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  S O U T H S I D E D R I V E


  There are three major routes into Yosemite Valley from the west, which are used by most people visiting the valley. The other approach, from the east, goes over 9,945-foot (3,031m) Tioga Pass and is closed from about November to May, depending on the snowpack. All three western approaches (and the western end of the eastern approach) converge within a few miles of each other, at the western end of Yosemite Valley.


  The majority of the drivable mileage within the valley is on one-way roads. All the approaches funnel vehicles onto Southside Drive on the south side of the Merced River, which is one way all the way to Curry Village at the east end of the developed valley floor. At this point the road crosses the Merced River on Stoneman Bridge and becomes the one-way Northside Drive heading west (with the exception of roads around Yosemite Village).


  There are two exits from Southside Drive, one of which is a two-way road that crosses the Merced River on the Sentinel Bridge and leads to Yosemite Village, Yosemite Lodge, and the historic Ahwahnee Hotel. The other exit is at El Capitan Bridge, which leads to Northside Drive heading west out of the valley or loops back to Southside Drive at the Pohono Bridge.


  This section includes images taken along or close to Southside Drive as far as the Sentinel Bridge; they appear in the order that the viewer sees formations when driving along the road. Among the significant landforms showcased in this chapter are El Capitan, Bridalveil Fall, and Cathedral Rocks.


  [image: This stunning image depicts El Capitan, which greets visitors on Southside Drive at the west end of Yosemite Valley. This picture was captured after an early March snowfall. El Capitan, rising some 3,000 feet (915m) above the road, has become a magnet for climbers from all over the world.]
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  Rock and water! It doesn’t get any better than this. Bridalveil Fall is located near the junction of Wawona Road and Southside Drive. This image is an outstanding portrait of the fall.


  [image: Here and on facing page: Two views of Leaning Tower, the longest section of overhanging rock in the Sierra Nevada, some 900 feet (275m) high. The black-and-white image shows the view from Southside Drive, very near the spot where the image of El Capitan was taken. The color image shows climber Warren Harding (1924–2002) on the tower. The Nose of El Capitan and the overhanging face of Leaning Tower are among his first ascents. Ribbon Fall is in the background. Taking this image required hiking uphill, away from Southside Drive, but it is included here as the two views are closely related.]
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  You will see this view, captured in springtime, just as you start to pass underneath the Cathedral Rocks, if you keep a sharp outlook on the Merced River to your left. Clouds Rest, 9,926 feet (3,025m), rises in the distance almost 5,000 feet above this point.


  When you are underneath the Cathedral Rocks, you can see El Capitan and the Merced River through the trees. This area affords fine views. In this image, oak trees in spring are highlighted against El Capitan. The Nose divides the sunlit southwest face from the shaded southeast face.
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  This early spring reflection view, taken on the Merced River near Cathedral Rocks, is possible only when water flow in the river is very low. This super wide-angle shot was created by stitching together six separate digital images.
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  These two views of the Cathedral Spires were taken from a pullout near the junction of Southside Drive and the road over the Merced River at El Capitan Bridge. The summer view highlights the very steep northwest face of the Higher Cathedral Spire, on the right. The other view shows the spires in winter dress.
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  These two views, taken from El Capitan viewpoint on Southside Drive, show different aspects of the Nose of El Capitan. The black-and-white image shows the thin ribbon of the rare El Capitan Nose Waterfall, only active in spring in years of very heavy winter snowfall. The color image shows a sunset on the Nose, obtainable only in the fall and winter months when days are short. At that time of year, the sun sets much farther to the south so it doesn’t go behind a hill at sunset but shines on the Nose until the very last light.
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  This view of the southeast face of El Capitan was captured at El Capitan viewpoint.
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  A setting sun illuminates the eastern portion of the southeast face of El Capitan, as seen from El Capitan viewpoint. The east buttress is on the right.
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  A very wide-angle view shows a winter reflection of El Capitan in the Merced River, as seen below El Capitan viewpoint.
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  Another winter view, looking in the opposite direction (west) from El Capitan viewpoint, shows Taft Point, the pointy peak on the south rim of the valley, reflected on the Merced River.


