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1 EAST VALLEY FLOOR

This is a leisurely, flat, loop hike with views of North Dome, the Royal Arches, and Yosemite Falls, where you can visit Happy Isles Art and Nature Center and the infamous 1996 rockslide, then stroll along sometimes boisterous, sometimes tranquil stretches of the Merced River.


THE RUNDOWN

Start: Hikers parking lot east of Curry Village

Total distance: 1.9-mile loop

Hiking time: 1 to 2 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation change: 100 feet

Seasons: Year-round

Nearest facilities: Curry Village; snacks, water, and toilets at Happy Isles Nature Center

Permits: None

Map: USGS Half Dome quad




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_038.jpg] Take Southside Drive (one-way, east) almost to its end, passing Curry Village, passing shuttle stop 15, passing the “Do Not Enter” sign, to the turnoff to the right marked “Trailhead Parking.” Or board the Yosemite Valley shuttle bus from any place in the valley and get off at stop 15, Upper Pines Campground, and continue east along the road to the trailhead parking lot lying in the shadow of Glacier Point. Trailhead GPS: N37 44.09 / W119 33.97




THE HIKE

After depositing any food in the bear boxes, find the trailhead marked “John Muir Trail, Mist Trail,” at the southeast end of the parking lot just beside the big yellow “Bear Warning” sign. Follow the wide dirt path beneath incense cedar, ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, and black oak. You might see other hikers veering left to follow the path that runs alongside the shuttle bus road, but keep right for a quieter, less traveled route.

Pass a little A-frame structure used for ranger/naturalist talks, and just beyond, at mile 0.5, reach a swampy area known as The Fen. Here a boardwalk runs through a lush growth of water-loving horsetails, sedges, and fragrant mints. An interpretive panel tells about the living things inhabiting soggy places like this one. The trail crosses a paved path and makes a quick left-right-left jog before meeting the Merced River. To the right is the Happy Isles Nature Center at 0.6 mile, with wonderful exhibits and books inside. Behind the building you can see the rubble and smashed trees left by the 1996 rockslide where a hiker was killed. Wooden bridges take you out onto the Happy Isles themselves, where there are exhibits about interesting creepy-crawlies you’ll find there, as well as information about how the islands got to be here in the middle of the Merced River. Now head downstream and follow the riverside path to the Happy Isles shuttle stop (stop 16) on the road, where you will find restrooms and water.

At the paved shuttle bus road, turn right to cross the Happy Isles Bridge, pausing mid-bridge for views of the river, which rushes toward the bridge in noisy whitewater rapids, then emerges more quietly from the other side. The view of North Dome above the river on the downstream side is a photographer’s favorite. Now on the north side of the bridge, leave most of the crowd behind and meander along the east bank of the Merced among incense cedar and pine, streamside alder and dogwood, and, in May and June, fragrant, showy white azaleas. The river changes character at every turn, sometimes gurgling busily, sometimes green and placid, occasionally splitting to flow around wooded islands.


[image: Swimmers and rafters enjoy the quiet Merced River in summer.]
Swimmers and rafters enjoy the quiet Merced River in summer.




At 1.5 miles the stable area appears across the road on the right, and simultaneously Upper Yosemite Fall comes into view ahead. Turn left here and cross back over the Merced on the road on the Clark Bridge. On hot summer afternoons a colorful collection of rafts and inner tubes drifts down the river. Once over the bridge, turn around to admire Half Dome on the right, North Dome and Washington Column on the left. Pass between the entrances to Upper and Lower Pines Campgrounds, then cross Southside Drive. There are Curry Village tent cabins to the right. Turn left and follow the roadside path back to the trailhead parking lot.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Trailhead parking lot

	0.5 The Fen

	0.6 Happy Isles Nature Center

	1.0 Happy Isles Bridge on the shuttle bus road

	1.5 Stables

	1.9 Arrive back at the trailhead parking lot





[image: chpt_fig_040.jpg]


Option: Waterfalls—If you have time and energy to spare, take a short detour out into the open to see two of the valley’s finest features and prettiest early springtime waterfalls hidden from view in the parking lot. Walk to the entrance of the parking lot at its west end and go a few dozen yards down the driveway out to Southside Drive, then turn left and walk another 0.1 mile to the corner of the driveway into the Curry Village parking lot. Across the valley are the Royal Arches crowned by North Dome, with Royal Arch Fall trickling down to the west. Behind you, ephemeral Staircase Falls descend to Curry Village in a series of perfect, regular steps.









