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			Introduction

			What is so fascinating about falling water? We travel all over the world at great effort and expense to watch water abruptly change elevation and give names to the places where a river or stream does that in some dramatic way. We take countless photographs of them, paint pictures of them, sometimes consider them sacred. Maybe it’s just because water is such an essential component of our lives and our planet. We seem to be drawn to extreme topography and violent movement. The roar and power of great quantities of water thundering over a cliff into empty space is exhilarating and scary at the same time.

			Waterfalls are associated with myths and legends in cultures around the world, including those in Yosemite. They are the places of spirits, sometimes beneficial but often malignant, luring people who come too close to their death.

			Yet, we know that falling water transforms the air around it, refreshing the atmosphere, generating negative ions that not only counter air pollution but are said to influence our emotional states in positive ways, energizing us, banishing irritability and depression.

			Some Definitions

			There doesn’t seem to be any agreement among hydrologists (or anybody else) about what it means to be a waterfall. How many vertical feet must water fall to be counted? How extreme must the slope be? What counts as the top of a waterfall, what counts as the bottom? Many streams transition from stream to waterfall gradually, rolling over a smooth rounded surface before becoming truly vertical. Sometimes water flows freely until it strikes a cone of rubble created by the action of the water or ice itself before the fall becomes a cascade, then becomes horizontal when it meets the valley floor or joins another stream. 

			How do we tell a waterfall from a cascade? The Dictionary of Geological Terms defines cascade as “a series of small closely spaced waterfalls or very steep rapids.” It defines waterfall as “a point in the course of a stream or river where the water descends perpendicularly or nearly so.” That helps . . . a little. It doesn’t say how much elevation a stream running steeply downhill must lose in order to be called a cascade. Then there are slides, where a substantial stream of water may slip down a steep slope for hundreds of feet without losing contact with the land. For our purposes, these spectacular waterslides count as waterfalls too.

			
				
					[image: ]	Waterfalls can confuse our senses. Stand and stare at a waterfall for 20 to 30 seconds, then shift your gaze to a nearby stationary object. It will appear to be moving in the opposite direction.

				

			

			For our purposes as true waterfall lovers, size doesn’t count. A few falls included here are less than 20 feet tall but have some quality that grabs your attention, makes you stop and smile or take a photo. The largest fall in Yosemite is 2,425 feet, but as a matter of fact, it is a combination of three waterfalls. It isn’t always possible to say where a fall begins and ends or what to call the top and what to call the bottom, or it simply might never have been measured, so we’ll say those are undetermined or indeterminate.

			You might also notice that maps and text may distinguish fall (singular) from falls (plural). The difference is not arbitrary. A waterfall such as Ribbon Fall is a single more or less uninterrupted flow. On the other hand, Yosemite Falls is made up of three components: two waterfalls separated by a series of cascades in the middle. 

			Many of the falls you will find here are not named on the topo map; some have names used by local folks, and if they are widespread, we’ll use them too. We will call those with no official title at all by the stream that feeds them or some special feature that describes them.
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			Why Yosemite Has the Best Waterfalls 

			Whatever it is that draws us to waterfalls, Yosemite is one of the best places on earth to see them. It has the greatest number, some of the biggest (two of them are among the tallest in the world), and surely the most scenic. And (for better or worse) they are close to large population centers and easily accessible. It’s impossible to count with any accuracy the number of waterfalls, cascades, and slides here—there are surely thousands. Some of them flow all year, others flow only for a season, still others are ephemeral.

			It is because of its geographical position, its geological history, and its climate that Yosemite has so many fabulous waterfalls. Granitic rocks make up 95 percent of Yosemite. One of their defining features is their massive structure. Indeed, El Capitan at the western end of the valley is said to be the largest unbroken monolithic hunk of rock in the world. This sort of rock forms huge solid cliffs with sharp right-angled edges and few joints or cracks, the kind of terrain that makes the best waterfalls.

