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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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NEED TO KNOW


Plunging waterfalls, stark granite, alpine lakes, pristine meadows, giant sequoia trees, and raging rivers—you’ll find them all in Yosemite National Park. At 1,169 square miles (3,028 sq km), the park is nearly the size of Rhode Island. It’s one of the most popular national parks in the United States, visited by about four million people each year.


Set aside as a national park in 1890, Yosemite is a place that is synonymous with scenery. The 7-mile-long (11.3-km) Yosemite Valley, with its 3,000-foot (900-m) 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 the Valley when they travel to Yosemite, even though it comprises less than 1 percent of the park.


Beyond the Valley lies the pristine high country of Tioga Pass 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 are Glacier Point, with its picture-postcard vistas, and the botanic marvels of the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias—the largest living trees on earth.



BEST DAY IN YOSEMITE






Morning
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1 Start your action-packed Yosemite day with a morning Valley Floor Tour around Yosemite Valley. You’ll savor extraordinary views of sheer cliffs, plunging waterfalls, and polished granite without the hassles of driving and parking.
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2 Next, make the difficult choice between the Valley’s numerous waterfall hikes. If you have to choose one, the Mist Trail to Vernal Fall is the hike that every visitor should take. The 3-mile (4.8-km) 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 6.8-mile (10.9-km) round-trip hike.







Afternoon
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3 After the hike, grab a quick lunch at the Village Grill.
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4 Stop in at the Valley Welcome Center to watch a short documentary about Yosemite, browse the excellent bookstore, and learn from exhibits explaining the park’s geology, flora, fauna, and human history.
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5 Drive up Highway 41 to Tunnel View and survey the Valley from this sweeping western vantage point. El Capitan looms on the left, Bridalveil Fall cascades on the right, and Half Dome and its granite neighbors anchor center stage.
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6 Proceed to 7,214-foot (2,199-m) Glacier Point, where you’ll find one of the West’s grandest viewpoints (yes, it’s even better than Tunnel View). Snap some selfies by the rock railings framing the vista of Half Dome, Vernal and Nevada Falls, and the Merced River Canyon.
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7 Backtrack on Glacier Point Road to the Sentinel Dome and Taft Point trailhead. Hike one or both of these spectacular short hikes. Taft Point grants you a more northern view that includes stunning El Capitan, and Sentinel Dome delivers the full wow factor, a head-swiveling 360 degrees of granite.
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8 Head back down to Yosemite Valley, where you’ll have time for a quick dip in the Merced River before dinner. Sentinel Beach Picnic Area is an easy spot to park your car and go for a swim.








Evening
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9 Leave yourself enough time to get spiffed up for your reservation at The Ahwahnee Dining Room, where wrought-iron chandeliers dangle from a 37-foot-high (11-m) ceiling supported by massive timbers, and enormous picture windows look out over a grassy meadow.
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10 After dinner, head over to the Yosemite Conservation Heritage Center to listen to presentations about wildflower identification, Yosemite’s Indigenous people, the creation of America’s national park system, and other educational topics.








[image: image]



11 You’re probably ready to hit the sack, but stay up a little later so you can walk around Yosemite Valley in the moonlight. In the spring months, you might even catch sight of the “moonbow” that glows around Lower Yosemite Fall on a few special nights each year.







ITINERARY DETAILS


•  To see Yosemite Valley’s famous waterfalls at their prime, plan your trip for April, May, or June. The falls are fed by snowmelt, the majority of which occurs in those three months.


•  At any time of year, a visit to Yosemite requires careful planning. Yosemite Valley in particular is extremely popular and its handful of lodgings get booked months in advance, especially April-October. Book in-park lodgings and tours at www.travelyosemite.com. Park campgrounds also fill quickly; go to www.nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/campgrounds.htm for information.


•  The Valley Floor Tour starts operating at 10am daily. Reserve a spot on the first tour so you’ll have time to fit in the rest of the day’s activities. If you’re an early riser and don’t want to wait until 10am to get started, hike the Mist Trail to Vernal Fall first, then go for a tram tour.