2 WEST VALLEY FLOOR

This end of Yosemite Valley is surprisingly quiet and unvisited, except near popular attractions like Bridalveil Fall and El Capitan Meadow. If you start fairly early in the morning though, you can have even these busy spots to yourself. Dogwoods and maples are especially beautiful at this end of the valley, blooming and fragrant in spring, blazing with color in fall. The beaches along the Merced River invite sunning and swimming in summer.


THE RUNDOWN

Start: El Capitan Bridge near the center of the valley

Total distance: 4.6-mile loop

Hiking time: 3 hours to all day

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation change: 330 feet

Seasons: Spring, summer, and fall

Nearest facilities: Everything you need, except gas, at Curry Village and Yosemite Village

Permits: None

Maps: USGS El Capitan and Half Dome quads




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_038.jpg] From Yosemite Village take Northside Drive (one-way, west) to El Capitan Drive and turn left (south). From any of the west-side park entrances, take Southside Drive (one-way, east) to a sign that says “To 41, 120, 140,” and turn left (west). (Note: This is El Capitan Drive, but there is no sign facing this direction to tell you so.) Park along the road on either side of the El Capitan Bridge. In summer take the El Capitan shuttle bus that begins at Yosemite Village to stop E-4, El Capitan Bridge. There are bear boxes at the trailhead. Trailhead GPS: N37 43.45 / W119 37.88




THE HIKE

From the west end of the El Capitan Bridge spanning the Merced River, turn right (north) and set off upstream on a path between the river and Northside Drive. A sign at the start says, among other things, “Pohono Bridge 2.8 Miles.” You can’t miss the 7,569-foot monolith of El Capitan directly ahead, while Cathedral Rocks and Cathedral Spires rise just behind you. Skirt a low fence blocking access to the river as it rounds a curve called the Devil’s Elbow. Turn left, cross Northside Drive at the crosswalk, and make a sharp hairpin turn back westward along an old gravel road. There are bear boxes here where El Capitan climbers can leave their food. As you walk westward, the formidable North American wall of El Capitan looms directly overhead. Look for the patch of darker-colored mineral in the granite shaped like the North American continent.

You are close enough here to see the figures clinging to the rock above without binoculars and hear their shouted conversations. As you approach the nose of El Capitan, cross several spur routes used by climbers to reach the base of the wall. Just continue straight ahead. If it’s early in the season, you will probably have to hop across several little branches of Ribbon Creek flowing down a spot near a crumbly stretch of granite called the Rockslides. In springtime you can get a rare view of Ribbon Fall pouring over the cliff just west of El Capitan. Like Bridalveil across the valley, it dissolves into a mist toward the bottom. It is entirely dry by mid-July.



[image: Bridalveil Fall is viewed from across the Merced River.]
Bridalveil Fall is viewed from across the Merced River.



Your route reaches the Old Big Oak Flat Road, just beyond which is an ugly park service woodlot. Turn left on the road and in just a few steps find the trail again on your right. Follow it beneath the blackened lower trunks of trees that were subjected to prescribed burns. The trail takes you almost all the way out to Northside Drive, where you can look across the road and the valley to see Bridalveil Fall, but there is a better and more easily accessible viewpoint ahead (as well as a restroom). Veer right (north) away from the road and pass around the “back” side of Black Spring through a riotous growth of willows, cattails, horsetails, and ferns.

The trail now angles back down toward the road, where you will soon be able to spot parked cars at Valley View, one of the classic Yosemite Valley postcard portraits of Bridalveil Fall at mile 2.6. Continue westward on the trail and in a few minutes reach a crosswalk across Northside Drive, and cross over the Merced River on the Pohono Bridge at mile 2.7. Now you are heading eastward along the south side of the valley.

Just past the bridge a sign says “Bridalveil Fall 1.6 miles.” This is a lovely, quiet corner of the valley where dogwoods bloom in spring and maples glow red in fall. There are two little springs across the road, Fern Spring and Moss Spring. This section of the trail can be muddy in springtime, but it hosts a garden of flowers with evocative names like enchanter’s nightshade, false Solomon’s seal, bleeding heart, and wild ginger. The trail hugs the riverside for a time, then emerges into sunshine skirting Bridalveil Meadow. Across Southside Drive a sign marks the site of the famous confab between John Muir and Teddy Roosevelt about the importance of protecting places like Yosemite in a national park system.

The “official” trail stays to the left of the road and crosses several branches of Bridalveil Creek, but unless it’s very late in the season, you’ll stay dryer and safer if you leave the



[image: chpt_fig_042.jpg]


trail and walk along the shoulder of the road. At this point Southside Drive and Wawona Road/CA 41 come together, so watch for traffic.