			Part of the Sierra Nevada range, thrust up by movement of tectonic plates, eventually rose enough to trap moist air from the Pacific, turning it to snow, then ice, as the Pleistocene epoch arrived. And the Sierra Nevada range, of which Yosemite is part, is located at the edge of a continent exposed to westerly winds that provided enough moisture to produce glaciers several thousand feet thick as the climate cooled several times during the recent geologic history of the Pleistocene.

			While Yosemite’s falls are most spectacular, they aren’t all there all the time. The Sierra Nevada has a Mediterranean climate, characterized by cool, wet winters and hot, dry summers. There are fairly frequent summer afternoon thundershowers, but 95 percent of Yosemite’s moisture comes from winter snowfall. Furthermore, its geologic history includes several advances and retreats of ice sheets that over the last 2 million years or so have scraped away vegetation and soil that help to retain water in the high country. The result is that once the winter snow has melted there and flowed away over the cliffs in patterns that delight us, there is no more moisture available to keep water running until the next winter’s snow. Unfortunately, that means that during late July and August when most people visit, the big waterfalls are shrinking and the smaller ones are dry. Waterfalls in Yosemite are best from April into July.

			The Sierra Nevada still hosts a few small glaciers, remnants of the Little Ice Age of AD 1700 to 1900, but these are diminishing rapidly. In fact, there is only one active glacier left in Yosemite, the Lyell Glacier, which is itself shrinking fast.

			HINTS FOR WATERFALL WATCHERS IN YOSEMITE: Get there early in the year for the falls at lower elevations like Yosemite Valley and Hetch Hetchy. If you are a backpacker, the high country may be inaccessible, with roads closed well into June, but falls will be flowing. As summer progresses, you might have to seek higher and higher country.

		

	
		
			How to Use This Guide

			The purpose of this guide is to help you enjoy Yosemite’s finest and probably most famous features, its waterfalls; where to find them, what gives each its special character, and how much time and effort you will need to expend to reach each one. It offers a preview of what you are likely to see and experience along the way, including the geological features that produce and influence waterfalls, along with the trees, birds, flowers, and mammals that are guaranteed to enrich your journey.

			All of the hikes in this book are on trails or on occasional abandoned roadways. None of them involve extensive cross-country travel or scrambling over challenging terrain beyond a few yards of bushwhacking to get a better view. 

			A few of these waterfalls require very little hiking but are included because you will certainly notice them and will want to know something about them. The rule: To truly experience a waterfall, even if only to check it off your list, you must expend at least a few steps, whenever possible, to hear the trickle or the roar, smell the moisture, feel the spray, or at least to seek out the best possible viewpoint you can find safely. A few of them are inaccessible on foot, but some are so special that hikes just to see them from a distance are included in this book.

			Waterfall collectors: You don’t get to count the waterfalls you glimpsed from a moving car.

			Nobody can say how many waterfalls there are in Yosemite; it all depends on when you are there. Some flow all year, many are ephemeral, alive for only a few weeks, many flow from late winter through spring, while some appear at the beginning of late winter’s snowmelt and continue throughout most of the summer. 

			Trail descriptions of more extended hikes are intended to be used along with the US Geological Survey topographic maps available at wilderness outfitting and sporting goods stores, at visitor centers and shops in Yosemite, and through the USGS at (888) ASK-USGS or www.usgsstore@usgs.gov. In many cases the free maps you will receive at park entrances or can pick up at a visitor center are all you need.

			Each trail description opens with a short characterization of the fall, why it’s worth your time and effort to visit it, whether it is free-falling or a cascade, whether it’s ephemeral or flows year-round, and what the highlights and expectations are for the hike. The statistical section provides a quick reference to the characteristics of the waterfall and the hike. (This section may be omitted or abbreviated for a few of the very short hikes where they are not relevant.)

			First comes the Height of the fall, when it is known. Many falls have never been measured, their heights only estimated. For many it’s impossible to say where the waterfall actually starts and ends; it may begin with a slide over rounded rock before it enters freefall. Some waterfalls drop in sections, bouncing from one ledge to another, so that nobody can agree on just how many waterfalls there are. Many dissolve into mist before they reach the ground, some reach the ground at certain times of the year, and some simply disappear.

