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Plunging waterfalls, stark granite, alpine lakes, pristine meadows, giant sequoia trees, and raging rivers—you’ll find them all in the national parks of Yosemite, Sequoia, and Kings Canyon.

From Yosemite Valley’s famous waterfalls, which are among the tallest in the world, to the towering granite domes and glistening meadows of Tioga Pass, Yosemite is a place that can only be described in superlatives. At 1,169 square miles and 750,000 acres, the park is nearly the size of Rhode Island and is one of the most popular national parks in the United States, visited by about 4 million people each year.

Set aside as a national park in 1890, Yosemite is a place that is synonymous with scenery. The seven-mile-long Yosemite Valley, with its 3,000-foot granite walls and leaping waterfalls, is known the world over as an incomparable natural wonder. It is estimated that more than half of the park’s visitors see only Yosemite Valley when they travel to Yosemite, even though the Valley makes up less than 1 percent of the park.
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Beyond the Valley lies the pristine high country of Tioga Pass Road and Tuolumne Meadows’ subalpine expanse, bordered by precipitous mountain summits and granite domes. To the northwest lies Hetch Hetchy, a reservoir in a valley considered a twin of Yosemite Valley. To the south is Glacier Point with its picture-postcard vistas, and the marvels of the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias—the largest living trees on earth.

Just 75 miles south of Yosemite are two national parks that hold the greatest concentration of these botanical wonders—but with about half the visitors. Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks harbor more than 50 of the 75 world’s remaining groves of giant sequoias. Adjacent to the national parks are the lands of Giant Sequoia National Monument, which are managed by the U.S. Forest Service. This distinction is inconsequential to most visitors: Park roads such as the winding Kings Canyon Scenic Byway and the epic Generals Highway cross park and forest boundaries, and the lovely Sierra scenery knows no boundaries.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Yosemite Valley

The majority of park visitors spend their time in Yosemite Valley. This is where most of the park’s lodgings and restaurants are located, where most guided tours take place, and where a wealth of organized activities happen daily: ranger walks, biking, art classes, photography seminars, and more. The Valley is also a geologic marvel: Yosemite’s world-famous waterfalls drop from the valley rim. El Capitan, the largest single piece of granite rock on earth, and Half Dome, one of the most photographed landmarks in the West, are both located here.

Wawona and Glacier Point

In southern Yosemite, near the hamlet of Wawona, are two of Yosemite’s premier attractions: the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias and Glacier Point. The Mariposa Grove boasts several hundred giant trees. Glacier Point is a drive-to overlook that offers one of the best views in the West, encompassing all the major granite landmarks of Yosemite Valley and the surrounding high country. History lovers will enjoy Wawona, with its historic buildings at the Pioneer Yosemite History Center and 19th-century Wawona Hotel.

Tioga Pass and Tuolumne Meadows

The Tuolumne Meadows region is ideal for hikers and backpackers. At an elevation of 8,600 feet, Tuolumne Meadows is one of the park’s most photographed regions. Its wide, grassy expanse is bound by high granite domes and peaks. Trails lead to alpine lakes set below the spires of Cathedral Peak and Unicorn Peak, to roaring waterfalls on the Tuolumne River, and to the summits of lofty granite domes with commanding vistas of the high country. Visitor services are few and far between here, but hikers, campers, and nature lovers will be in their element.
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The Tioga Pass area offers hikers stellar High Sierra scenery.




If You Want…

• Alpine Lakes: Tioga Pass Road offers access to Cathedral, Gaylor, Sunrise, May, and Elizabeth Lakes. The Eastern Sierra features Virginia Lakes and the June Lake Loop.

• Bicycling: Ride the Yosemite Valley bike paths. In the Eastern Sierra, mountain bike the Panorama Mountain Trail near June Lake or head to Mammoth Mountain Bike Park.

• Backpacking: From Tuolumne Meadows, hike to Ten Lakes and Grant Lakes or the Vogelsang Loop. In Hetch Hetchy, backpack to Rancheria Falls. In Wawona, follow the Chiquito Pass Trail.

• Fishing: Try the South Fork Merced River in Wawona, or the South Fork of the Tuolumne River along Tioga Pass Road. In the Eastern Sierra, fish at Saddlebag Lake or Conway Ranch.

• Giant Sequoias: Wawona’s Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias is king. Along Highway 120 are the quieter Merced Grove (near Big Oak Flat) and Tuolumne Grove (near Crane Flat).

• Hiking: Yosemite Valley’s Yosemite Falls, Mist, and Half Dome trails are crowded and popular. In summer, hike Tuolumne Meadows’ Lembert Dome or Dog Lake trails.

• Horseback Riding: Yosemite Valley Stables, Wawona Stables, and Tuolumne Meadows Stables offer guided horse and/or mule rides.

• Rock Climbing: Take a lesson from Yosemite Mountaineering School and Guide Service.

• Scenic Drive-To Overlooks: Glacier Point (at the east end of Glacier Point Road), Inspiration Point (at Wawona Tunnel), and Olmsted Point (on Tioga Pass Road) offer jaw-dropping views.

• Waterfalls: Bridalveil Fall and Lower Yosemite Fall are easily accessible via short walks, or take a longer hike to Vernal and Nevada Falls.



Hetch Hetchy

Hetch Hetchy, a granite-walled valley similar in appearance to Yosemite Valley, was flooded in 1923 to create a water supply for San Francisco. Today it is the least visited region of the park and offers no visitor services. In the spring, Hetch Hetchy’s waterfalls spill over its massive cliffs. Wildflowers bloom April-June. Visitors make day trips here to admire the enormous O’Shaughnessy Dam or hike along the edges of its reservoir. Backpackers come to Hetch Hetchy for its access to Yosemite’s backcountry and its solitude.

The Eastern Sierra

The Eastern Sierra is an outdoors lover’s playground: skiers and snowboarders swoosh down mountain slopes, hikers and mountain bikers explore miles of trails, anglers cast into crystal-clear streams and rivers, scenery enthusiasts and photographers enjoy alpine lakes backed by granite cliffs. The region hosts two good-sized mountain towns, Mammoth Lakes and June Lake, and worthwhile destinations such as Bodie State Historic Park, a historic gold rush ghost town, and Mono Lake, a 700,000-year-old saline lake.
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  Summer wildflowers frame a granite lined lake.



Sequoia and Kings Canyon

South of Yosemite lie two less-visited national parks: Sequoia and Kings Canyon. Peppered with the greatest number of remaining giant sequoias—including the must-see General Grant and General Sherman—these parks offer fewer crowds, more backcountry wilderness, and granite peaks and deep canyons similar to its more famous neighbor.


When to Go


High Season (May-Sept.)

Be prepared for crowds if you visit in the high season (May-Sept.). Summer weekends are the busiest days and are best avoided, especially in Yosemite Valley. But summer (June-Oct.) is when Yosemite’s high country—Glacier Point, Tuolumne Meadows, and Tioga Pass—is open and accessible, so you have the most options for hiking and sightseeing. In most years, all park roads and services are open by early June.

In Sequoia and Kings Canyon, summer temps have melted the High Sierra snows and all park facilities—including Crystal Cave—and roads are open.

Mid-Season (Apr.-May, Sept.-Oct.)

Spring is a wonderful time for visiting Yosemite Valley, when its famous waterfalls are at their peak flow. First-time visitors would do well to time their initial Yosemite trip for April or May, when the Valley is at its most photogenic and the waterfalls are shimmering white-water cascades.
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  Vernal Fall



Autumn is also a fine time to visit Yosemite, even though most of the Valley’s famous waterfalls will have run dry. The show of fall colors on the valley floor and the chance for solitude in this well-loved park are worthy reasons to visit. Popular sites such as the Mariposa Grove are easy to visit without crowds.

Tioga Road usually closes on November 1 and doesn’t reopen until June. The road may also close for a day or two during late September and early October when brief, early-winter storms roll through.

Sequoia and Kings Canyon may still be snow-covered in April and May, though the Foothills region is warmer and more accessible. In fall, most park services begin to shorten their hours, through crowds are fewer.

Low Season (Nov.-Mar.)

Winter is the quietest season in Yosemite. The lowest visitation levels are recorded November-March, except for the holidays. Many Yosemite fans think these months are the best time of the year. Visitors can see Yosemite Valley or Wawona’s giant sequoias crowned in snow, ice-skate on an outdoor rink with Half Dome as a backdrop, and ski and snowboard at Badger Pass near Glacier Point. In winter, always carry chains for your car tires, even if you have a four-wheel-drive vehicle. Chains can be required on any park road at any time, and that’s federal law.

Glacier Point Road, Tioga Pass Road, and the Mariposa Grove Road may close as early as November 1.

In Kings Canyon, the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway closes in winter and services in Cedar Grove close for the season. Sections of Generals Highway may close for plowing; chains are required for all vehicles.
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  The view from Olmsted Point wows drivers on Tioga Road.



Before You Go

Park Fees and Passes

The entrance fee at Yosemite ranges $25 (Jan.-March, Nov-Dec.) to $30 (Apr.-Oct.) per vehicle (car, RV, truck, etc.). The entrance fee at Sequoia, and Kings Canyon National Parks is $20 per vehicle (car, RV, truck, etc.). The fee is good for seven days, and you must show your receipt any time you pass through one of the park entrance stations. Other fee options include:

• Yosemite Pass ($60): Provides entrance to Yosemite for one year.

• Sequoia and Kings Canyon Pass ($30): Provides entrance to both parks for one year.

• Interagency Annual Pass ($80): Provides entrance to all national parks and federal recreation sites in the United States for one year.

• Senior Pass ($10): Lifetime version of the Interagency Pass for seniors 62 and older.

If you have your heart set on climbing Half Dome, you’ll need to secure a Half Dome permit up to one year in advance. Backpackers should also secure wilderness permits far in advance.

Entrance Stations

Yosemite National Park has five entrance stations:

• Arch Rock (Hwy. 140): the main entrance to the park; provides access to Yosemite Valley from the west (San Francisco, Sacramento)

• Big Oak Flat (Hwy. 120): provides access to Yosemite Valley and Tuolumne Meadows (summer only) from the north (San Francisco, Sacramento)

• South (Hwy. 41): provides access to Wawona from the south (Fresno, LA)

• Tioga Pass (Hwy. 120): provides access to Tuolumne Meadows and the Eastern Sierra in summer only

• Hetch Hetchy: the only access to the Hetch Hetchy region of the park

Sequoia and Kings Canyon have two main entrance stations:

• Big Stump (Hwy. 180): provides access to Kings Canyon from the north

• Ash Mountain/Foothills (Hwy. 198): provides access to Sequoia National Park from the south

Reservations

Show up without a lodging or camping reservation during the busy season (May-Sept.), or during the winter holidays, and you could face an ordeal.

