trees Trail (1 mi/1.6 km loop): Join a ranger on a paved loop that circles Round Meadow to enjoy sequoias, wildflowers, and wildlife.


• Crescent Meadow and Tharp’s Log (2.2 mi/3.5 km round-trip): This dazzling alpine meadow hike gets you up close and personal with a fallen sequoia that was converted into a home in the 1860s.


GRANT GROVE


• North Grove Loop (2 mi/3.2 km loop): Descend into this peaceful area for a hike among sequoias at all stages of life.


• Redwood Mountain Sequoia Grove: You will have the place to yourself as you hike among the largest standing sequoia grove. Hart Tree (7.3 mi/11.7 km loop) and Sugarbowl (6.8 mi/10.9 km loop) are two excellent loop trails.


• Big Baldy Ridge (4.2 mi/6.8 km round-trip): This straightforward hike takes you to the highest point in Grant Grove—the top of a granite dome known as Big Baldy. The payoff is an excellent vista of Redwood Canyon and the Great Western Divide.


KINGS CANYON AND CEDAR GROVE


• Zumwalt Meadow (1.8 mi/2.9 km loop): On this loop trail, you’ll have your eyes full no matter which direction you look: looming granite faces above, a green river below, and wildflowers all around.


• Mist Falls (9.1 mi/14.6 km round-trip): After the hot hike to this popular waterfall, you’re rewarded with the refreshing snowmelt spray. This is the most popular day hike in Cedar Grove.


MINERAL KING


• Eagle Lake (6.8 mi/10.9 km round-trip): This trek climbs out of Mineral King Valley along waterfalls and springs lined with wildflowers to an unsurpassed view of multicolored mountains and a serene Sierra lake. This is an adventure that hikers of all ages will enjoy.
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hiking to Eagle Lake









Wildlife-Watching



Most people, not just kids, want to see wildlife in their natural habitat when they visit Sequoia and Kings Canyon. Generally, the best time to spot wildlife is in the morning or evening. One exception is the late-rising marmot, who waits until the sun is high in the sky to bask on warm rocks.


If you sit and wait in quieter parts of the parks, you might get the chance to see black bears. Bring a pair of binoculars and look for them grazing in Crescent Meadow and Round Meadow, foraging along dusty trails in Giant Forest, or searching for grubs in fallen logs near Zumwalt Meadow.
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a black bear in Sequoia National Park





In addition to marmots and bears, keep your eyes peeled for deer, squirrels, chipmunks, and a variety of birds, especially the pileated woodpecker, the largest of its kind in North America.


Winter Recreation


If you’re staying in Grant Grove, Lodgepole, or at the Montecito Sequoia Lodge, don’t miss the chance to go on a guided snowshoe walk with a park ranger. Though conditions are best just after a storm, these walks are always fun for the whole family. Once a month, you can even go on a full moon snowshoe walk, and take in the peaceful parkland at night. Snowshoeing doesn’t require previous experience. Call ahead to ensure smaller-sized snowshoes are available.


Sequoia and Kings Canyon have a few sledding and snowplay areas. These spots are set back from the road, so they’re safe from traffic. If you’re staying in Giant Forest or Lodgepole, visit the Wolverton snowplay area. Sleds are available for rent from the Wuksachi Lodge. If you’re in Grant Grove, choose between the Big Stump Picnic Area or the Columbine Picnic Area. Between the two parks is the Montecito Sequoia Lodge, which has ski trails and snowshoeing paths.




Best in One Day


If you have just one day (and night) to spend in Sequoia and Kings Canyon, you’ll need to choose one park or the other to avoid spending the majority of the day driving.


SEQUOIA NATIONAL PARK


Enter the park at the Ash Mountain Entrance Station and ascend the Generals Highway. Park at the Giant Forest Museum and take the shuttle to Moro Rock. Climb the rock’s 400 stairs to obtain some famous Sierra Nevada views, the earlier in the day, the better.


Take the shuttle back to Giant Forest Museum and switch to the General Sherman shuttle. Visit the largest tree on earth, the General Sherman Tree. Meander through the Giant Forest on the Congress Trail before hopping back on the shuttle.
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General Sherman Tree





Return to the Giant Forest Museum to learn more about the sequoias and pick up souvenirs. You can also walk there from the General Sherman Tree.


Pick up your car, then head to the Wuksachi Lodge. Its restaurant, The Peaks, offers comfort food and great views from the deck. Spend the night in one of the lodge’s comfy rooms or retire to your campsite.


KINGS CANYON NATIONAL PARK


Kings Canyon can be visited in a long day of driving with plenty of great stops along the way. Be sure to fill up on gas and pack snacks and water.