			Then comes the Start of the hike, sometimes but not always marked with a trailhead sign.

			The Distance of the hike is described in miles. You’ll find out whether the route can be done as a loop, where you return to the place you started without retracing your steps; an out-and-back hike, in which you return to the trailhead the same way you came; or a shuttle hike, in which you begin at one trailhead and end at another, requiring two vehicles, a shuttle bus, or another driver to pick you up or deposit you at either end.

			Elevation change will give you some idea of how much climbing and descending you can expect, both out and back or as a loop. But don’t forget that there may be many ups and downs between the lowest and highest elevations.

			The Difficulty rating is bound to be interpreted differently by hikers in varying degrees of physical condition, including their adaptability to high elevation. In general, easy trails can be negotiated by anybody who can walk. (A few are wheelchair accessible.) Moderate trails are of greater length or involve some elevation gain and loss, and may challenge those who are not accustomed to much physical activity. Strenuous hikes are for experienced hikers who are physically fit.

			Seasons refers to the times of year that the fall is usually flowing, along with the time that the trails to them are open and safe to use and the roads to trailheads are usually open.

			Nearest facilities refers to sources of supplies or contact with emergency services nearest the trailhead.

			Permits are required for all overnight trips in the Yosemite Wilderness. Permit procedures and quotas are subject to change, so always check with the National Park Service (www.nps.gov/yose) for updates. A certain number can be reserved online in advance; the rest are first-come, first-served at wilderness centers in the park. Permits are not required for day hikes (except for climbing Half Dome).

			Maps list the relevant names of USGS quads that will be useful for each hike. While our maps give you a general idea of the hike, it’s a good idea to carry these more detailed maps with you for safety. For many of the shorter day hikes, the free maps provided by the park service are adequate.

			Special considerations describe important safety or weather information.

			Miles and Directions are landmarks on the trail, usually trail junctions. The distances are based on the official National Park Service measurements, but the park service cautions hikers to be aware that trails have been rerouted over the years to avoid obstacles like rockslides or washouts or to protect fragile vegetation in boggy meadows. The signs marking these trails have not always been corrected. Sometimes new signs will have been added to a trail but not to junctions along the way, so you will find that the miles don’t always add up. Still, I have walked every trail in this book and have found none of the stated mileage between points to be inaccurate for more than a quarter mile.

			Name changes: Since the park has changed concessionaires, there have been some very controversial changes of the names of commercial buildings in Yosemite. Many longtime Yosemite visitors still think of the original names as the “real” ones and continue to use them. People coming to Yosemite for the first time may not realize that some of the current names are recently acquired and often do not correspond to all maps and signposts. The name changes have met some resistance, and lawsuits are flying in all directions. The issue may be tied up in court for a long time so the changes might or might not be permanent. For the purposes of this book, we’ll use both names, with one or the other in parentheses. 

			The Yosemite Guide newspaper you receive when you enter the park does list the current name changes. The ones you will see most often are:

			Old name: The Ahwahnee Hotel; new name: The Majestic Yosemite Hotel

			Old name: Curry Village; new name: Half Dome Village 

			Old name: The Wawona Hotel; new name: The Big Trees Lodge 

			Old name: Badger Pass; new name: Yosemite Ski and Snowboard Area

		

	
		
			Life in Yosemite

			Yosemite is a hiker’s paradise because of its wonderful diversity. The range is only about 400 by 70 miles in extent and is mostly gray, granitic rock, yet every nook and cranny, and every stream drainage or mountain peak, is different from the rest. The main reason for this variety is Yosemite’s wide range of elevation. Extremes of topography lead to extremes of weather, temperature, and soil. These in turn provide habitats for a wide variety of plants and animals. More than 1,300 species of flowering plants, 223 kinds of birds, and 77 kinds of mammals are found here. Summer days in the western foothills can reach 100°F; winter nights at the crest of the range may be 30°F below zero. The foothills may receive as little as 15 inches of precipitation in a year while the forests at 8,000 feet may get 65 feet. Still, the Sierra Nevada is a gentle wilderness to hike because 95 percent of its precipitation falls as winter snow. Summers are usually sunny and dry, and though thundershowers can be expected in July and August at higher elevations, they are usually of short duration.