• For Yosemite accommodations and organized activities: DNC Parks and Resorts at Yosemite (801/559-4884 or 801/559-5000, www.yosemitepark.com)

• For Yosemite campground reservations: reservations office (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov)

• For Sequoia and Kings Canyon accommodations: DNC Parks and Resorts at Sequoia (866/807-3598, www.visitsequoia.com)

• For Sequoia and Kings Canyon campground reservations: reservations office (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov)

In the Park

Visitors Centers

The largest of Yosemite’s visitors centers is the Valley Visitor Center (shuttle stop 5, 209/372-0298, 9am-5pm in summer, bookstore open until 7pm), located in Yosemite Valley. Park in the main day-use lot in Yosemite Village.

Campgrounds

The following first-come, first-served Yosemite campgrounds are your best bets for snagging a last-minute site. Try to arrive before noon on weekdays and by midmorning on weekends, especially in summer.

• Camp 4 (Yosemite Valley): 35 sites; open year-round.

• Tamarack Flat (Tioga Rd.): 52 sites; late May-mid-Oct.

• Yosemite Creek (Tioga Rd.): 74 sites; late June-mid-Sept.

• Tuolumne Meadows (Tioga Rd.): 304 sites; June-late Sept.

• Bridalveil Creek (Glacier Point Rd.): 110 sites; July-early Sept.

• Porcupine Flat (Tioga Rd.): 52 sites; July-Oct.

• Hodgdon Meadows (Big Oak Flat entrance): 105 sites; first-come, first-served Oct.-Apr. only

• Wawona Campground (Wawona): 93 sites; first-come, first-served Oct.-Apr. only

Most of the campgrounds in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks and their surrounding parklands are first-come, first-served.


  Yosemite In-Park Lodging
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  Sequoia and Kings Canyon In-Park Lodging
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Getting Around

The free Yosemite Valley Shuttle (7am-10pm daily in summer, shorter winter hours) transports visitors around the valley floor year-round. Other free, seasonal park shuttles include:

• Wawona-Mariposa Grove Shuttle (spring-fall)

• Wawona-Yosemite Valley Shuttle (Memorial Day-Labor Day)

• Badger Pass (twice daily from Yosemite Valley, mid-Dec.-Mar.)

• Tuolumne Meadows Shuttle (between Tioga Pass and Olmsted Point, mid-July-early Sept.)

Sequoia National Park operates a free shuttle bus system (9am-6pm daily) from late May through September 1.

Weather, rockfalls, fire, and other natural occurrences can affect driving routes and lodging options. No matter when you go, it’s unwise to travel at any time of year without checking on current conditions: Yosemite (209/372-0200), Sequoia and Kings Canyon (559/565-334).


The Best of Yosemite


Day 1

Take a ride on an open-air tram through Yosemite Valley. The two-hour Valley Floor Tour is educational, interesting, and fun, and you can feel good about not driving your own car. Buy tickets and start the tour at Yosemite Lodge at the Falls in Yosemite Valley. In the busy summer months, it is best to show up right after breakfast to see if you can get tickets for that day.

Afterward, rent bikes at Yosemite Lodge or Curry Village and cruise around Yosemite Valley on its 12 miles of paved bike paths. The Valley’s bike paths are so flat that the rental bikes don’t even have gears—you spend much of your time coasting. Make reservations in advance to spend the evening at the park’s Glacier Point Stargazing Tour. The tour bus leaves Yosemite Valley around 5:30pm and arrives at Glacier Point before darkness falls, so you have a chance to take in the spectacular view. After dark, enjoy a one-hour astronomy program before being chauffeured back down to the Valley.

Day 2

No visit to Yosemite is complete without hitting at least one trail. Shuttle stop 6 drops you at the short, 0.25-mile trail to Lower Yosemite Fall; the falls roar in spring, but are nonexistent by midsummer. The Mist Trail to Vernal Fall won’t disappoint, though. The three-mile round-trip hike ascends a granite staircase to the top of Vernal Fall. If you want more, keep going to the top of Nevada Fall for a 7-mile round-trip hike.

In the heat of summer, head for one of Yosemite’s great swimming holes. Relax in the soft sand alongside the Merced River at Sentinel Beach or Cathedral Rock picnic areas and gaze at Yosemite Valley’s spectacular scenery. At day’s end, head over to the Ahwahnee Bar—unlike the restaurant, there’s no dress code here.
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  Yosemite Falls tumbles to the valley floor.



Day 3

Take a drive or ride the tour bus to Glacier Point. This is world-class Sierra scenery that you’d expect to have to backpack for several days to find, but it’s completely accessible by car. Order an ice cream at the Glacier Point snack stand while you gaze at the view of Half Dome, Vernal and Nevada Falls, and the crest of Yosemite’s high country. If you start in the morning, you can ride the bus to Glacier Point and then hike back to the Valley via the Panorama Trail. Shorter hikes from Glacier Point Road lead to spectacular viewpoints at Sentinel Dome and Taft Point.


  Escape the Crowds

National parks are famous for summer crowds and Yosemite is no exception. But with a little forethought, you can visit the park without subjecting yourself to packed parking lots and long lines of cars and people.

First, whenever possible, visit in the off-season. Any day from mid-September until mid-April (except major holidays like Christmas, New Year’s, Easter, and Presidents’ Day) is going to be less crowded than a summer day. Also, at any time of the year, choose weekdays over weekends. Tuesday through Thursday are always the quietest days of the week in Yosemite.

Second, get up early. Even in the summer months, Yosemite Valley is relatively serene until 9am or so. If you go for a hike at 7am, you will see almost no one. And if you can’t get up early, stay out late. When the days are long in summer, you can go for a hike at 5pm and still enjoy three hours of daylight while everyone else is having dinner. Just remember that if you head out late in the day, carry a flashlight with you just in case it gets dark sooner than you planned.
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  Winter brings occasional snowfall to Yosemite Valley.



As you explore the park, keep in mind that the vast majority of Yosemite visitors visit only Yosemite Valley and perhaps Glacier Point. Any time you head to Tuolumne Meadows, Hetch Hetchy, or Wawona, you avoid Yosemite’s most crowd-impacted area. And lastly, if you are a hiker, you already know that there is one sure way to get away from the masses, and that’s to point your feet uphill. Most people avoid steep trails, so any time you gain elevation you have a better chance at solitude.



At the end of the day, head back to Yosemite Valley and attend the evening program at the Yosemite Valley Theater or Yosemite Lodge’s amphitheater.

If You Have Time

Visit the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias in Wawona, the south part of the park. Some of the best and biggest giant trees are near the parking lot, so you won’t have to walk more than a few hundred feet to get a look at them. If you want to see more, hike the entire 6-mile loop through the grove, or ride the open-air tram one-way, then disembark and walk back downhill. Afterward, stop by the historic Wawona Hotel for some refreshing libations.




Yosemite for Kids

You may be enthralled by Yosemite’s scenery, but your kids are a bit harder to impress. Let’s face it, children like different stuff than adults. Fortunately, there are plenty of family-friendly activities in Yosemite:

• Rent bikes at the Curry Village or Yosemite Lodge (click here) recreation centers and ride around Yosemite Valley.

• Go for a hike on the quieter trails off Glacier Point Road. The easy trails to Taft Point and Sentinel Dome (click here) make good family hikes; each is only 2.2 miles round-trip.

• Sign up for rock climbing lessons at the Yosemite Mountaineering School (click here).

• Go see a live show at the Yosemite Theater (click here).
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Kids will feel like real mountaineers when they stand on the summit of a Yosemite dome.



• Take a trip through history at the Pioneer Yosemite History Center (click here) in Wawona.

• In early summer, float in a raft on the Merced River (click here). In late summer, enjoy a swim at Sentinel Beach (click here).

• Sign up for a two-hour morning mule ride at the Yosemite Valley Stables (click here) or Wawona Stables (click here).

• Head for the Miwok Indian Village (click here), near the Valley Visitor Center, for daily demonstrations of traditional Miwok and Paiute crafts.

• Go for a Junior Ranger Walk (click here).

• Stop in at the Yosemite Art and Education Center (click here) to take part in children’s art classes.




Best Hikes


Panorama Trail

Make reservations in advance for a one-way ticket on the morning tour bus from Yosemite Lodge at the Falls to Glacier Point. After the bus drops you off, hike the Panorama Trail and Mist Trail back down to Yosemite Valley. The 8.5-mile one-way hike is mostly downhill, but it’s not easy. Your knees will get a workout with 3,200 feet of descent along the way, plus one uphill stretch that gains 760 feet over 1.5 miles. The scenery makes it all worthwhile. You’ll hike past three major waterfalls—Illilouette, Nevada, and Vernal—and walk through miles of postcard-quality Sierra scenery.

Cathedral Lakes

Head up to Tuolumne Meadows and take the classic high-country hike to Cathedral Lakes. This 7.4-mile round-trip has a 1,000-foot elevation gain on the way to two glacial cirque lakes, which are set below 10,840-foot Cathedral Peak. Don’t forget your camera to capture the beauty of Yosemite’s high country.
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  Cathedral Lakes lie in the shadow of lofty Cathedral Peak.



Half Dome

You will need to have secured a permit in advance for this hike. Start as early in the morning as you can because you have 17 miles and a whopping 4,800 feet of elevation gain ahead of you. Start at Happy Isles and proceed up the Mist Trail past Vernal and Nevada Falls. Above Nevada Fall, take the left fork for Half Dome. The trail is relatively easy from here (you’ve completed about half of the ascent already) until you reach the infamous steel cables that run up the back of the dome. It takes two hands and two feet to haul yourself up the cables, ascending 440 feet of nearly vertical granite. On top, you can bask in your accomplishment while taking in the commanding view.


  One Day in Yosemite

There is a famous story about a Yosemite visitor who goes up to a park ranger and asks, “I’m only visiting the park for one day. How should I spend my time?”

And the ranger replies, “If I only had one day in Yosemite, I would sit right down and have myself a good cry.”

Certainly it’s not ideal to spend only one day in Yosemite, but if that’s the way your vacation is scheduled, you’d better dry your tears and get busy.