•  In most years, Glacier Point Road is closed due to snow November-May. If you’re visiting during these months, stops 6 and 7 on this itinerary won’t be accessible. A great alternative is to drive up to Crane Flat and take a one-mile (1.6-km) hike to the Tuolumne Grove of Giant Sequoias. Even if there’s snow on the ground, you can snowshoe into this lovely grove of big trees.


•  If you choose to visit Yosemite November-April—a great choice for solitude lovers—you are required to carry tire chains in your vehicle. In the event of a winter storm, tire chains may be required on roads within the park boundaries.






SEASONS OF YOSEMITE



SPRING


(APR.-MAY)


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. Spring is a transition time in Yosemite. Temperatures swing widely from freezing at night to the 70s during the daytime.


Temperatures (Yosemite Valley)
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Day: 70°F (21°C)


Night: 32°F (0°C)


Road and Trail Access


Glacier Point Road and Tioga Road are closed in the spring and winter months. The roads typically open sometime in June. A few of Yosemite Valley’s trails, like the Four Mile Trail that climbs the south rim, may be snow-covered in its upper reaches as late as mid-May.


SUMMER


(HIGH SEASON, MAY-SEPT.)


Be prepared for crowds if you visit in the high season. Summer weekends are the busiest days and are best avoided, especially in Yosemite Valley. But summer and fall (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 Yosemite Valley, summer daytime temperatures are typically in the high 80s or low 90s (30-34°C); nighttime temperatures drop to the 50s (10-15°C). Daytime temperatures in Tuolumne Meadows and Tioga Pass in mid-summer are usually in the 70s (21-26°C); nighttime temperatures drop near freezing.


Temperatures (Yosemite Valley)
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Day: 80 to 90°F (27 to 32°C)


Night: 50 to 60°F (10 to 15°C)


Road and Trail Access


In most years, all park roads and services are open by mid-June.


FALL


(SEPT.-OCT.)


Like spring, fall is a transition time in Yosemite, with temperatures swinging widely from freezing at night to the 70s (21-26°C) during the daytime.


Autumn is a fine time to visit Yosemite, even though most of the 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.


Temperatures (Yosemite Valley)
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Day: 70°F (21°C)


Night: 32°F (0°C)



Road and Trail Access



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.


WINTER


(LOW SEASON, NOV.-MAR.)


Winter is the quietest season in Yosemite. The lowest visitation levels are recorded November to 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. And expect cold temperatures: At night, Yosemite Valley’s air temperature will drop below freezing, typically in the 20s (−5°C), and daytime highs will peak around 50°F (10°C).


Temperatures (Yosemite Valley)
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Day: 30 to 55°F (−1 to 13°C)


Night: 20 to 30°F (−6 to −1°C)


Road and Trail Access


Glacier Point Road, Tioga Road, and the Mariposa Grove Road may close as early as November 1. Wawona Road (Highway 41), El Portal Road (Highway 140), Big Oak Flat Road (Highway 120, from the west), and Hetch Hetchy Road are open all year except during extreme winter storms.




NEED TO KNOW


•  Entrance fee: $35 per vehicle


•  Closest entrance to Yosemite Valley: Arch Rock (Hwy. 140, western side of the park)


•  Main visitor center: Valley Welcome Center (Yosemite Valley)


•  Hotel and park activity reservations: www.travelyosemite.com


•  Campsite reservations: www.recreation.gov


•  Gas in the park: Crane Flat and Wawona only; none in Yosemite Valley


•  EV charging: Yosemite Valley Lodge; the Village Store; The Ahwahnee; west of Tuolumne Meadows Store


•  High season: May-Sept.
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BEST OF THE BEST YOSEMITE
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BEST SCENIC DRIVE


TIOGA ROAD



BEST HIKES



UPPER YOSEMITE FALL


Yosemite Valley


STRENUOUS


Yosemite Falls holds the undisputed title of the tallest waterfall in North America. The upper, lower, and middle falls combined top out at a prodigious 2,425 feet (739 m). It’s a strenuous 7.4-mile (11.9-km) round-trip 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 overspray drenches all who come near (click here).