Start your morning from Fresno by climbing up Highway 180 into Grant Grove. Take the short, paved trail to the General Grant Tree and observe the sequoias in a forest that looks much like it would have thousands of years ago.


Grab the makings of a picnic at the Grant Grove Market before hopping back on Highway 180, where you’ll make your way toward Cedar Grove. Make stops at Grizzly Falls and Roaring River Falls. Bask in the late afternoon light of Zumwalt Meadow.


Spend the night at Cedar Grove Lodge or one of the campgrounds here and let the river lull you to sleep. The next day, hop back in the car and drive up and out of the deepest canyon in the country. Stop at Boyden Cavern on your way out for a cool (literally) conclusion to your trip.





Sweet Treats


In Three Rivers, the confectioners Reimer’s Candies and Gifts take the phrase “kid in a candy store” to a whole new level. With house-made ice cream, fudge, and lollipops as big as their head, kids will have a hard time deciding what to choose.


If you’re near Grant Grove and need to sate your sweet tooth, stop at the Hume Lake Snack Shop for one of their popular milkshakes.



Backpacker’s Paradise



Backpacking is the best way to explore the wilderness of Sequoia and Kings Canyon. There are things you can only see by getting off the beaten path, including glacier-carved peaks and passes, unique geologic features, and rare flora and fauna. The parks offer options that are ideal for novices and expert backpackers alike, with varying mileage and elevation.


All backcountry trips require a wilderness permit, which can be reserved in advance on the official park website or in person at the Foothills, Lodgepole, and Kings Canyon Visitor Centers, as well as the Road’s End Permit Station. If you have your own bear canister, bring it with you. Otherwise, you can rent one from one of the visitors centers.


Rae Lakes Loop is a popular trip, but it gets crowded and it’s hard to obtain a permit. Instead, try one of the trips in this section for a taste of the parks—with less crowding. These options offer the best of Sequoia and Kings Canyon: beautiful views, solitude, and starry skies.


Paradise Valley


Basking in the heaven that is Paradise Valley (11.4 mi/18.3 km round-trip, 1,600 feet elevation gain) is the best way to spend a summer afternoon. The trail follows the sandy Bubb’s Creek Trail before turning up to popular Mist Falls. You’ll have done most of the climbing by the time you reach the waterfall, and you’re not likely to have much company as you continue past this point.


The campsites for Paradise Valley are along the verdant South Fork of the Kings River and come equipped with campfire rings and bear boxes. This means you don’t have to bring a bear canister and you can keep your pack lighter.


Paradise Valley can be done as a one- or two-night trip. There’s a two-night limit on camping here because the sites are on the popular Rae Lakes Loop. Try to allow for some flexibility in your desired dates, so that you’re more likely to get a wilderness permit for this trail.
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view of Kings Canyon along the Rae Lakes Loop







Best Waterfalls


Sequoia and Kings Canyon are home to varied and dramatic waterfalls. Some are just a few steps from the road, while others require long hikes—but the payoff is always worth it, especially in the spring and early summer. Here are some of the best you’ll find in the parks.


FOOTHILLS


• Marble Falls: This frothy whitewater cascade rushes over time-polished granite. The hike here is one of the best in Sequoia National Park.


• Panther Creek Falls: This waterfall drops 100 feet into an emerald pool surrounded by granite shores.


GIANT FOREST AND LODGEPOLE


• Tokopah Falls: It’s a fairly flat hike out to this ripping waterfall, where you might hear pikas chirping.


KINGS CANYON AND CEDAR GROVE


• Grizzly Falls: Stop at this popular roadside waterfall for its cooling mist. You can get quite close for photographs.


• Roaring River Falls: This seemingly short waterfall exits with great force out of a tight tunneled curve, resulting in the booming noise that gave the cascades their name.


• Sheep Creek Cascade: A brief uphill hike leads to this short cascade, elegantly flowing among mossy rocks.


• Mist Falls: This 800-foot waterfall gushes and bursts forth with a power few western falls can claim. You’ll feel the fall’s mist long before you can hear or see it. That’s a good thing, as the hike here is long and sunny.
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Mist Falls





MINERAL KING


• Black Wolf Falls: Just minutes from the road, you will find a perfect cold, white waterfall set amid yellow wildflowers.





Redwood Mountain Sequoia Grove


Near Grant Grove, the steep hillsides of Redwood Mountain Sequoia Grove are home to densely packed giant sequoias, perfect for a late spring trip. The grove offers two main loop trails, which you can do as overnight trips.


The Hart Tree Loop (7.3 mi/11.7 km round-trip, 1,000 feet elevation gain) has rocky views and a small meadow. The Sugarbowl Loop (6.7 mi/10.8 km round-trip, 600 feet elevation gain) is slightly easier. It offers views of Big Baldy.