  [image: chpt_fig_015.jpg]


  These two photographs show the Three Brothers, on the north side of the valley, as seen from near Cathedral Beach. The highest brother is Eagle Peak, at 7,779 feet (2,371m). The southeastern faces of these peaks (the right-hand profiles) contain some very unstable rock. In 1987 a large rockfall off Middle Brother crashed across Northside Drive and closed it for several months, until the road could be cleared and was determined safe for travel again. The black-and-white image shows clouds over the peaks; the color image shows their reflections in the Merced River, with ice in the foreground.
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  This early March view, taken somewhat west of the Sentinel Bridge, shows frost forming on the granite walls on both sides of Upper Yosemite Fall. The Lost Arrow and its shadow are at the upper right center of the frame, and Yosemite Point Buttress is on the right. At 1,430 feet (436m), Upper Yosemite Fall is the highest free-leaping waterfall in North America. Ribbon Fall, with a free drop of 1,612 feet (491m) is actually higher, but due to its low volume and the fact that it is dry much of the year, Upper Yosemite Fall is considered the highest.
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  This telephoto view of late afternoon sun on the north face of Sentinel Rock was taken from very near the Sentinel Bridge.
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  These two views of Sentinel Rock, taken near the Yosemite Chapel along Southside Drive, show two different seasons on the rock: first, with the delicate green of oak leaves in spring, and second, with brilliant autumn colors.
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  This view of Half Dome reflected into the Merced River, as seen from the Sentinel Bridge, was taken from one of the three most popular photo spots in Yosemite Valley. (The other two are Tunnel View and Valley View.) The still waters of autumn allow an almost perfect reflection. Although technically this viewpoint is not east of Yosemite Village, Half Dome most certainly is.
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  E A S T O F Y O S E M I T E V I L L A G E


  This section contains images taken close to the roads east of Yosemite Village. This includes Southside Drive from Sentinel Bridge to Curry Village, Northside Drive from Curry Village back to Yosemite Lodge, the side road to the Ahwahnee Hotel, and the road to Mirror Lake, which once was open to vehicle traffic and is now open only to shuttle busses, vehicles displaying disabled placards, bicyclists, and pedestrians. Iconic Yosemite formations, including Half Dome, Glacier Point, and the historic Ahwahnee Hotel, are focused on in this chapter.
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  The Ahwahnee Hotel, a National Historical Landmark, is shown in its setting below the granite formation known as the Rhombus. The rock is somewhat unstable here. A rockfall in 2009 spilled large boulders close to the parking lot, and a rock chip actually damaged the windshield of a car in the lot. The Ahwahnee opened in 1927; during World War II it was temporarily converted into a U.S. Navy Convalescent Hospital. These days it offers park visitors an option for fine dining and lodging in the valley.
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  Glacier Point, upper center, and Glacier Point Apron, lower left, as seen after a snowstorm. This view is from the large meadow east of Yosemite Village and west of the Ahwahnee Hotel. Glacier Point used to be famous for the summer evening firefalls, which were halted by the National Park Service in 1968 due to environmental concerns. Firefalls are described in more detail in the introduction to the Glacier Point Road chapter.
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  The John Muir Trail, which starts at Happy Isles, passes directly beneath the Panorama Cliff. Glacier Point Apron is on the right. This photo was taken from the large meadow east of Yosemite Village and west of the Ahwahnee Hotel.
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  Glacier Point Apron and Yosemite Falls as seen from Sierra Point. The trail to Sierra Point was closed in the 1970s due to rockfall, but Sierra Point can still be reached if you know where to go. Rockfall danger continues to loom below Glacier Point. Separate incidents in 1996 and 1999 killed two people and injured many more, destroyed portions of the forest below Glacier Point, and damaged structures at Curry Village.
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  Just as El Capitan dominates views at the west end of Yosemite Valley, Half Dome dominates views at the east end. This January view was taken from the large meadow east of Yosemite Village and west of the Ahwahnee Hotel. The Royal Arches and Washington Column are on the left.
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  This late autumn view of Half Dome after a light snowfall was taken just west of the very large meadow to the north of Curry Village (also called Camp Curry).
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  This is a very familiar view to anyone who has been to Curry Village. The Royal Arches are in the center, Washington Column is on the right, and North Dome is at the top. The large open meadow at the bottom is just north of the village.
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  This classic black-and-white image of the northwest face of Half Dome (a telephoto shot) was taken right next to the road at the edge of the large meadow north of Camp Curry.
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  These two views utilize the shaded Half Dome to highlight the foreground. The first shot shows cow parsnip, Heracleum lanatum. The second shot shows the northern pygmy owl, Glaucidium gnoma, perched in cow parsnip. Both views were taken from the same Camp Curry meadow, which offers a myriad of perfect picture possibilities.