MIST TRAIL TO VERNAL AND NEVADA FALLS


Yosemite Valley


STRENUOUS


If you only have time for one hike from Yosemite Valley, this should be it. Of all the watery splendors that Yosemite Valley offers, a hike on the Mist Trail is the most exciting. The trail ascends a granite stairway to the brink of Vernal Fall before continuing on to Nevada Fall. The biggest thrill is hiking so close to the waterfalls that you get thoroughly soaked by their spray. It’s easy to turn this into a loop by returning via the John Muir Trail, making for a 6.8-mile (10.9-km) round-trip hike. The Mist Trail is one of Yosemite Valley’s most popular trails, but an early-morning start can help you beat the crowds. (click here)


SENTINEL DOME


Glacier Point and Wawona


EASY


Glacier Point offers one of Yosemite’s most enticing vistas, and nearby Sentinel Dome, a 2.2-mile (3.5-km) round-trip hike, provides jazzy riffs on that same view. This bald granite dome rising to 8,122 feet (2,476 m) elevation offers a breathtaking perspective on Yosemite Falls, but that’s only one small piece of its 360-degree panorama. Access is from the trailhead 1 mile (1.6 km) west of Glacier Point. (click here)



PANORAMA TRAIL



Glacier Point and Wawona


MODERATE TO STRENUOUS


The Panorama Trail traces a spectacular 8.5-mile (13.7-km) route from Glacier Point to Yosemite Valley, heading downhill most of the way and delivering nonstop views of a banquet of peaks, domes, and precipices. Take the morning tour bus from Yosemite Valley Lodge to the trailhead at Glacier Point, then lace up your boots. Follow Panorama Trail as it switchbacks downhill, providing ever-changing perspectives on Half Dome, Basket Dome, North Dome, and Liberty Cap. You’ll also hike past three major waterfalls—Illilouette, Nevada, and Vernal—and miles of postcard-quality Sierra scenery. Finish out the trip at Happy Isles (click here).


LEMBERT DOME


Tioga Road and Tuolumne Meadows


MODERATE


Glacially polished Lembert Dome is an example of a roche moutonnée, a dome with one gently sloping side and one side that drops off steeply. Rock climbers tackle Lembert Dome’s south escarpment, but hikers can follow the 2.8-mile (4.5-km) round-trip trail around its east side, or the slightly shorter trail on its west side, then walk up the granite to the bald dome’s 9,450-foot (2,880-m) summit. The reward is an astonishing view of Tuolumne Meadows and surrounding peaks, plus the chance to walk on Yosemite’s surprisingly “grippy” granite (click here).


HALF DOME


Yosemite Valley


VERY STRENUOUS


Reserve in advance to secure a permit for this epic hike. Start as early in the morning as you can because you have 16 miles (26 km) and a whopping 4,800 feet (1,465 m) 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 (134 m) of nearly vertical granite. On top, you can bask in your accomplishment while taking in the commanding view (click here).



BEST VIEWS



GLACIER POINT


Glacier Point and Wawona


The commanding vista from Glacier Point, a 7,214-foot (2,199-m) granite precipice, takes in the park’s most famous landmarks—Half Dome, Clouds Rest, Liberty Cap, Vernal and Nevada Falls, and the surrounding High Sierra (click here).


TUNNEL VIEW


Yosemite Valley


Drive up to Tunnel View, just before the entrance to the Wawona Tunnel. Many consider this viewpoint, which takes in Bridalveil Fall, El Capitan, and Half Dome, one of the finest vistas in the park (click here).
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Tunnel View





OLMSTED POINT


Tioga Road and Tuolumne Meadows


Olmsted Point provides jaw-dropping views of Clouds Rest, Tenaya Canyon, and a side view of Half Dome, plus high-country peaks and passes (click here).