The easiest way to reach the trailhead is via the Big Stump Entrance Station. Pick up your wilderness permit and bear canister at the Kings Canyon Visitor Center and hit the trail.


Monarch Lakes


For a multi-day adventure, get your friends together and nab a reservation for a trip to Monarch Lakes (9 mi/14.5 km round-trip, 2,500 feet elevation gain) in Mineral King. This trip is for people who are comfortable with higher elevations and cold nights.
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Upper Monarch Lake





You’ll be doing a lot of climbing, so pack as light as possible. The early part of the trail overlooks Black Wolf Falls. After hiking up for a while, you’ll reach the namesake Upper and Lower Monarch Lakes. Set up camp on the shores of your preferred lake, set in the shadow of Sawtooth Peak.


It’s a 1.5-hour drive to the trailhead from Three Rivers, but you can crash at the Cold Springs Campground for an early start. Get a bear canister and maps at the Mineral King Ranger Station before taking off.


High Sierra Trail to Bearpaw Camp


The trip along the High Sierra Trail (11.5 mi/18.5 km one-way, 1,000 feet elevation gain) to Bearpaw High Sierra Camp is ideal for beginner backpackers. It’s steadily graded, so you won’t encounter any surprise switchbacks or stairs. It follows a ridgeline all the way to Bearpaw, so you’ll have impressive views the whole trip. Best of all, you get to stay at Bearpaw High Sierra Camp, where you’ll sleep in a real bed and be served delicious food. Space is limited at Bearpaw and reservations are very hard to come by, so try to book as far in advance as possible.



Romantic Getaways



Few places are as romantic as Sequoia and Kings Canyon: the red bark of the sequoias reflecting the warm sun, the natural perfume of mint plants and pine trees, and the glorious sight of entire meadows of wildflowers. Though any time of year is perfect for celebrating an anniversary or just taking some time together, winter proves the coziest, and you’ll have the parks practically to yourselves. Here are three weekend options.


Grant Grove


In Grant Grove, choose from the cozy John Muir Lodge, or get more solitude by opting to stay in one of the Grant Grove Cabins.


On your first day, visit Panoramic Point, a pretty overlook that’s a short drive from the lodge. Next, stretch your legs on the Sunset Loop hike to see sequoias and waterfalls. Have a nice dinner and a glass of wine at the Grant Grove Restaurant. Try for a table by the windows for lovely meadow views.


The next morning, beeline for the General Grant Tree. Be sure to pack a selfie stick so you can get a photo at the base of the tree together. Next, explore the sequoias on the nearby North Grove Loop hike. In the afternoon, take a scenic drive to Junction View along Highway 180, and take in the magnitude of Kings Canyon.


Giant Forest and Lodgepole


In Lodgepole, the top romantic spot is the Wuksachi Lodge. It offers unparalleled sunset views and a high-end restaurant, as well as bed-and-breakfast packages.


On your first day, start with a hike through Crescent Meadow, then work your way over to the Giant Forest Museum. Finish with a sunset picnic at Beetle Rock before retiring for the night.


The next morning, enjoy the buffet breakfast at The Peaks. Spend the day hiking the Lakes Trail for beautiful alpine lakes and wildflower vistas.
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Sequoia National Park







Budget Tips


These tips for visiting Sequoia and Kings Canyon on a shoestring budget will allow you to have a nice long weekend in the parks for under $100.


• Leave your car behind. Enter the park by taking the Sequoia Shuttle from Visalia. A ticket costs $20 and includes your park entrance fee. If you drive your own car, expect to spend at least $20 worth of gas climbing up and down the parks’ mountain roads. (If you want to visit Grant Grove, you’ll need your own vehicle.)
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Sequoia Shuttle





• Sleep under the stars. Make reservations in advance for a spot at Lodgepole Campground, which is located in the most central and popular part of the parks. Sites run $22 per night and offer easy access to the Lodgepole Market, which sells the most affordable food in the parks.


• Ride the park shuttle. The shuttles, which serve Giant Forest and Lodgepole, stop at all the major sights in the area. Best of all, they’re free to ride!


• Head to the backcountry. Wilderness permits cost just $5, and backcountry campsites are free.





Mineral King


Perhaps the best Sequoia and Kings Canyon getaway is Mineral King, the most remote area of the parks. Stay at Silver City Mountain Resort, which is made up of cabins, a restaurant, and a bar.


Spend your first day hiking to Timber Gap and back, stopping to view Black Wolf Falls along the way. For dinner, enjoy a beer and pizza on the resort’s patio, then play a game of horseshoes.
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