First, limit your travels to one small portion of the park. For most visitors, the portion of choice is Yosemite Valley. During the busy season, it’s smart to park your car in the Valley as soon as possible after your arrival and choose from these transportation options: (1) Pay for a guided tour on the open-air tram that leaves from Yosemite Lodge. (2) Rent a bicycle at Yosemite Lodge or Curry Village and ride the paved bike paths in the Valley. (3) Design your own tour of the Valley by walking and riding the free Valley shuttle bus. The option you choose will determine your itinerary.

The open-air tram tours travel all over the Valley and are narrated by an interpreter. You’re not stuck in an enclosed bus; you’re out in the open, smelling the Valley air and getting a much better view than you’d have from your car windshield. Tours last about two hours and are highly informative.
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the Merced River in Yosemite Valley



On a bicycle, you can easily visit Lower Yosemite Fall and Mirror Lake (you’ll park your bike at the trailheads for both destinations and walk a short distance). You can also tour a large expanse of the Valley, including stops at the visitors center and Yosemite Village or Curry Village for water and snacks.

On foot, and by taking short hops on the free Yosemite Valley shuttle bus, you can see all of the Valley’s famous sights. However, this requires a little more map reading and planning than the other options.

If possible, leave enough time in your one Yosemite day to take a drive to Glacier Point. You can do so in your own car, or ride the tour bus that leaves from Yosemite Lodge. The ideal time to be at Glacier Point is at sunset, when Half Dome turns pink from the bottom up, but the view from the point will knock your socks off at any time of day.

To capture the essence of Yosemite, try to squeeze in at least one hike during your stay. A few easy-to-moderate hikes recommended for short-stay visitors are the trails to May Lake and Lembert Dome on Tioga Pass Road and the trails to Sentinel Dome and Taft Point on Glacier Point Road. In Yosemite Valley, make sure you take the short walks to Lower Yosemite Fall and Bridalveil Fall (each walk is less than a half mile). If you have a little more time in the Valley and don’t mind hiking with a crowd, take the spectacular Mist Trail to the top of Vernal Fall.




Sentinel Dome and Taft Point


Glacier Point Road offers a smorgasbord of short, rewarding hikes. Start with the trails to Sentinel Dome and Taft Point, both 2.2-mile round-trips that begin at a trailhead one mile before the end of the road. Then, if you still feel energetic, hike to McGurk Meadow. It’s only 1 mile to the pristine meadow, so you might as well continue another 2.5 miles to Dewey Point, a fantastic viewpoint that overlooks Yosemite Valley.

Clouds Rest

The summit of Clouds Rest beckons vista lovers. It’s 1,000 feet higher than Half Dome, with an even better view looking down into Yosemite Valley. The hike is 14 miles round-trip from the Sunrise Lakes Trailhead on Tioga Pass Road. Good news—the total elevation gain is only 2,300 feet, so it’s much easier than Half Dome. The final summit ascent travels along a series of granite “pancakes.” Be sure to stop at Sunrise Lakes for a swim on your way back to the trailhead.

North Dome

North Dome is Half Dome’s neighbor, right across Tenaya Canyon. This nine-mile round-trip leads to sublime views, with the best possible perspective on Half Dome of any summit in the park, plus a chance to visit Indian Rock, the only granite arch in Yosemite.
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the summit of Clouds Rest
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climbing the Half Dome cables





Mount Dana

The 13,053-foot summit of Mount Dana can be reached with a rather brutal ascent that gains 3,100 feet over a mere three miles. Start at the Tioga Pass entrance station and hike southeast on the trail. You’ll climb all the way to the Dana Plateau at 11,600 feet, a good rest stop. Another mile and 1,500 feet of elevation gain await, but the hard work is completely worth it. Your reward is one of the finest views in the Sierra, encompassing Mono Lake, Ellery and Saddlebag Lakes, Tuolumne Meadows, and an untold wealth of high peaks.



A Winter Wonderland

Many seasoned Yosemite visitors insist that the best time to see the park is in winter. Rates drop considerably at park lodgings. Crowds are nonexistent. Think you’ll miss out on Yosemite’s scenic beauty by visiting in the colder months of the year? Just take a look at some of Ansel Adams’s photographs and you’ll see that Yosemite in winter is incredibly beautiful. Here are a few of the highlights of a winter visit.

SNOWSHOEING

No experience is required; snowshoeing is as easy as walking, and rentals cost only a few bucks an hour. Rent a pair of snowshoes at Curry Village or Badger Pass Ski Area. Beginners can snowshoe amid the giant sequoia trees at the Merced Grove, Tuolumne Grove, or Mariposa Grove. More experienced snowshoers can head out from Badger Pass to Dewey Point, a seven-mile round-trip, or follow one of several other marked snowshoe/cross-country ski trails from Badger Pass or Crane Flat. If you don’t want to set out on your own, join a ranger-guided snowshoe walk.

SLEDDING AND ICE-SKATING

Sled in the morning and ice-skate in the afternoon. Snow-play areas are located near Crane Flat (Highway 120/Big Oak Flat entrance). Bring along a garbage can lid or a cheap plastic saucer and for a few brief moments you’ll feel like a kid again. Then head to Curry Village for an afternoon skate session, where you can practice your figure eights with a head-on view of Half Dome. Can’t skate? Then sit by the warming hut’s fire pit and treat yourself to a cup of hot chocolate while you watch other skaters perform triple camels, or just fall down.
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  snow in Yosemite Valley



WINTER WALK

During most of the winter, the Valley is often snow-free. The Valley’s paved bike trails make easy walking paths even when they are covered with a few inches of snow. Get out and about before the sun gets too high and you may get to see the ice cone that forms around Yosemite Falls on cold winter nights. On most sunny days, the cone melts off completely by 9am or 10am, so an early start is critical.

SKIING AND SNOWBOARDING

Badger Pass is one of the mellowest ski resorts in the entire Sierra. Lift lines? High-priced lift tickets? No such thing here. If you don’t feel like driving on snow-covered roads, you can take the shuttle bus to Badger Pass from Yosemite Lodge. If you don’t know how to ski or snowboard, Badger’s 85 acres of slopes are the perfect place to learn. Lessons are offered daily. Or, keep it simple—go “snow tubing” on the Badger Pass hills. It’s just like sledding, only safer, because you are cushioned by a big, billowy inner tube.

COCKTAILS BY THE FIRE

After a day playing in the white stuff, head to the Ahwahnee Bar for appetizers and a warming cocktail; then choose a comfy seat in one of the Ahwahnee’s public rooms and read a book by a blazing fire. Or, head to the bar at Yosemite Lodge in Yosemite Valley for drinks, snacks, and a seat around the fire.




Best Waterfalls


People come from all over the world to get a negative-ion fix from the plentiful waterfalls in Yosemite National Park. But there’s a catch: Show up in mid- to late summer and your waterfall fantasies may be all dried up. Waterfall aficionados should time their Yosemite visit for April, May, or June, the months during which 75 percent of the high country’s snowmelt occurs, producing powerful cascades of water. Start with Yosemite Valley’s waterfalls, which are easily seen by walking, driving your car, riding the free Yosemite Valley shuttle bus, riding a bike, or any combination of the above.

Bridalveil Fall

Bridalveil Fall in its 620 feet of cascading glory is an obvious must-see, but don’t miss some of the lesser-known falls nearby. At the overlook for Bridalveil Fall, turn directly around and you’ll see Ribbon Fall pouring off the north rim of the Valley. Also look for Sentinel Fall on the south canyon wall, roughly across from Yosemite Falls, just west of Sentinel Rock.

Yosemite Falls

Lower Yosemite Fall is an easy walk, but waterfall lovers can’t leave Yosemite without a trip to the top of the highest waterfall in North America, 2,425-foot Upper Yosemite Fall. Start hiking at the trailhead behind Camp 4 and after 3.6 miles and 2,700 feet of elevation gain, you’re at a railed overlook that is perched alongside the brink of this behemoth.

Vernal and Nevada Falls

Hike the Panorama Trail from Glacier Point down to Yosemite Valley (it’s an 8.5-mile one-way trek; you’ll need to catch the tour bus at Yosemite Lodge in the morning to deliver you to the trail’s start). Just two miles downhill from Glacier Point you’ll come to the lip of 370-foot Illilouette Fall. Keep going and an hour or so later you’ll reach the brink of Nevada Fall, then finally Vernal Fall. It is a dizzying experience to stand at the railing-lined overlooks on top of these two falls and stare down into the powerful plunge of white water below.
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Chilnualna Falls
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Vernal Fall





Staircase Falls

Behind Curry Village, Staircase Falls skips its way down the stair-step cliff below Glacier Point. If you have time, drive partway up Big Oak Flat Road toward Crane Flat, where Cascade Falls drops just west of the tunnels. Or visit Cascade Falls’ final drop to the valley floor near Cascades Picnic Area, 2.8 miles east of the Arch Rock entrance on Highway 140.

Tuolumne Falls

For waterfall fans who are unlucky enough to miss the prime falling-water season in Yosemite, there’s still hope. July and August park visitors can enjoy a waterfall-laden hike along the Tuolumne River that leads past four falls: Tuolumne, California, LeConte, and Waterwheel. The trailhead is on Tioga Pass Road near Lembert Dome and Soda Springs, and the trail is not usually accessible until July 1 each year due to snow and wet conditions. This epic hike is a whopping 16 miles round-trip, but with only 1,900 feet of elevation change. The good news is that you don’t have to hike the entire distance to enjoy some of the falls. The first one, Tuolumne Falls, is located only 4.5 miles from the trailhead.
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  Tuolumne Meadows is bounded by high granite domes



Chilnualna Falls

Drive to the south part of the park to see a lesser-known waterfall. Hike the 8.0-mile round-trip trail to Chilnualna Falls, located near Wawona.

Tueeulala and Wapama Falls

Head to Hetch Hetchy to see its spectacular free-leaping falls. Tueeulala and Wapama Falls can be seen via an easy-to-moderate 4.8-mile round-trip hike along the edge of Hetch Hetchy Reservoir. Park near the dam, walk across it, and then follow the trail through a tunnel and along the north edge of the reservoir. You’ll cross over the flow of both falls on a series of sturdy bridges.

The Best of Sequoia and Kings Canyon

Day 1

KINGS CANYON

Spend the night prior at one of the campgrounds or cabins near Grant Grove. In the morning, wake up and walk the short trail to Panoramic Point to watch the sunrise. After breakfast at the Grant Grove Restaurant, stop in at the Kings Canyon Visitor Center for maps and information.

From Grant Grove Village, drive one mile northwest on Highway 180 to the left turnoff for the General Grant Tree. Walk the 0.6-mile loop around the world’s second-largest tree and pay homage to the General and its many neighboring behemoths.