			The hiking season can begin as early as April in the western foothills between elevations of 2,000 and 4,000 feet. The rolling hills are covered with a mixture of shrubby chaparral and oak woodland, green and carpeted with flowers usually through May, becoming hotter and drier later in the season. As elevations increase, wispy gray bull pines appear on the hillsides, along with the showy white wands of California buckeye.

			At 4,000 to 6,000 feet, a mixed coniferous forest of ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, and incense cedar flourishes, along with live oaks, deciduous black oaks, and maples. Warm, moist pockets support three separate groves of giant sequoias. Yosemite Valley, at about 4,000 feet, is at its finest in May and June. Waterfalls pour over the cliffs, and dogwoods and azaleas bloom along the streams. Mule deer, black bears, and several kinds of ground squirrels are active in spring, summer, and fall, along with a great variety of birds.

			Lodgepole pine and red fir dominate at 6,500 to 8,000 feet. This is the zone of heaviest snowfall in winter. Moisture from the Pacific Ocean is wrung from the air and piled up here in deep snowdrifts that remain well into July. Forests are dark and deep with fairly open, bare floors because little sunlight reaches the ground. Yet odd little parasitic and saprophytic plants, including several kinds of orchids, thrive here, nourished by fungi and decaying material in the soil.

			
				
					[image: ]	Whenever you pause beside a stream or a waterfall, watch for a little gray-brown bird whizzing along above the water. Then watch as it stops, perches on a streamside rock, and performs a vigorous series of squats, then walks right into and under the water as if it weren’t there at all and begins to forage for aquatic organisms on the bottom. This is the American dipper, or water ouzel, our only aquatic songbird. It’s John Muir’s (and probably everybody’s) favorite.

				

			

			The subalpine zone, from 8,000 to 10,000 feet, is considered by some to be the beginning of the true High Sierra. The landscape is more open and rocky, and the views are the finest. The sky is intensely blue because the air is thinner. Graceful mountain hemlocks stand tall at the lower end of this zone, but the lodgepole and whitebark pines near timberline are often gnarled and stunted, forced to hunker down to avoid howling winter winds. Belding ground squirrels and marmots whistle in the meadows, and showy black, white, and gray Clark’s nutcrackers squawk among the trees.

			The region of high peaks and passes above timberline is true arctic-alpine country. The temperature is low, winds high, and the growing season short, so plants keep their heads low. Most of the alpine wildflowers are perennials that wait underground for the few short weeks of sunshine and freedom from snow. Beginning roughly in mid-July and continuing through August, they burst forth to carpet the high meadows and decorate the rock crannies with masses of color. Across the late-lying snowfields, rosy finches chase insects that have been blown upward from below. Pikas scurry among the rock piles, gathering food to see them through the winter.

			Then at the crest, all at once, the mountains fall away to the Great Basin. On the steep eastern slope, mountain and desert species mix together. Sagebrush and piñon pines appear. The very rock is different on the eastern side of the crest. Ancient red and white metamorphics remain above the much younger granite that underlies most of Yosemite. Many points along the crest reveal stupendous views of Mono Lake, the Owens Valley, and the White Mountains.