BEST WATERFALLS



BRIDALVEIL FALL


Yosemite Valley


Bridalveil Fall in its 620 feet (189 m) of cascading glory is a must-see, and by the end of 2023, its short path, viewing platform, and restrooms will be completely upgraded (click here).
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Bridalveil Fall





YOSEMITE FALLS


Yosemite Valley


Lower Yosemite Fall is an easy walk, but waterfall lovers can’t leave Yosemite without trekking to the top of its much taller sibling, Upper Yosemite Fall. Start hiking at the trailhead behind Camp 4, and after 3.7 miles (6 km) and 2,700 feet (825 m) of elevation gain, you’re at a railed overlook that is perched at the brink of this behemoth. Yosemite Falls is the tallest waterfall in North America at 2,425 feet (739 m) (click here).


VERNAL AND NEVADA FALLS


Yosemite Valley


Most visitors experience these two spectacular waterfalls by hiking uphill from Yosemite Valley’s Happy Isles Trailhead on the popular Mist Trail. A 3-mile (4.8-km) round-trip will take you to the top of Vernal Fall; a 6.8-mile (10.9-km) round-trip gives you Nevada Falls as well.
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Nevada Fall
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Vernal Fall





For an all-day adventure, hike the Panorama Trail from Glacier Point down to Yosemite Valley. Just 2 miles (3.2 km) downhill from Glacier Point, you’ll come to the lip of 370-foot (115-m) Illilouette Fall. Keep going and an hour or so later you’ll reach the brink of Nevada Fall, then another hour later, Vernal Fall. For this 8.5-mile (13.7-km) one-way trek, you’ll need to catch the tour bus at Yosemite Valley Lodge in the morning to deliver you to the trail’s start.


If you want to catch sight of Vernal and Nevada Falls without putting your boots on the trail, you can get a great wide-angle perspective from either Washburn Point or Glacier Point (click here).


CHILNUALNA FALLS


Glacier Point and Wawona


Drive to the southern region of the park to see this lesser-known waterfall. From Wawona, hike the 8.2-mile (13.2-km) round-trip trail to Chilnualna Falls. The switch-backing path to this granite-lined cascade offers beautiful views of southern Yosemite, and the snowmelt-fed cascade is a perfect spot for lunch and a nap in the sun (click here).


TUOLUMNE FALLS


Tioga Road and Tuolumne Meadows


For waterfall fans who are unlucky enough to miss the prime falling-water season in Yosemite Valley, there’s still hope. July and August visitors can hike the Glen Aulin-Waterwheel Falls trail, a waterfall-laden hike along the Tuolumne River that leads past four falls: Tuolumne, California, LeConte, and Waterwheel. The trailhead is on Tioga Road near Lembert Dome and Soda Springs, and it’s not usually accessible until July due to snow and wet conditions. This hike is a whopping 16 miles (26 km) round-trip, but with only 1,900 feet (580 m) of elevation gain—almost all on the return trip. The good news is that you don’t have to hike the entire distance to enjoy some of the falls. The first, Tuolumne Falls, is only 4.5 miles (7.2 km) from the trailhead (click here).




INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF YOSEMITE


HISTORY


Native Americans first came to live in Yosemite Valley about 4,000 years ago. Of the original tribes, the only one we know much about is the most recent, the Ahwahneechee people, who were part of the Southern Sierra Miwok tribe.
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Indigenous dwelling





The last Ahwahneechee tribe to live in Yosemite, led by Chief Tenaya, moved into the Valley after the area had been vacant for some years. Stories are told of a fatal disease that swept through the Valley, probably around the beginning of the 1800s, killing most of its inhabitants and forcing the rest to abandon the area. These tales align with the fact that around that same time, Native American tribes throughout California were afflicted with the diseases that accompanied the Spanish missions.


Chief Tenaya, a Yosemite Miwok by descent, was raised in the Mono Lake area with the Paiute tribes. He had heard stories from his people about the glorious Valley, and when he reached adulthood, he traveled to see it. Finding it free of disease, he and about 200 others resettled the Valley. They called it Ahwahnee and themselves the Ahwahneechee.


The Ahwahneechee were skilled hunters who snared birds, netted and speared trout, and hunted deer, bear, and squirrels with bow and arrow. They gathered acorns from the black oaks and ground them into meal, dug plant bulbs in the spring, and set the Valley’s grasses on fire each fall to encourage better seed production the following year. They were also skilled craftspeople, making colorful baskets from willow, redbud, ferns, and strips of bark as well as practical tools like knives and scrapers from antlers and bones.