Return to Highway 180 and cruise east on the Kings Canyon Scenic Byway (road open May-Oct.), stopping at the roadside overlook at Junction View. Here you can peer down at the confluence of the Middle and South Forks of the Kings River and admire what geology has created in this magnificent canyon. Shortly past the Cedar Grove turnoff, stop and take a brief walk to Roaring River Falls, a snowmelt-fed cataract that drops through a narrow gorge into the South Fork Kings River.
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  Kings River



Continue to the trailhead for Zumwalt Meadow. Walk this scenic 1.8-mile loop alongside the Kings River, enjoying views of the Grand Sentinel and North Dome towering more than 3,500 feet above the valley floor. At Road’s End, take the short walk to Muir Rock, where you can sit by the river and watch the water roll by, or go for a quick dip.

Grab an early dinner at Cedar Grove Lodge and spend the night here or in one of the Cedar Grove campgrounds. Otherwise head back to Grant Grove before dark so you can enjoy this spectacular scenery all over again.


Day 2


SEQUOIA NATIONAL PARK

From Grant Grove, drive 1.5 miles west on Highway 180 and turn left onto the Generals Highway, heading south for Sequoia National Park. It’s a winding and scenic 26 miles (plan 45 minutes) to Lodgepole, where you can pick up maps and information. Along the way, stop off at Wuksachi Lodge, just north of Lodgepole, for breakfast or lunch in the forest-view dining room.

Once at Lodgepole Visitor Center, buy Crystal Cave tour tickets and grab some picnic supplies at the Lodgepole Center Market. Stretch your legs with a 3.6-mile round-trip hike to Tokopah Falls. You’ll have plenty of marmots for company on this forested trail through a U-shaped glacial valley.

Back on Generals Highway, continue south and park your car across the road from the Giant Forest Museum. Take a peek at the fascinating exhibits inside, then ride the shuttle bus to the General Sherman Tree. Get your picture taken at the largest tree on earth, then leave the crowds behind on the two-mile Congress Loop, which travels among hundreds of cinnamon-colored giant sequoias. Or if the shuttle bus is running along Crescent Meadow Road, ride it to the Moro Rock parking lot and climb the 390 stairs to the top of this 6,725-foot granite precipice.
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  giant sequoias on the Congress Trail



The twisting, seven-mile road to Crystal Cave lies just south of Giant Forest off Generals Highway (look for the turnoff on the right). Plan to arrive prior to your scheduled tour time to make the 0.5-mile walk to the cave entrance. Formed of limestone that metamorphosed into marble, fascinating Crystal Cave lies hidden behind an impressive spiderweb gate. Beyond it, you can explore the secret underground world of Sequoia.

After the cave tour, return to Generals Highway and drive south for 8.5 miles along the road’s multiple twists and turns. Stop at Hospital Rock to picnic among the Native American pictographs. The Ash Mountain entrance lies a mere six miles west. Six more miles west on Highway 198 is the gateway town of Three Rivers, which offers overnight accommodations.

Alternatively, you could start your tour from the south, beginning at the Ash Mountain entrance. Continue north all the way to Kings Canyon, or simply stop at Lodgepole and explore from there.
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Vernal Fall




Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S El Capitan: Towering 3,593 feet above the floor of Yosemite Valley, El Cap is the undisputed king of the granite monoliths and a mecca for daredevil rock climbers. Get a good look at “The Chief” from the meadow at its base (click here).

S Ahwahnee Hotel: It costs a bundle to spend the night here, but it is completely free to wander amid the “public rooms” of this splendid 1920s-era hotel. Check out the stained glass windows, historic Yosemite paintings and drawings, and Native American baskets, or buy a drink at the bar (click here).

S Half Dome: Your first look at this sheared-off granite dome always comes as a surprise, even though you’ve undoubtedly seen its image hundreds of times on postcards, calendars, and Ansel Adams prints. Hardcore hikers who secure a permit in advance can trek to its summit and stand atop its bald pate; everybody else can admire it from below or nearby (click here).
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S Lower Yosemite Fall: Upper, Lower, and Middle Yosemite Falls combined make up the highest waterfall in North America, topping out at a prodigious 2,425 feet. It’s a strenuous hike to reach the top of the upper fall, but the base of the lower fall can be visited via an easy, level stroll of a few hundred yards. Bring your rain gear between April and June; the fall’s spray drenches all who come near (click here).

S Mist Trail to Vernal Fall: If you’re only going to do one hike from Yosemite Valley, this should be it. The three-mile round-trip is strenuous, with plenty of rock stairsteps to climb and descend, but it’s short enough to be doable by most everyone. The big thrill is hiking so close to Vernal Fall that you will feel like you’re a part of it (click here).

S Bridalveil Fall: The most dependable waterfall in Yosemite Valley, 620-foot Bridalveil flows year-round, even in the dry late summer and fall months. A 200-yard walk will take you to an overlook point below the falls. In the spring and early summer, prepare to get wet from the billowing spray (click here).

S Yosemite Theater: For only a few bucks, you can take in some live theater in a small, intimate auditorium almost every summer evening and most weekends in winter. An array of entertaining and informative plays depict slices of Yosemite and California history (click here).



Seven miles long and one mile across at its widest point, Yosemite Valley is a mélange of verdant meadows bisected by the clear Merced River.

It is powerful waterfalls plunging thousands of feet over sheer granite walls. It is the forested home of a rich tapestry of wildlife, including black bears, mule deer, and chipmunks.

It is also the home of several hundred people who are employed in the park, or married to someone who is, and the destination of many thousands more who visit each day. It is a small city with sewage lines, garbage collection, a dentist’s office, jail, courtroom, auto garage, and church.

The Valley is the centerpiece of Yosemite and the place where the vast majority of visitors spend most of their time. It offers the greatest number of organized activities of any region of the park, ranging from nature walks to evening theater, from ice-skating to photography seminars, from Indian basket making to rock climbing. The daily array of scheduled events and activities run the gamut from highly athletic to nearly sedentary, and can keep even the most ambitious visitor busy.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Yosemite Valley is open year-round, and its weather is dependably mild. Summer days and nights are usually warm and dry, with temperatures reaching 80-90°F during the day and 50-60°F at night. Autumn and spring are generally 10-20 degrees cooler. Winter daytime temperatures average 30-55°F, and nights often drop below freezing. Snow falls in Yosemite Valley typically a few times each winter, but it usually does not cover the ground for more than a few weeks. Rain is more common in winter than snow.
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Exploring Yosemite Valley


VISITORS CENTERS

Valley Visitor Center

The largest of the park’s visitors centers is located in Yosemite Valley. The Valley Visitor Center (shuttle stops 5 or 9, 209/372-0298, 9am-5pm daily) has natural history displays, including a glass-enclosed stuffed black bear standing on its hind legs, audiovisual programs, a well-stocked bookstore (9am-7pm daily), and staff on hand to answer questions. Free day hiking brochures are available. An exhibit hall interprets the geologic history of Yosemite Valley and explains park wildlife and how it adapts to the Sierra Nevada’s seasonal changes. Charts are posted with current road closures and openings and the status of campsite availability throughout the park.

A National Park Service-sanctioned 23-minute film, The Spirit of Yosemite, is shown in the Valley Visitor Center Theater every half hour starting at 9:30am except on Sunday, when the first showing is at noon. The film explains some of the basics about Yosemite’s geology and history but mostly consists of a lot of very beautiful videography. Ken Burns’ Yosemite: A Gathering of Spirit plays on the hour. A separate video called One Day in Yosemite is available in English, French, German, Spanish, and Japanese. This film is more informative, giving suggestions on how to get the most out of a short visit.

Unfortunately, first-time visitors can have a difficult time finding the visitors center because it is not along a main road or day-use parking lot. If riding the free Valley shuttle bus, get off at stops 5 or 9 (the bus driver will point you in the right direction). If driving, leave your car at the main day-use parking lot, south of the Yosemite Village Store, then walk northwest about 250 yards. The visitors center is just west of the post office.


  Where Can I Find…?

  • Banks and ATMs: There are no banks located in Yosemite Valley, but several ATMs are available. In Yosemite Village, there is a Bank of America ATM south of the Village Store and an ATM inside the Village Store. In Yosemite Lodge, there is an ATM near the main registration area. In Curry Village, there is an ATM inside the grocery store.

  • Gas and Garage Service: There is no gas station in Yosemite Valley. The closest gas stations are in El Portal (12 miles) or at Crane Flat (15 miles); at both spots you can pay at the pump 24 hours a day with a credit card. If your car needs emergency gas or service, find the Village Garage (209/372-8320, 8am-5pm daily, 24-hour towing service available).

  • Internet: Degnan’s Deli (7am-6pm) and Yosemite Lodge (24 hours)

  • Laundry: Housekeeping Camp (shuttle stop 12, Southside Dr.) has laundry service.

  • Post Office: Yosemite Village (8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-noon Sat.) and Yosemite Lodge (12:30pm-2:45pm Mon.-Fri.)

  • Religious Services: Nondenominational services are held Sunday (9:15am) and Thursday (7pm) at Yosemite Chapel on Southside Drive.

  • Showers: Curry Village (24 hours year-round, $5) or Housekeeping Camp (7am-10pm Apr.-Oct., $5). Outside of the park, you can get a shower at Indian Flat RV Park (9988 Hwy. 140, El Portal, 209/379-2339, $3 for non-campers).



Nature Center at Happy Isles

A lesser-known visitors center is the Nature Center at Happy Isles (shuttle stop 16, 9:30am-5pm daily in summer). The small interpretive center has family-oriented exhibits on the natural history and geology of the Valley, including wildlife dioramas and interactive displays. Short nature trails lead from the center, including one that explores evidence of a massive 1996 landslide, which completely devastated this region of the park. Happy Isles is also the trailhead for the famous hikes to Vernal and Nevada Falls and to Half Dome.

ENTRANCE STATIONS

Arch Rock (Hwy. 140) is the closest entrance station to Yosemite Valley. Big Oak Flat (Hwy. 120) offers access from the north; it’s about a 45-minute drive to Yosemite Valley.