		

	
		
			Geology

			Yosemite occupies the central part of the Sierra Nevada, a 400-mile-long active dynamic classroom of geologic forces and features. The range was formed by the collision of vast plates of the earth’s crust, lifting what had once been seafloor and offshore volcanic islands to become mountain peaks. Roughly 150 million years ago, huge globs of molten material called magma from beneath the earth’s crust forced their way toward the surface, cooking the surrounding and overlying seafloor sediments to a new kind of rock known as metamorphic. Most of the molten material cooled and solidified beneath the surface to become granitic rock. Then, about 80 million years ago, mountain building ended for a time. For millennia rain, wind, and weather washed away almost all of the overlying ancient seafloor to reveal the gray granite that gives Yosemite its distinctive appearance today. A few remnants of the old metamorphic rock can still be seen in a narrow belt low in the western foothills and in another high on the Sierra crest, but more than 95 percent of the Sierra Nevada is granite.

			About 25 million years ago, the range began to rise again, this time as a result of movement on the famous San Andreas Fault. North of Yosemite volcanoes erupted, blanketing the land in lava and ash. The entire range broke apart along its eastern border, the Sierra crest thrusting upward, the Owens Valley dropping down, so that the current range slopes gradually upward from west to east, until it reaches the crest, then drops away in a vertical cliff. Eventually the mountains gained enough height to block the flow of the moist winds that blow from the Pacific, which dropped their loads of rain and snow on the western flank of the range, cutting rivers and streams. The sediment washed away, filling the great central valley of California with rich and productive soil. The land to the east, now deprived of water, became desert.

			The movement of ice applied the finishing touches to Yosemite’s scenery. About 2 million to 3 million years ago, the climate of the earth cooled just a bit. Enormous ice caps formed over the poles and spread outward. While they did not reach Yosemite, the snows that did fall accumulated to great depths, then compressed to ice. The ice, under its own weight, began to flow down the previously cut stream courses, gouging them wider and deeper, scraping and polishing their bottoms and sides, sharpening the mountaintops into spires and horns, forming knife-edged ridges called arêtes and amphitheaters called cirques. The ice dug out basins in the rock, and when it melted it left thousands of alpine and subalpine lakes, many of which over time filled in with silt to become flower-filled mountain meadows. The glaciers in Yosemite today are not remnants of the original ice. The global climate has warmed and cooled in cycles since then, and the glaciers have melted and re-formed in response. The current glaciers are only a few hundred years old, but they lie in the hollows created by their larger predecessors, and the weather processes that created them are still at work. The mountain-building processes are at work too. The mountains are still being steadily, though not smoothly, uplifted. The Sierra is alive and growing. All along the eastern slope, hot springs steam and bubble along numerous faults, and earthquakes rattle local residents. As recently as 1872, an earthquake struck the Sierra to the south of Yosemite, lifting the mountains 15 to 20 feet in that area and devastating the small town of Lone Pine.

			In Yosemite we can see the evidence of more than 200 million years of geologic history, and, as the mountains build and erode away, witness the process as it happens.

		

	
		
			History

			The southern Sierra Miwok people, who hunted, fished, and gathered a rich variety of plant materials, especially acorns, inhabited Yosemite for more than 800 years. They conducted trade with the Piute from the east side of the mountains for obsidian for arrowheads, salt, and various foods. Both made beautiful baskets.   
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					Yosemite’s meadows burst into bloom in spring and early summer.

				

			

			Yosemite was first seen by outsiders in 1851 when the Mariposa battalion chased a band of Indians led by Chief Tenaya into the valley. Shortly thereafter the native people were forced to leave their villages in the area. By 1855 the first tourists had arrived, followed by the first homesteaders. Stagecoach routes, then railroads, were built to reach the valley. Sheep and cattle were turned into the meadows to graze and trample the grasses, and loggers began to cut the trees. Fortunately, a few farsighted individuals recognized the need for protection and set in motion the appropriate political machinery that led to President Abraham Lincoln’s signing the bill that placed Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove under the protection of the state of California. In 1868 the legendary John Muir arrived in Yosemite and led the movement for federal protection.      
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					This tame chicken-size bird is often seen from the trail.
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					The dipper was John Muir’s favorite and our only aquatic songbird. Sandy Steinman

				

			

			Yosemite National Park was created in 1890. All parks were patrolled by the US Cavalry until 1916 when their function was taken over by the National Park Service. Many trails and other facilities were constructed or expanded by federal agencies like the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) during the Great Depression of the 1930s. After World War II people and cars poured into the park in ever-increasing numbers. Now Yosemite gets 4 million visitors each year, forcing the National Park Service to walk a tightrope between two somewhat contradictory mandates. It must “conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife therein” and it must “provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.”