The End of the Ahwahneechee


When the cry for gold rang out across California in the mid-1800s, the Ahwahneechee tribe’s future was suddenly and irrevocably altered. Gold seekers swarmed over the entire Sierra Nevada, and before long the miners and settlers demanded that the U.S. government place the estimated 10,000 Native Americans living in California on reservations. The state-sanctioned Mariposa Battalion was formed to round up the Indians.


After they were relocated to a Fresno reservation, Chief Tenaya and his people did not fare well. They were unaccustomed to the government food they were given and did not get along with other relocated tribes.


Tenaya’s death signaled the end for the Ahwahneechee. The last remaining members of his band dispersed, some joining the Paiutes and others joining Miwok tribes along the Tuolumne River. A few Ahwahneechee descendants continued to live in Yosemite Valley over the next several decades, but their numbers were few.


NAMES


•  Hetch Hetchy: The Miwok people named this valley “Hatchatchie” for a type of grass with edible seeds that grew here.


•  Tenaya Lake: Named for Chief Tenaya, the last chief of the Ahwahneechee people. When told that the lake had been named for him, Chief Tenaya replied that the lake already had a name: Pywiack, or “lake of shining rocks.” The name Pywiack now refers to a granite dome near Tenaya Lake.


•  Tuolumne: The name of the river and famous subalpine meadow is the Miwok word for squirrel. Spend a few minutes in Tuolumne Meadows and you are sure to see numerous Belding ground squirrels, also known as “picket pins” for the way they stand upright on their hind legs.


•  Wawona: Wawona was named in the Miwok tongue as “who-who’nau.” “Wawona” represented hoot of an owl, the guardian spirit of the sequoias.


•  Yosemite: “Yosemite” is a corruption of the Miwok word “uzumaiti,” which meant grizzly bear. The Indigenous peoples that lived in the Valley were called Yosemites by European settlers and by other Indigenous tribes because they lived in a place where grizzly bears were common and they were reportedly skilled at killing the bears. The Mariposa Battalion named the Valley after the “Yosemite Indians” whom, ironically, they’d been sent there to evict. The Indigenous peoples of Yosemite didn’t call themselves Yosemites; they called themselves Ahwahneechee, and they called the Valley “Ahwahnee” or “place of a gaping mouth.”


SIGHTS


•  The Yosemite Museum (Yosemite Village; 209/372-0200; 10am-4pm daily; free) is home to the Indian Cultural Exhibit, which interprets the life of the Miwok and Paiute peoples from 1850 to the present. On display are 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 (10am-4pm daily June-Sept., 10am-noon and 1pm-4pm daily Oct.-May), and the Yosemite Museum Store features local Native American arts and crafts.


•  Behind the Yosemite 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 Indigenous peoples who once lived in Yosemite Valley. Visitors can walk among traditional 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.


•  Native American tapestries and baskets can be found on display at The Ahwahnee. The hotel’s gift shop also has a large selection of Native American art and jewelry.
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ceremonial roundhouse









BEST SCENIC DRIVE



TIOGA ROAD


DRIVING DISTANCE: 46.5 miles (75 km) one-way


DRIVING TIME: 1.5 hours one-way


SEASON: open June-September


START: Crane Flat


END: Tioga Pass entrance
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Tioga Road
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view along Tioga Road





Tioga Road is a scenic drive through red fir and lodgepole pine forest, past meadows, lakes, and granite domes and spires. Now a part of Highway 120, the road has an interesting history: It was built in 1882-1883 as a mining road to service the silver mines in the Tioga Pass area. It was realigned and modernized in 1961.