SHUTTLES

Free hybrid shuttle buses transport visitors around the Yosemite Valley floor year-round. To get a seat on one of these buses, simply stand at one of the shuttle stops and wait a few minutes until one shows up. The main Valley shuttle runs 7am-10pm daily in summer with shorter hours in winter. The El Capitan shuttle (7am-9pm daily, summer only) operates on a separate loop around the Valley’s west end. If arriving in the Valley during the busy summer season, it is highly recommended that you park your car and use the free shuttles. All of the Valley’s major sights are accessible via the shuttle.
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TOURS

Seven different tours (www.yosemitepark.com/bus-tours.aspx) are available, ranging from a few hours to all day. Buy tour tickets at the Yosemite Lodge Tour Desk (in the lobby of Yosemite Lodge, 209/372-4386, www.yosemitepark.com, 7:30am-7pm daily), Curry Village Tour Desk (next to the Curry Village registration desk, 7:30am-3pm daily in summer), or the outdoor Yosemite Village ticket kiosk (next to the Village Store, summer only). All tours depart from Yosemite Lodge and its tour desk is open the longest; stop in during the evening to make plans for the next day, or show up first thing in the morning when it opens. Tours fill up in the summer, so reserve in advance when possible.

Because of traffic congestion, a driving tour of the Valley is not recommended, especially in summer. Instead, ride the free Valley shuttle bus, or take an organized tour in an open-air tram. Those who are more energetic can tour Yosemite Valley on the seat of a bike—either your own two-wheeled steed or a rental bike from Yosemite Lodge or Curry Village. If you must drive, your best bet is to drive out of the Valley, heading to either Glacier Point or Tioga Pass.
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  tours, rentals, and activities at Yosemite Lodge



Valley Floor Tour

The 26-mile Valley Floor Tour (2 hrs, $25 adults, $23 seniors, $13 children 5 and older, children under 5 free, “family pricing” available, year-round) offers an interpretive tour through the Valley, with easy viewing of famous sights like Yosemite Falls, Half Dome, El Capitan, and Bridalveil Fall. From late spring to early fall, tour participants are comfortably seated in an open-air tram; in winter, the tour takes place in an enclosed bus. Most Valley Floor Tours include a drive up to Tunnel View, located just before the entrance to the Wawona Tunnel, which many consider one of the finest vistas in the park. Along the way, the tour guide remarks on the park’s unique geology and history. For Spanish-speaking visitors, a Spanish-language audio tour is also available.

Moonlight Tour

The evening Moonlight Tour (2 hrs, $25 adults, $23 seniors, $13 children 5 and older, children under 5 free, May-Oct.) is offered on full-moon nights (usually over 4-5 nights). The tour takes place in an open-air tram and hot chocolate is provided. Departure times vary depending on the time of the moonrise.
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  Open-air trams make it easy to see the sights in Yosemite Valley.



Glacier Point

A half-day excursion on a large enclosed bus leads to Glacier Point ($41 adults, $35 seniors, $23 children 5 and older, children under 5 free, June-Nov.). Buses depart from Yosemite Lodge at 8:30am, 10am, and 1:30pm daily. Some hikers ride this bus one-way ($25 adults, $23 seniors, $15 children 5 and older) to Glacier Point and then hike back down to the Valley via either the Four-Mile Trail or the Panorama Trail.

The Glacier Point Stargazing Tour ($41 adults, $35 seniors, $23 children 5 and older) departs Yosemite Lodge at 6:30pm or 7pm on summer evenings and arrives at Glacier Point just in time to take in the spectacular view. Tours last about four hours and a one-hour astronomy program takes place after dark. Stargazing tours are occasionally canceled due to cloudy skies; ticket holders should call 209/372-8242 or 209/372-8243 the day of the tour to ensure the tour will take place (refunds are given if the tour is canceled).

Tuolumne Meadows

A bus tour from Yosemite Valley to Tuolumne Meadows (mid-June to mid-Sept.) leaves once a day at approximately 8am, stopping at Crane Flat, White Wolf, Olmsted Point, and Tuolumne Meadows. The return bus departs Tuolumne Meadows at approximately 2pm daily. Visitors can take an all-day round-trip excursion ($23 adults, $11.50 children), or ride one-way and then hike back down to the Valley. One-way day hikes can be accomplished en route; the ticket fare is adjusted according to which stop you take.


Grand Tour


The Yosemite Grand Tour is a full-day tour ($82 adults, $69 seniors, $46 children 5 and older, children under 5 free, late May to early Nov.) that travels from Yosemite Valley to Glacier Point and then on to the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias. Pack a boxed lunch or add a lunch package ($12.50), served at the Wawona Hotel. The Grand Tour departs from Yosemite Lodge at 8:45am and returns at 5:30pm.

Sights

The following Yosemite Valley sights are listed from west to east along the Valley floor starting on Southside Drive.

BRIDALVEIL FALL

This 620-foot waterfall is easily reached by a 0.25-mile walk from the well-signed parking lot just east of the Highway 41 turnoff from the Valley. The stunning view of Bridalveil Fall from the west end of the parking area will inspire you to take the short, paved walk to an overlook near the fall’s base. In spring and early summer, you will feel the sprinkles of Bridalveil’s billowing spray.

S EL CAPITAN

The largest single piece of granite rock on earth, El Capitan (The Chief) towers 3,593 feet above the Valley floor. It is arguably the most famous rock climbing site in the world. Get a good look at this granite behemoth from El Capitan Meadow along Northside Drive. Many park visitors sit for hours in this meadow, binoculars in hand, watching the daring climbers inch their way up El Cap’s sheer face.
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  Only a tiny percentage of mighty El Capitan is visible above ground.



YOSEMITE CHAPEL

The Yosemite Chapel (shuttle stop 11, 209/372-4831, www.yosemitevalleychapel.org) is the oldest of all the public structures still in use in Yosemite. Built under the sponsorship of the California State Sunday School Association, the small New England-style chapel held its first service on June 7, 1879. It was built near the base of the Four-Mile Trail but was moved here in 1901. All Yosemite visitors are invited to attend services at the chapel. Nondenominational services are held Sunday morning at 9:15am and Thursday evening at 7pm. The chapel is located on Southside Drive, right before Sentinel Bridge.

YOSEMITE VILLAGE

Yosemite Museum

Next door to the Valley Visitor Center is the Yosemite Museum (Yosemite Village, 9am-5pm daily, free), where the Indian Cultural Exhibit interprets the life of the Miwok and Paiute Indians from 1850 to the present. On display are Indian deerskin dresses and dance regalia, as well as natural fiber and beaded baskets. Rotating works of local artists are on display in the Museum Gallery (9am-5pm daily June-Sept., 10am-noon and 1pm-4pm daily Oct.-May), and the Yosemite Museum Store features local American Indian arts and crafts. Behind the museum is the Miwok Indian Village, a year-round outdoor exhibit of local Native American culture. This exhibit is an excellent way to teach children about the Indians who once lived in Yosemite Valley. Visitors can walk among traditional Indian dwellings and watch live demonstrations of basket weaving and beadwork. A self-guided loop trail called “The Miwok in Yosemite” leads through the village. Interpretive brochures are available at the trailhead and in the museum.
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  The Yosemite Museum houses a fascinating Native American exhibit.



Yosemite Valley Cemetery

Across the street from the Yosemite Museum is the Yosemite Valley Cemetery (Yosemite Village), the final resting place of many notable people from the Valley’s history. Among the gravestones you’ll find the names of Galen Clark, Yosemite’s first guardian; George Anderson, the man who first climbed Half Dome; and three members of the Hutchings family, including Florence Hutchings, the first Caucasian child born in Yosemite. Purchase a guide to the cemetery at the Valley Visitor Center.

Lower Yosemite Fall

No visit to Yosemite Valley would be complete without a walk to the base of Lower Yosemite Fall (shuttle stop 6, Northside Dr.), the bottom section of the highest waterfall in North America. The entire waterfall is 2,425 feet high; the lower section is 320 feet. It’s an easy stroll of only 0.25 mile to one of the most thrilling sights in Yosemite, but you might as well walk the entire one-mile loop. The trail starts right across the park road from Yosemite Lodge.


  Waterfall Wonders

  Yosemite is a park well known for superlatives. Among its many bragging rights, the park’s waterfalls are perhaps the most famous and revered. Most geographers agree that Yosemite Valley contains two of the world’s 10 tallest waterfalls,: 2,425-foot Yosemite Falls at number five and 2,000-foot Sentinel Fall at number seven. Yosemite Falls also holds the undisputed title of the tallest waterfall in North America.

  Other, less famous Valley falls boast their own impressive statistics: Ribbon Fall at 1,612 feet holds the title of tallest free-leaping waterfall in Yosemite Valley. Unlike Yosemite Falls, Ribbon’s cascade never touches the granite wall behind it; its fall is unbroken or “free-leaping.” Ribbon Fall ranks among the world’s 20 tallest waterfalls.

  If you want to see Yosemite Valley when its granite walls are graced by the white plumes of gushing waterfalls, you must time your trip carefully. Many a first-time Yosemite visitor has shown up in August or September and questioned why the Park Service has “turned off” the waterfalls.

  Unlike at New York’s famous Niagara Falls, the bureaucrats are not in charge of the water flow in Yosemite—Mother Nature is. Because the Valley’s waterfalls are mostly fed by snowmelt in the high country above the Valley rim, the waterfalls are at their fullest flow in spring and early summer. Approximately 75 percent of the high country’s snowmelt occurs in April, May, and June, making these the prime months for waterfall viewing.
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    Nevada Fall

  

  By late July, Yosemite Falls may be only a dribble—or it may be completely dry. Water flows year-round in only a few of the Valley’s famous falls—Bridalveil Fall, Vernal Fall, and Nevada Fall—but their flow in late summer can be as little as 5 percent of what it is from April to June.

  Perhaps to compensate for its ephemeral nature, Yosemite Falls has a few tricks up its sleeve that may be seen by lucky Valley visitors. In winter, a giant ice cone forms at the base of Upper Yosemite Fall. Composed of frozen spray and fallen chunks of ice, the ice cone can sometimes grow to a height of 300 feet. And on full-moon nights in spring, a “moonbow” will sometimes appear around the base of Lower Yosemite Fall.

  Another waterfall delight that can only be seen in the winter months is the “firefall” of Horsetail Fall, which can be witnessed along the edge of El Capitan. For approximately two weeks each February, the orbit of the earth around the sun creates a dramatic gold-to-red display as the setting sun illuminates the wispy spray of Horsetail Fall. For this flame-colored sunset magic to occur, the light has to be just right (not too much cloud cover), and there has to be sufficient flow in the falls.

  Although the Valley is the best place in the park for waterfall viewing, other regions of the park have their own worthy cataracts. On the park’s south side, be sure to visit Chilnualna Falls (best in early spring, usually April-May). From Tuolumne Meadows, hike downriver to Tuolumne Falls and Waterwheel Falls (best flow in summer, typically July).