			Providing access to the parks and accommodations within so that everyone can enjoy them without disrupting and changing them forever is an ongoing challenge. Roads, trails, campgrounds, other lodging, emergency services, administration, and sources of supply, no matter how carefully planned and constructed, inevitably make an impact on the natural environment.

		

	
		
			Leave No Trace

			While the primary aim of this book is to encourage you to experience and appreciate Yosemite’s waterfalls up close and on foot, please keep in mind the fact that Yosemite is not a theme park.

			Each of us must accept personal responsibility for our impact on the land, especially in the backcountry. Hikers can do their part by respecting park rules and practicing Leave No Trace principles (www.LNT.org).

			Here are a few hints not only for protecting you from possible or perceived hazards in the wilderness but for protecting the wilderness from you.

			Hiking on trails leaves the least impact on the land. To prevent damage to the trails themselves, do not shortcut switchbacks. Trails are built to retard erosion as well as create a more comfortable grade for gaining and losing elevation. When the trail is wet or muddy, try to avoid walking alongside it, trampling vegetation, and wearing a parallel trail. Many of Yosemite’s meadows are scarred by a series of wide parallel ruts across the landscape that look like the work of vehicles. On the other hand, if you must cross a meadow with no conspicuous pathway and are part of a group, spread out so that you do not create a new rut by numerous feet passing over the same route.

			Don’t litter. Cigarette butts and orange peels are litter! Take only pictures, leave only footprints.

			For Backpackers

			Selecting a Campsite

			Maximum group size for overnight trips is fifteen people (with a few exceptions). Camping is prohibited within 4 trail miles of Yosemite Valley, Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, Wawona, Glacier Point, and Tuolumne Meadows, and within 1 mile of any road. Otherwise you may camp anywhere you choose in the Yosemite wilderness as long as you observe a few restrictions designed to reduce your impact on the land and on other campers. Choose a site at least 100 feet from water and, whenever possible, 100 feet from the trail, or at least out of sight of passersby. Pitch your tent or spread your tarp on sandy ground or pine duff, never on growing vegetation. In the afternoon sunshine green meadows are deceptively inviting, but they are cold, damp, and buggy at night. Use an established campsite—one that has been used before—and do not modify the area in any way by digging trenches around tents, building new fire rings, or breaking limbs off trees.

			Campfires

			Campfires are prohibited above 9,600 feet in Yosemite and are discouraged even at lower elevations. If you must have a fire, keep it small and cozy, and take firewood that is dead and lying on the ground. Do not remove branches from standing dead trees. They provide homes for dozens of different creatures and are important parts of the ecosystem. High-elevation fires are proscribed not because of wildfire danger primarily, but because the 9,600-foot mark is the average timberline elevation in Yosemite, where vegetation grows slowly and the few trees that manage to hang on to life near timberline are evergreens that do not drop much organic material on the ground. The soil needs protection from the compaction that litter on the forest floor supplies, especially where people are moving around and pitching tents. Compaction prevents the soil from absorbing vital water and oxygen and removes the source of organic material that is returned to the soil as it decomposes.

			Backpacking stoves are so light and efficient, and modern fabrics so warm, that fires are no longer needed for cooking or for warmth but for social atmosphere alone. As attractive as going “back to nature” seems, there are too many of us now and too little truly wild nature left to afford an extravagant campfire. Keep it small if you must have it, and of course, make sure it is completely out when you leave.