Along the way, be sure to pull over at Olmsted Point for a unique side view of Half Dome, plus stunning views of Clouds Rest and Tenaya Canyon. You’ll also pass Tenaya Lake, with deep-blue waters and white sands that make it hard to resist pulling over for a picnic. Up next is Pothole Dome; even nonhikers will enjoy the short walk to the top of this low granite dome on the western edge of Tuolumne Meadows. Back in the car, you’ll appreciate the grassy expanse of Tuolumne Meadows, the largest subalpine meadow in the Sierra Nevada. Another notable sight along the way is Lembert Dome. Take a 2.8-mile (4.5-km) round-trip hike around to the sloping back side of Lembert Dome and then climb to the top for a thrilling view of the high country. Or simply hang out at the base to watch the rock climbers strut their stuff.
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Tenaya Lake







PRACTICE SUSTAINABLE TRAVEL IN YOSEMITE


It’s relatively easy to be a good Yosemite visitor: Properly dispose of all trash, stay on established trails, be careful not to pollute the water, and try to have as little impact on the environment as possible. But why not go a little farther in your efforts to keep Yosemite thriving? Make your vacation more eco-friendly by taking these steps:


•  Don’t purchase water in plastic bottles. Instead, bring your own refillable container and fill it at the free water stations located throughout the Valley.


•  Ride Yosemite Valley’s diesel-electric hybrid shuttles and all-electric tour buses. Yosemite was the first of the national parks to use zero-emission battery-electric buses.


•  Rent a bike at Curry Village or Yosemite Valley Lodge, and tour the Valley without the hassles or emissions of driving and parking.


•  Make use of the Recycling Center in the Valley, located behind the Village Store in Yosemite Village.


•  Sometimes trash cans are hard to find, or they’re already full. Carry a small bag to contain your trash, and pick up any trash you find that was left by others.


•  Don’t feed the wildlife. No matter how cute that chipmunk is and how much it begs, don’t give it a crumb of your lunch.








YOSEMITE VALLEY
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STANDOUTS


Seven miles (11.3 km) long and 1 mile (1.6 km) across at its widest point, Yosemite Valley is a mélange of landscapes. It is 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, a jail, a courtroom, an auto garage, and a 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 basketmaking to rock climbing. The daily array of scheduled events and activities runs the gamut from highly athletic to nearly sedentary and can keep even the most ambitious visitor busy.


One of the best ways to travel around Yosemite Valley is by utilizing the free park shuttle buses. For route and stop information, see the Yosemite Valley newspaper that you received at the park entrance station.
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S 1. EL CAPITAN: 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.
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S 2. HALF DOME: Your first look at this sheared-off granite dome always comes as a surprise, even though you’ve undoubtedly seen its image on postcards, calendars, and Ansel Adams prints. Hard-core hikers who secure a permit in advance can trek to its summit; everybody else can admire it from below.
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S 3. YOSEMITE VALLEY BIKE PATH: Take a tour of the Valley along the Yosemite Valley Bike Path—without worrying about where to park.
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YOSEMITE VALLEY 3 WAYS



HALF DAY


1 Start your day with an early-morning ride on Yosemite Valley’s open-air tram. The two-hour Valley Floor Tour offers unobstructed, wind-in-your-hair views of iconic sights like Yosemite Falls, Half Dome, El Capitan, and Bridalveil Fall. A knowledgeable guide rides along and narrates the trip.


2 If you’re lucky enough to be in Yosemite Valley when Yosemite Falls is flowing strong, be sure to walk the 1-mile (1.6-km) loop at the base of the Lower Yosemite Fall. Bring your rain gear in peak waterfall season (Mar.-June); the overspray drenches all who come near.


3 See the largest single piece of granite rock on earth and the climbers who tackle it. El Capitan, arguably the most famous rock-climbing site in the world, towers 3,593 feet (1,095 m) above the Valley floor. To watch the daredevils tackling this granite behemoth, wander out into El Capitan Meadow along Northside Drive. Binoculars are a big help.


4 It’s time for another easy waterfall walk, this one to Bridalveil Fall. This 620-foot (189-m) cataract on the Valley’s south rim drains a large watershed, giving it a dependable supply of water throughout the year.


5 Rent a bike at Curry Village or Yosemite Valley Lodge—or bring your own—and pedal around the Yosemite Valley Bike Path, surrounded by marvels everywhere you look. Twelve miles (19 km) of smooth paved bike trails let you meander alongside the Merced River, travel across the picturesque Swinging Bridge, and admire the majesty of the Valley’s granite cliffs and spires.
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