S AHWAHNEE HOTEL

This National Historic Landmark is an attraction even for people who aren’t sleeping or eating here. The Ahwahnee Hotel (shuttle stop 3, Ahwahnee Dr., 209/372-1426) has several “public rooms” in which you can wander around and marvel at the hotel’s 1927 architecture, designed by Gilbert Stanley Underwood, plus its colorful stained glass windows, Native American tapestries and baskets, Turkish kilim rugs, and paintings and artifacts from Yosemite’s history. Take a walk around the Great Lounge, peek into the grand Dining Room, and buy a drink at the Ahwahnee Bar or a souvenir in one of the Ahwahnee’s shops. Free one-hour guided tours of the Ahwahnee, designed for adults and mature children, are offered frequently throughout the year; check with the hotel’s concierge desk for a current schedule. A small parking lot is located at the end of Ahwahnee Road, or ride the shuttle from the Yosemite Village parking lot.

LECONTE MEMORIAL LODGE

Built by the Sierra Club in 1903, this beautiful stone building served as the Valley’s first public visitors center. It was moved from its original location in Curry Village to its present site east of the Yosemite Chapel on Southside Drive. LeConte Memorial Lodge (shuttle stop 12, 209/372-4542, 10am-4pm Wed.-Sun. in summer only) is named for Joseph LeConte, a geologist and Sierra explorer. The Sierra Club holds evening programs (8pm Fri.-Sat., free) in summer at the lodge.


MIRROR LAKE


It is not hard to imagine how Mirror Lake (shuttle stop 17) got its name. When the lake is at its fullest in late spring, it reflects a lovely mirror image of Mount Watkins, a granite summit named for one of Yosemite’s earliest photographers. A brief interpretive loop trail gives you a look into Yosemite’s natural history and also its history as a world-famous park. The lake is actually not a lake at all, but a pool on Tenaya Creek that is slowly filling with sediment. By late summer each year, it looks more like a meadow than a lake, although the first winter rains fill it to the brim once more. In the 1880s the lake was dammed and a bathhouse was built on its edges; park visitors floated around its surface in small rowboats.

S HALF DOME

Probably the most famous icon of Yosemite is the sheared-off granite dome known as Half Dome. Several spots on the Valley floor offer great views of this odd-looking rock formation. One is at Mirror Lake, or on the trail just beyond it, where you can stand at the base of the famous stone monolith. Other good viewing spots are at Stoneman Meadow, across the road from Curry Village, or at Tunnel View, just above the Valley on Highway 41. The undisputed best “drive-to” views of Half Dome are from Washburn Point and Glacier Point on Glacier Point Road. If you want to hike to the top of Half Dome (click here), you will need to reserve a permit far in advance.

Recreation

DAY HIKES

From the floor of Yosemite Valley, it’s hard to fathom that hikers can scale its massive granite walls and ascend to the top of Glacier Point or the brink of Yosemite Falls. It’s difficult to comprehend that a trail could take you within a few feet of Vernal or Nevada Fall without sending you tumbling into its spray, or to the polished summit of Half Dome without careening you off the edge. But the well-built trails of Yosemite Valley make these destinations accessible, despite how daunting they may look. Hiking in and around the Valley reveals so many geological and natural wonders that it can often be more of an exercise in suspending disbelief than in physical exertion. You just have to experience it for yourself to believe it.


Yosemite Valley Hikes





	Tra­il
	Eff­ort
	Dis­tan­ce
	Dur­at­ion



	Bri­dal­veil Fall
	Easy
	0.5 mi. rt
	30 min



	Low­er Yos­em­ite Fall
	Easy
	1 mi. rt
	30 min



	Mir­ror Lake Loop
	Easy
	4.6 mi rt
	2 hr



	Mist Tra­il to Ver­nal Fall
	Mod­er­ate
	3 mi rt
	1.5-2 hr



	Mist and John Muir Loop to Nev­ada Fall
	Str­enu­ous
	6.8 mi rt
	3-4 hr



	Up­per Yos­em­ite Fall
	Str­enu­ous
	7.4 mi rt
	4-5 hr



	Ins­pir­at­ion and Stan­ford Poi­nts
	Str­enu­ous
	7.6 mi rt
	4 hr



	Four-Mile Tra­il
	Str­enu­ous
	9.6 mi rt
	5-6 hr



	Eag­le Peak
	Very str­enu­ous
	13.4 mi rt
	6-8 hr



	Half Dome
	Very str­enu­ous
	16 mi rt
	8-10 hr







Upper Yosemite Fall


Distance: 7.4 miles round-trip

Duration: 4-5 hours

Elevation Change: 2,700 feet

Effort: Strenuous

Shuttle Stop: 7

Trailhead: Camp 4 (see map click here)

Directions: From Yosemite Village, drive west on Northside Drive 0.75 mile to the Yosemite Lodge parking lot on the left. Park on the far west side of the lot and walk across the road to Camp 4 (do not park in spaces marked Permit Parking Only). The Upper Yosemite Fall Trailhead is located between the parking lot for Camp 4 and the camp itself.

At 2,425 feet, Yosemite Falls is the highest waterfall in North America and the fifth highest in the world. That’s why hundreds of park visitors hike this strenuous trail every day in the spring and summer. There’s no feeling quite like standing at the waterfall’s brink and realizing you’ve conquered a landmark of this magnitude.

Still, if you tucker out on this demanding climb to Upper Yosemite Fall, just remember that you always have a fallback option: You can hike only 1.2 miles one-way to the Columbia Point viewpoint (also called Columbia Rock), ascending more than 100 switchbacks and a total gain of 1,200 feet, and then turn around and call it a day. The view of Yosemite Valley from Columbia Point is a stunner, and plenty of people who planned on hiking to Upper Yosemite Fall turn around here and still leave satisfied.

Those who push on are also rewarded. After a level section and then a short descent, the trail switchbacks up and up until at 3.7 miles, and after a total 2,700-foot climb, you reach the brink of Upper Yosemite Fall. Make sure you take the cutoff trail on your right to reach the fall overlook; the main trail doesn’t go there. From the lip of the fall you have an amazing perspective on the waterfall’s plunge to the Valley floor far below.

If this trip hasn’t provided you with enough exertion, continue another 0.75 mile, crossing the bridge above the falls to reach Yosemite Point (6,936 feet in elevation), where you get a stunning view of the south rim of the Valley, Half Dome, and North Dome, and a look at the top of Lost Arrow Spire, a single shaft of granite jutting into the sky.

[image: Image]

Eagle Peak

Distance: 13.4 miles round-trip

Duration: 6-8 hours

Elevation Change: 3,800 feet

Effort: Very strenuous

Shuttle Stop: 7

Trailhead: Camp 4 (see map click here)

Directions: From Yosemite Village, drive west on Northside Drive 0.75 mile to the Yosemite Lodge parking lot on the left. Park on the far west side of the lot and walk across the road to Camp 4 (do not park in spaces marked Permit Parking Only). The Upper Yosemite Fall Trailhead is located between the parking lot for Camp 4 and the camp itself. Or, take the free Valley shuttle bus to stop 7 for Camp 4.

If you seek more of a challenge than the day hike to Upper Yosemite Fall, the trail to Eagle Peak delivers the same stunning destinations as the shorter trip—Columbia Point and Upper Yosemite Fall—plus an additional three miles one-way to a lookout atop the highest rock of the Three Brothers formation. Not only can you see all of Yosemite from Eagle Peak, but on rare, extremely clear days you can also see the mountains and foothills of the Coast Range, 100 miles to the west.

Follow the trail notes for the hike to Upper Yosemite Fall; then, after taking the spur trail to the brink of the fall, backtrack 0.25 mile to the trail junction for the Eagle Peak Trail. Follow the Eagle Peak Trail northwest for 1.5 miles and then hike south for one mile through Eagle Peak Meadows. At a trail junction with the El Capitan Trail, bear left for a 0.5-mile ascent to your final destination—the summit of Eagle Peak, elevation 7,779 feet. After completing this trip, you’ll never view the Three Brothers the same way again.


S Lower Yosemite Fall


Distance: 1 mile round-trip

Duration: 30 minutes

Effort: Easy

Elevation Change: 50 feet

Shuttle Stop: 6

Trailhead: Lower Yosemite Fall or Yosemite Lodge (see map click here)

Directions: From Yosemite Village, drive west on Northside Drive 0.75 mile to Yosemite Lodge. Unless you are staying at the lodge, parking is difficult in this area, so riding the shuttle bus is recommended. The shuttle bus will drop you off at the official Lower Yosemite Fall trailhead along Northside Drive. If you must drive your car, there is limited parking on both sides of the road (east of Yosemite Lodge on Northside Drive).

It’s so short you can hardly call it a hike, and the route is perpetually crawling with people. Still, the trail to Lower Yosemite Fall is an absolute must for visitors to Yosemite Valley. When the falls are roaring with snowmelt in the spring and early summer, they never fail to please even the most seasoned hikers.

About 10 minutes of walking from the Yosemite Fall trailhead brings you to the footbridge below the falls, where in the spring you can get soaking wet from the incredible mist and spray. By late summer, on the other hand, the fall often dries up completely. Be sure to walk the entire loop instead of just heading out and back to the fall; there is much to see along the way. And most important of all: If you really want to view the waterfall at its most magnificent stage, plan your trip for sometime between April and June, during peak snowmelt. Seasoned waterfall lovers should also plan to visit on full-moon nights in April and May, when if conditions are just right, they are treated to the appearance of a “moonbow” surrounding the lower fall.


S Mist Trail to Vernal Fall


Distance: 3 miles round-trip

Duration: 1.5-2 hours

Elevation Change: 1,050 feet

Effort: Moderate

Shuttle Stop: 16

Trailhead: Happy Isles (see map click here)

Directions: From the Arch Rock entrance station on Highway 140, drive 11.6 miles east to the day-use parking lot at Curry Village. Board the free Yosemite Valley shuttle bus to Happy Isles, stop number 16. In winter when the shuttle does not run, you must hike from Curry Village, adding two miles to your round-trip. Trails may be closed in winter; call to check on weather conditions.
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the overlook on top of Vernal Fall



This is a hike that every visitor to the Valley should take, even if it’s the only trail they walk all year. Despite how crowded the trail inevitably is, this is a world-class hike to one of the most photographed waterfalls in the world. Make your trip more enjoyable by starting as early in the morning as possible, before the hordes are out in full force.

Start by taking the free Yosemite shuttle bus to the trailhead at Happy Isles. (Or you can add on an extra mile each way by hiking from the day-use parking area in Curry Village to Happy Isles.) The partially paved route is a moderate 500-foot climb to the Vernal Fall footbridge, then a very steep tromp up the seemingly endless granite staircase to the top of the fall. Although many people hike only to the footbridge, 0.8 mile from Happy Isles, it’s definitely worth the extra effort to push on another 0.5 mile to reach the top of Vernal Fall.