			Housekeeping

			There is one simple rule for good housekeeping in the wilderness: Do not put anything in the water. That includes soap, food scraps, and fish guts. Biodegradable soap is not the answer. To biodegrade means to decompose, that is, to rot. Biodegradable soap might not poison organisms in the water but it does encourage the growth of bacteria that can upset the chemical balance of the water to the detriment of the organisms that live in it. Hot water and a little sand do fine for washing dishes, but if you must use soap, wash and rinse everything at least 100 feet from any water source. The same goes for your own body. A refreshing swim in a mountain pond won’t do any damage (though layers of sunblock and mosquito repellent don’t do much good either), and you can surely survive a few days in the wilderness without contracting some dread disease if you don’t use soap. But if you feel you must, wash and rinse at least 100 feet away from the shore.

			Keep your camp or picnic site clean of crumbs and other edibles and pack out leftovers. At popular sites jays, squirrels, mice, and marmots have come to expect human food scraps, and have acquired bad habits like snatching food from your hand or chewing holes in your pack or tent to investigate appetizing smells. 

			Human waste disposal is one of the most difficult problems in the backcountry. There are simply too many of us concentrated in too few areas to avoid having a serious impact. The park service has constructed solar composting toilets at the most popular campsites in the park and encourages you to use them. Otherwise, find a spot 200 feet from water where there is some organic material on the ground, dig a hole about 6 inches deep, then cover everything.

			Take extra plastic bags along and pack out your toilet paper. A teaspoon of powdered bleach in the plastic bag will prevent any odors. Do not bury it. It may be dug up again by animals and takes many years to decompose underground. Burning toilet paper is no longer recommended since the practice has started more than one serious fire.

		

	
		
			For Your Safety

			On the Trail

			Hiking on trails leaves the least impact on the land, and they are the safest routes to travel by far, so all the hikes in this book follow established trails. To prevent damage to the trails and injury to yourself, do not shortcut switchbacks. They have been built to retard erosion as well as create a safer and more comfortable grade for gaining and losing elevation. 

			Stream Crossings

			This is one wilderness hazard that is not exaggerated. Unlike imagined threats from wildlife, there have been many fatalities from drowning in Yosemite, almost all resulting from people trying to cross streams that are too deep, too cold, too swift. The leading cause of accidental death in Yosemite next to traffic accidents is drowning, and it is the leading cause of accidental death in the wilderness. Most of the larger streams have sturdy bridges across them, but in exceptionally wet years, some of these get washed away.

			
				
					[image: ]	Your phone is fine for taking pictures, but there are very few locations in Yosemite with cell service.

				

			

			Be sure to research trail conditions in advance if your route involves a major river crossing. Waterfall photographers are vulnerable, especially when looking for the perfect angle from the middle of the stream. More frequently it is the smaller creeks swollen with snowmelt early in the year that are most dangerous, and of course, this is when waterfalls are at their finest. Some have rock or log crossings that must be managed with great care. A stout stick is a great stabilizer if you don’t have hiking poles. Be sure to plant it upstream so that rushing water does not grab it and pull it out from under you. Unbuckle your pack straps so that if you should fall in, you can free yourself from being dragged and held underwater. If you decide to wade, always overestimate the depth and the strength of the current. Sierra streams are so clear that they are usually deeper and swifter than they seem. Do not wade through water higher than your knees. The recommended method is to remove your socks and cross in your boots, which will give you temporary protection against the numbing cold and more stability on underwater obstacles. Do not try to cross barefooted. The widest spot is usually the shallowest, slowest, and safest. If you are not sure whether you can cross safely, turn around.

			Losing the Trail

			Yosemite trails are much better marked and maintained than those you will find in most wilderness areas. Still, some are used more regularly than others and are easier to follow. High water, avalanches, rockslides, and fast-growing meadow vegetation can obscure a clear trail in a single season. Watch for trail blazes on the trees, made by cutting away the outer bark, usually in simple geometric shapes approximately at eye level. In open rocky places, watch for cairns—piles of rock also known as ducks—that indicate the presence of a trail. Stay alert for sawed logs, metal tags, sometimes even plastic strips. If you become confused on the trail, go back to a point where you were absolutely certain of your location, and start over. If you feel you are hopelessly lost, stay put and wait for help.
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