  [image: chpt_fig_032.jpg]


  At one time, the short road to Mirror Lake was open to all vehicles. It is now open only to shuttle buses and vehicles displaying handicapped placards (as well as bicycle and foot traffic). Both of these views of Washington Column were taken from along the Mirror Lake road. The first shows the south face of the column in the sun, the overhanging east face in the shade, and the Prow dividing the two. The second, taken farther along the road, shows details in the rock of the overhanging east face, one of Yosemite’s more challenging rock climbs.
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  As one hikes into the wilderness of Tenaya Canyon, the first major formation that appears above (with the exception of Half Dome) is Basket Dome, located on the north side of the canyon. This view shows Basket Dome’s east face.
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  T E N A Y A C A N Y O N


  Tenaya Canyon is a wilderness canyon. It is accessed from Mirror Lake by hiking a short distance on a loop trail into the canyon. The trail ends in little more than a mile, with an extension that climbs numerous switchbacks up Snow Creek and joins other trails leading to the Tioga Pass Road and Tuolumne Meadows. A portion of the southern leg of the loop was buried by a major rockfall from Ahwiyah Point (below Half Dome) on March 28, 2009, the largest rockfall in Yosemite Valley since the Middle Brother rockfall of 1987. This portion of the loop trail is now permanently closed. A rudimentary unmaintained trail continues for a short distance beyond the end of the maintained trail, but this path (such as it is) soon disappears in rock slides and brush.


  This section contains images of Tenaya Canyon and the peaks above. The photos are shown in order of progression up the canyon; some are taken in the canyon and others from above, looking into the canyon.


  Interestingly, Mirror Lake itself was the result of a mega-rockfall thousands of years ago that peeled off the north side below North Dome, creating a natural dam. The valley behind gradually filled with water. At its maximum extent, the lake was about 1.25 miles long (2km). This original lake gradually filled up with silt, and the current Mirror Lake is the small remnant that remains. Natural processes will result in the disappearance of this remnant as well, unless another enormous rockfall creates another dam.
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  Taken from almost the same location in Tenaya Canyon as the photo of Basket Dome, this image shows the highly aesthetic Quarter Domes, which tower above the south side of the canyon.
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  This view, taken from the summit of Half Dome, shows the south side of Tenaya Canyon. The major feature is the approximately 4,000 vertical feet (1,220m) of granite slabs leading to the summit of Clouds Rest, at 9,926 feet (3,025m). Quarter Domes appear at right center, below Clouds Rest.
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  The massive rock form of Mount Watkins rises farther up Tenaya Canyon. This view is from the Diving Board, at the base of the southwest face of Half Dome. YaSoo Dome appears at the upper right.
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  This view of Mount Watkins from Half Dome gives a better idea of the extent of the south face of Mount Watkins. Mount Hoffman, 10,850 feet (3,307m), rises in the distance, and YaSoo Dome is at the upper right.
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  This view, taken in the upper reaches of Tenaya Canyon, highlights the water streaks on the southeast face of massive Mount Watkins.


  [image: chpt_fig_039.jpg]


  A 3-mile-wide (4.8km) swath of granite on the north side of Tenaya Canyon is shown in this image. The view, taken from the top of Clouds Rest, captures what is certainly one of the widest expanses of solid granite in the Sierra Nevada. The massive Mount Watkins is at left center, YaSoo Dome at right center, and Pywiack Cascade at the right edge. Basket Dome is at the upper left corner. This remarkable panorama was


  

  

  A B O U T T H E A U T H O R


  Ed Cooper became the first “climbing bum” in the Pacific Northwest during the Golden age of North American climbing (the 1950s and 1960s). He is the author of the acclaimed Soul of the Heights and Soul of the Rockies (Falconguides), and his photos have graced the covers of Audubon, Arizona Highways, Backpacker, National Geographic, Sierra, and many other magazines and books. Ed and his wife, Debby, live in Sonoma, California.
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