[image: Image]

Doing so means ascending another 500 feet on the Mist Trail’s famous granite stairway, which frames the edge of Vernal Fall. You will come so close to the plunging spray that you may feel as if you are part of it. Sometimes you are—during peak snowmelt in spring, hikers are frequently drenched in spray and mist. Remember to bring a rain poncho if you don’t like getting wet. When you reach the 317-foot-high fall’s brink, you can stand at the railing and watch the dizzying flow of rushing white water as it tumbles downward. This is a trip you have to do at least once in your life.

Mist and John Muir Loop to Nevada Fall

Distance: 6.8 miles round-trip

Duration: 3-4 hours

Elevation Change: 2,600 feet

Effort: Strenuous

Shuttle Stop: 16

Trailhead: Happy Isles (see map click here)

Directions: From the Arch Rock entrance station on Highway 140, drive 11.6 miles east to the day-use parking lot at Curry Village. Board the free Yosemite Valley shuttle bus to Happy Isles. In winter when the shuttle does not run, you must hike from Curry Village, adding two miles to your round-trip. Trails may be closed in winter; call to check on weather conditions.

You can hike either the John Muir Trail or the Mist Trail to reach Yosemite’s classic Nevada Fall, but the best choice is to make a loop out of it by hiking uphill on the Mist Trail, then downhill partway or all the way on the John Muir Trail. Both trails join above and below Nevada Fall, so you have some options. By hiking uphill rather than downhill on the Mist Trail’s treacherous granite staircase, you can look around at the gorgeous scenery every time you stop to catch your breath. The John Muir Trail is somewhat less scenic, especially in its lower reaches, so save it for the way back downhill.
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Seen from the John Muir Trail, Nevada Fall is framed by Liberty Cap.



Start at Happy Isles and follow the signed trail to the footbridge over the Merced River, below Vernal Fall. After crossing the bridge, stay close along the river’s edge on the Mist Trail for 1.2 miles to the top of Vernal Fall. If it’s springtime, make sure you bring your rain gear for this stretch, or you will be drenched in spray. After a brief rest at the waterfall overlook, continue along the river’s edge, passing a gorgeous stretch of stream known as the Emerald Pool, still following the Mist Trail. In 0.5 mile, the path crosses the river again and then climbs another mile to the brink of Nevada Fall. Total elevation gain to the top of the 594-foot falls is 2,600 feet, a healthy ascent. But when you get to walk this close to two world-class waterfalls, who’s complaining? For your return trip, cross the footbridge above Nevada Fall and follow the John Muir Trail to loop back. As you descend, check out the great view of Nevada Fall with Liberty Cap in the background. This is one of the most memorable scenes in Yosemite Valley.

Note that you can cut back over to the Mist Trail at Clark Point, just above Vernal Fall, if you so desire. That way, you get a second chance to see Vernal Fall and hike the Mist Trail’s granite staircase. But let your knees decide—plenty of hikers don’t want to face those stairsteps a second time, especially in the downhill direction.

Mirror Lake Loop

Distance: 4.6 miles round-trip

Duration: 2 hours

Elevation Change: 80 feet

Effort: Easy

Shuttle Stop: 17

Trailhead: Mirror Lake Junction (see map click here)

Directions: From the Arch Rock entrance station on Highway 140, drive 11.6 miles east to the day-use parking lot at Curry Village. Board the free Yosemite Valley shuttle bus to Mirror Lake Junction.

Thousands of Yosemite visitors walk to Mirror Lake every day in summer, but the vast majority of them miss the best part of this hike. The first thing you need to know: Mirror Lake is not really a lake; it’s a large, shallow pool in Tenaya Creek. The pool is undergoing the process of sedimentation (filling with sand and gravel from the creek), so every year it shrinks a little more. Many visitors walk up and down this canyon, shake their heads, and ask each other, “Where’s Mirror Lake?” If you know what you are looking for, the shallow pool is interesting to see, especially when its still waters produce a lovely reflective image of the granite domes above. But if you leave Mirror Lake behind and head back a mile or more into Tenaya Canyon, you will get the most out of this hike, and perhaps find the kind of quiet nature experience that most visitors seek in Yosemite.

Start by riding the free shuttle from the Curry Village parking lot to Mirror Lake Junction. (Or walk there, if you wish, adding 1.5 miles round-trip to your hike.) From the bus stop, walk 0.5 mile on pavement to Mirror Lake and check out the interpretive signs at its edges. Then follow the foot trail up Tenaya Creek for 1.5 miles, passing the left turnoff for the Snow Creek Trail. When you reach a footbridge across Tenaya Creek, cross it and loop back on the other side. Views of Half Dome, Mount Watkins, and their neighboring granite walls are spectacular, and the forested creek canyon presents an intimate amphitheater in which to view them. Find a boulder somewhere, have a seat, and take in the show. This loop trail is nearly level the whole way, and once you go beyond Mirror Lake and into the lower Tenaya Creek Canyon, you are likely to find a little solitude.
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Half Dome

Distance: 16 miles round-trip

Duration: 8-10 hours

Elevation Change: 4,800 feet

Effort: Very strenuous

Shuttle Stop: 16

Trailhead: Happy Isles (see map click here)

Directions: From the Arch Rock entrance station on Highway 140, drive 11.6 miles east to the day-use parking lot at Curry Village. Board the free Yosemite Valley shuttle bus to Happy Isles, stop number 16.

No argument about it, Half Dome is one of those once-in-your-life-you-gotta-do-it hikes. Just be sure you know what you’re in for before you set out on this epic trail. You’re in for 16 miles round-trip, a 4,800-foot elevation gain, and a staggering amount of company.

When to Go: Half Dome’s cables are usually in place only from late May to mid-October, so that’s the only time you can go.

Permits: During the summer, about 300 people a day make the trek to Half Dome’s summit, even with a permit system that “limits” the number of hikers in order to help control the traffic on Half Dome’s famous cables. Most hikers make the trek as a day hike, but whether you do it in one day or opt for an overnight backpacking trip, you need to have a permit. Permits are acquired via a lottery in March (apply online at www.recreation.gov).

Planning: Plan on an early-morning start to beat the heat and the possibility of afternoon clouds and/or thundershowers (5am is a common start time). Plan on not seeing your car again for about 10-12 hours, during which time you must have everything you need in your day pack. Bring plenty of water and food. You’ll be handing it out to others who are not so well prepared as well as gulping it down yourself. And consider carrying along a pair of gloves to keep your hands from slipping or chafing on the cables. (If you forget, you can often find a pair that’s been left by other hikers at the base of the cables.)
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The Hike: Follow either the John Muir Trail or the Mist Trail from Happy Isles to the top of Nevada Fall (the Mist Trail is 0.6 mile shorter); then turn left and enter Little Yosemite Valley, where backpackers make camp. At 6.2 miles the John Muir Trail splits off from the Half Dome Trail; head left for Half Dome. Just under two miles later you approach Half Dome’s shoulder, which is a massive hump affectionately called Sub Dome. Here, during almost every single daylight hour, a ranger is stationed to check to make sure that hikers have a permit (hikers without permits are not allowed beyond Sub Dome’s base). From this point, a granite stairway consisting of about 600 steps leads up the dauntingly steep face of Sub Dome. The views are outstanding, though, so there is plenty of reason to stop and catch your breath. Then the trail descends a bit before reaching the steel cables that run 200 yards up the back of Half Dome.

This is where many hikers start praying and wishing there weren’t so many other hikers on the cables at the same time. Do some soul-searching before you begin the cable ascent—turning around is not a good option once you’re halfway up. Pull on your gloves; you’ll need them to protect your hands as you pull yourself up the cables. Arm strength as well as leg strength is required to haul yourself up 440 feet of nearly vertical granite.

When you reach the top, the views are so incredible that you forget all about your exertion. There’s plenty of room for everyone on top of Half Dome; its vast, mostly flat surface covers about 13 acres.

Backpack option: To make the trip easier, you can camp at Little Yosemite Valley, 4.7 miles in (overnight wilderness permit required), and save the final ascent for the next day. The best part of an overnight trip is that you can access the cables and the summit long before the day hikers arrive. Figure on a little over two hours of hiking from your Little Yosemite Valley campsite to the summit. Then just get up early and go. You’ll enjoy a much more peaceful experience.

Inspiration and Stanford Points

Distance: 7.6 miles round-trip

Duration: 4 hours

Elevation Change: 2,250 feet

Effort: Strenuous

Trailhead: Wawona Tunnel (see map click here)

Directions: From the Arch Rock entrance station on Highway 140, drive 6.3 miles east and turn right at the fork for Highway 41/Wawona/Fresno. Continue 1.5 miles to the parking lots on either side of the road just before the Wawona Tunnel. The trailhead is on the left (south) side of the road.
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From Inspiration Point, all of Yosemite Valley comes into view.



Many consider the view from Inspiration Point at the entrance to the Wawona Tunnel to be one of the finest scenes in Yosemite—a wide panorama of Yosemite Valley, El Capitan, Half Dome, and Bridalveil Fall. If you like this view, you might want to see more of it by taking this hike from the trailhead at the vista point parking lot. The Pohono Trail leads uphill on a moderately steep grade until at 1.3 miles it reaches the “old” Inspiration Point. This is where the road to Yosemite Valley passed through in the days before the Wawona Tunnel, and the view is now largely obscured by trees. Keep climbing, however, because with another 1,000 feet of elevation gain, you will cross Meadow Brook and reach the left cutoff trail for Stanford Point. You’re 3.8 miles from the trailhead and you’ve climbed 2,200 feet, but your reward is an eagle’s-eye view of the valley floor, 3,000 feet below, and a vista to the east of Half Dome and all its granite cousins. This stretch of the Pohono Trail is a dependable workout and the trail is never crowded with hikers.
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S Bridalveil Fall


Distance: 0.5 mile round-trip

Duration: 30 minutes

Elevation Change: None

Effort: Easy

Trailhead: Bridalveil Fall (see map click here)

Directions: From the Arch Rock entrance station on Highway 140, drive 6.3 miles east and turn right at the fork for Highway 41/Wawona/Fresno. Turn left almost immediately into the Bridalveil Fall parking lot. The trail begins at the far end of the parking lot. If you are driving into Yosemite Valley on Highway 41 from the south, watch for the Bridalveil Fall turnoff on your right about one mile after you exit the Wawona Tunnel.

Bridalveil Fall is right up there with Lower Yosemite Fall as a must-do walk for visitors (including non-hikers) to Yosemite Valley. Like that other famous waterfall walk, the path to Bridalveil Fall is paved with people. But the best thing about this waterfall is that, unlike other falls in Yosemite Valley, Bridalveil runs year-round. It never dries up and disappoints visitors. The walk to its overlook is short and nearly level; the trail delivers you to a small viewing area about 50 yards from the fall. You can look straight up and see Bridalveil Creek plunging 620 feet off the edge of the south canyon wall. In high wind the fall billows and sways; if you are lucky you might see rainbows dancing in its mist. Another bonus is that your position at the Bridalveil overlook is such that if you do an about-face, you have an excellent view of Ribbon Fall flowing off the north rim of Yosemite Valley. At 1,612 feet, Ribbon Fall is the highest single drop in the park, but it only flows during the peak snowmelt months of spring.

Four-Mile Trail

Distance: 9.6 miles round-trip

Duration: 5-6 hours

Elevation Change: 3,200 feet

Effort: Strenuous

Trailhead: Four-Mile (see map click here)

Directions: From the Arch Rock entrance station on Highway 140, drive 9.5 miles east to the Four-Mile Trailhead, located next to mile marker V18 on the right side of Southside Drive. Park in the pullouts along the road.

Although the vast majority of Yosemite visitors get to Glacier Point by driving there, your arrival at this dramatic overlook is somehow made more meaningful if you get there under your own power. That means hiking the Four-Mile Trail all the way up from the valley floor, gaining 3,200 feet in 4.8 miles—not four miles, as the name implies. The trail is partially shaded and makes a terrific day hike with an early-morning start. A bonus is that in the summer months the snack stand on Glacier Point is open during the day, so you can hike to the top with a light day pack and then order whatever you want for lunch. Go ahead, have the chili dog—the hike back is all downhill.

The trail is remarkably well graded, and surprisingly, sections of it are paved, or partially paved. After the first mile or so, the trail breaks out from the trees and delivers nonstop views every step of the way. The big reward comes when you reach Glacier Point, where you have unobstructed views of just about every major landmark in Yosemite Valley, most notably Half Dome, Basket Dome, Yosemite Falls, Vernal and Nevada Falls, and the valley floor far, far below you.

Note that you’ll see many more people hiking downhill on this trail than uphill; that’s because they’ve ridden the tour bus to Glacier Point so that they can make the one-way hike back down to the valley floor. But honestly, this trail is much better in the uphill direction, as the amazing views unfold with every turn and twist in the trail.
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BACKPACKING

Although the hiking trails in Yosemite Valley are most heavily used by day hikers, several trails begin in the Valley and lead out of it to overnight camping destinations. Far and away the most popular of these is the busy trail from Happy Isles. Every day in summer, a swarm of day hikers follows the trail to Vernal and Nevada Falls, and many continue on for the long trek to Half Dome.

No matter where you decide to go, remember that if you want to strap on a backpack and spend the night in Yosemite’s wilderness, you must have a permit (209/372-0740, www.nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/wildpermits.htm). Backpackers must always use bear canisters to store their food for overnight trips. Hanging food from trees is illegal in Yosemite.

Half Dome

Backpackers can make the trip to Half Dome easier by splitting it into two days. A designated camp is located at Little Yosemite Valley, 4.7 miles from the start and about 3.5 miles from Half Dome’s summit. Permit reservations for this trail are nearly impossible to come by in the summer months, so you need to plan early. A less crowded and perhaps more appealing option for Half Dome backpackers is to continue past this camp on the John Muir Trail—heading toward Tuolumne Meadows—or follow the other fork toward Merced Lake. Backpackers are permitted to set up camp as long as they are at least two miles from Little Yosemite Valley. Either one of these options offers lovely scenery, although of course they add time and distance to the next day’s summit ascent.


  Half Dome Permits

  Permits to hike to the top of Half Dome are required seven days per week. A maximum of 300 hikers are allowed per day on the Half Dome Trail beyond the granite formation known as “Sub Dome.” Of those 300 hikers, approximately 225 are day hikers and 75 are backpackers. Permits are distributed by lottery via the website www.recreation.gov. A preseason lottery, held in March, is supplemented by daily lotteries during the hiking season.

  Costs

  A nonrefundable fee of $4.50 (online) or $6.50 (by phone) is charged when you submit an application. A second fee of $8 per person is charged only if you win the lottery and will receive a permit. For more information about daily Half Dome permits, phone 209/372-0826 (9am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri. May-Sept.).

  PRESEASON LOTTERY (MARCH)

  Half Dome day hikers can apply for up to six permits (six people maximum). Each lottery application allows for a choice of up to seven dates. Hikers who choose dates that fall from Monday through Thursday have a much better chance of winning than hikers who choose Friday, Saturday, and Sunday dates, when demand is much higher. Applications are taken online March 1-31 (www.recreation.gov). Lottery results are announced by email in mid-April.

  How to Apply

  On each application, a trip leader and alternate trip leader must be designated. Each person may apply as a trip leader only once per lottery. (People applying multiple times as trip leader will have all their lottery applications canceled.) Preseason applications are successful if the number of permits requested is available on at least one of the requested dates. If permits are available for more than one of the requested dates, they are automatically awarded to the highest priority date, as specified by the applicant. Permits are valid only if the trip leader and/or alternate leader is accompanying the group using the permits. The trip leader must carry a photo ID and show up together with his or her entire group at the base of Sub Dome, where rangers check for permits. Permits are not transferable. Any resale or auction of permits will make the permit/contract null and void.

  
    [image: Image]

    Every summer day, hundreds of hikers ascend the Half Dome cables.

  

  DAILY LOTTERY (MAY-OCT.)

  Hikers who didn’t enter or succeed in the preseason lottery can try their luck at the daily lottery. Approximately 50 day hiking permits are available each day by lottery during the hiking season. The lottery is open for 13 hours each day (midnight-1pm PST). If you are trying for the daily lottery, you have a much better chance (56 percent) of winning the lottery on a weekday. Only 31 percent of hikers who try for a weekend day will get a permit.

  How to Apply

  To apply for a daily lottery permit, go to www.recreation.gov or call 877/444-6777. For the daily lottery you must apply online two days prior to your desired hiking date, and you will be notified of the lottery results late the same night. (So, to hike on Saturday, you would apply on Thursday and receive an email notification of results late Thursday night.) Results are also available online or by phone the next morning.

  BACKPACKING

  Hikers who want to climb Half Dome as part of an overnight trip need to follow a completely different process; they must obtain a wilderness permit (www.nps.gov/yose/plan­yourvisit/wpres.htm) for backpacking and request a Half Dome permit for hiking to the summit. Permits for overnight trips are obtained by filling out a reservation form, then sending it to the wilderness permit office via fax (209/372-0739), phone (209/372-0740), or mail.
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GrantGrove,

mid-May to

SunsetCamp _Kings Canyon $18 mid-Sept. tentand RV sites
Grant Grove,
AzaleaCamp  Kings Canyon $18 year-round tent and RV stes

Crystal Springs

Grant Grove,
Kings Canyon

18

mid-May to
mid-Sept

tent and RV sites

Grant Grove Grant Grove, yearround;tent  woodand tent

Cabins Kings Canyon $109-199 cabins May-Nov. __cabins, restaurant

John Muir Grant Grove, hotel rooms,

Lodge Kings Canyon $200-250 year-round restaurant
CedarGrove,

SheepCreek Kings Canyon $18 May-mid-Oct tentand RV sites
Cedar Grove,

Sentinel Kings Canyon $18 May-Sept. tentand RV sites
Cedar Grove,

Moraine Kings Canyon $18 May-Sept. tentand RV sites
Cedar Grove,

CanyonView  Kings Canyon $35-50 May-mid-Oct group tent sites

CedarGrove  Cedar Grove, hotel rooms,

Lodge Kings Canyon $120-165 late May-mid-Oct. _restaurant

Wauksachi Lodgepole, Sequoia hotel rooms,

Lodge National Park $150-190. yearround restaurant
Lodgepole, Sequoia tentand RV sites,

Lodgepole National Park $2 mid-Apr-mid-Oct. _restaurants
Lodgepole, Sequoia

Dorst Creek National Park $22 mid-May-early Sept. tentand RV sites

ColdSprings  Mineral King, Sequoia

Campground  National Park $12 late May-mid-Oct. _tentsites

Atwell Mill Mineral King, Sequoia

Campground _ National Park $12 late May-mid-Oct. _tentsites

Silver City

Mountain Mineral King, Sequoia cabins, chalets,

Resort National Park $100-395 late May-lateOct.  restaurant
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Location Price Season Amenities
Campa Yosemite Village 36 year-ound tentsites
Upper, North, March-Oct;
and Lower Upper Pines open
Pines Yosemite Village $26 year-round tentand RV sites
motel rooms, wood
cabins, tent cabins,
CurryVillage  Yosemite Village $83-195 year-round restaurants
Housekeeping duplex camp units,
Camp Yosemite Village $99-13 Apr-Oct showers, laundry
Yosemite
Lodgeat hotel rooms,
theFalls Yosemite Village $162:232 year-round restaurants
hotel rooms,
Ahwahnee cottages, suites,
Hotel Yosemite Village $481-590 yearround fine dining
Bridalveil
Creek Wawona $18 July-Sept. tentand RV sites
Wawona Wawona 526 year-ound tentand RV sites
Wawona hotel rooms,
Hotel Wawona $155-295 Apr-Dec. restaurant
TheRedwoods  Wawona $249-980 year-round vacation homes
Yosemite
West Wawona $375-750 year-round vacation homes
Tamarack
Flat Tuolumne Meadows __ $12 late June-mid-Oct. _tent sites
Yosemite
Creek Tuolumne Meadows __ $12 late June-early Sept. _tent sites
Porcupine
Flat Tuolumne Meadows __ $12 July-mid-Oct tent and RV sites
White Wolf Tuolumne Meadows 318 late June-mid-Sept, _tentand RV sites
Hodgdon
Meadow Tuolumne Meadows __ $26 year-round tentand R sites
Crane Flat Tuolumne Meadows __ $26 July-mid-Oct tentand AV sites
Tuolumne
Meadows Tuolumne Meadows __ $26 late June-late Sept. _tentand RV sites
White Wolf wood cabins, tent
Lodge Tuolumne Meadows __ $124-156 mid-une-early Sept._cabins, restaurant
Tuolumne
Meadows. tent cabins,
Lodge Tuolumne Meadows  $124 mid-June-mid-Sept. restaurant
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