Backtrack just a few feet on CA 41 to visit Bridalveil Fall at mile 4.3, which flows over the southern wall of Yosemite Valley through a defile between Cathedral Rocks and the Leaning Tower. Before it reaches the bottom 620 feet below, the wind catches, tatters, and flings the droplets into graceful lacy patterns of spray.

Leave Bridalveil Fall on a wide beaten path and continue east, parallel to Southside Drive. Turn right at the junction that directs you to Curry Village, and climb over the hump of the Bridalveil Moraine a bit above the road amid a tumble of enormous mossy rocks. After the trail flattens out, keep a lookout on the right side of the trail for a low post with a picture of a carabiner on it marking a route for climbers. A few yards beyond, at a second carabiner sign at mile 4.6, find an unmarked but clear trail leading left out of the forest to Southside Drive, and in only a few steps find yourself at a junction marked with the sign “To 41, 120, 140,” where you turn sharply left and follow the road for a few minutes more to your starting point.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 El Capitan Bridge

	0.3 Cross Northside Drive

	2.6 Valley View

	2.7 Pohono Bridge

	4.3 Bridalveil Fall

	4.5 Unmarked trail to Southside Drive

	4.6 Arrive back at the trailhead











3 GLACIER POINT VIA THE FOUR MILE TRAIL

The Four Mile Trail is really 4.6 miles because it has had to be rerouted since its original construction. It is a steep, steady, uphill-and-back pull to Yosemite’s most famous viewpoint. It’s a great workout where the ever-changing perspective of the valley floor will keep your mind off your thudding heart and straining lungs. You can even reward yourself with a snack and a cold drink at the top.


THE RUNDOWN

Start: Four Mile Trailhead at the foot of Sentinel Rock

Total distance: 9.2 miles out and back

Hiking time: 4 to 8 hours

Difficulty: Strenuous if you push yourself

Elevation change: 3,200 feet

Seasons: Late spring, summer, and fall; closed in winter

Nearest facilities: Curry Village and Yosemite Village

Permits: None

Map: USGS Half Dome quad




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_038.jpg] Drive east on one-way Southside Drive to the parking area on both sides of the road just beyond the Sentinel Beach/Yellow Pine picnic areas. Watch carefully for the trailhead sign on the right—if you miss it, you’ll have to drive all the way around the valley to get back. In summer you can take the El Capitan shuttle bus to stop E-5, the Four Mile Trail. Trailhead GPS: N37 44.03 / W119 36.06




THE HIKE

An interpretive panel with historical information about the early days of tourism in Yosemite marks the beginning of the trail. Towering overhead is the vertical flat slab of Sentinel Rock, beneath which the asphalt trail begins its switchback ascent among huge mossy boulders, shady live oaks, laurels, and maples. Mariposa lilies, catchfly, and alum root line the path, which soon crosses a little creek lined with thimbleberry, lupine, and monkey flowers. The route works gradually eastward as it climbs. If you begin your hike by 8 a.m., watch for hang gliders suspended in air right beside the trail on their way to the landing area in Leidig Meadow.


[image: chpt_fig_043.jpg]




[image: Look down onto Leidig Meadow and the Merced River.]
Look down onto Leidig Meadow and the Merced River.




Still climbing, the trail comes even with Yosemite Falls, roaring across the valley in spring and early summer. At about three-quarters of the way, you arrive at a short spur trail to Union Point where Tenaya Canyon, North Dome, Clouds Rest, and Half Dome appear briefly, then disappear as the trail heads in a more southerly direction.

The switchbacks become a bit less short and steep and the way becomes sunnier and more open. At last the trail loses a bit of elevation, rounds a shoulder, crosses a tiny rivulet, then makes a short climb to top out at the Glacier Point Snack Bar. Enjoy the stupendous views of the park from Glacier Point, then return the way you came.

On your return, descend carefully. The loose gravel over smooth granite can be slippery.



A FIERY WATERFALL

Until 1968 Glacier Point was the site of the infamous firefall. The bark of hundreds of the magnificent old red firs from the nearby forest was set ablaze just after dark on summer evenings. After an elaborate ceremony of ritual calls between Glacier Point and the valley below, the glowing coals were raked over the cliff to form a fiery waterfall in the dark. It was a popular attraction, of course, but one more suited to an amusement park than to Yosemite. The lichens and other organisms inhabiting the rock face were seared away and the beautiful old forest was threatened. In 1968 the National Park Service ended the practice.





[image: chpt_fig_045.jpg]






MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Four Mile Trailhead

	4.6 Glacier Point Snack Bar

	9.2 Arrive back at the Four Mile Trailhead



Option: For an easier hike of about 4.5 miles mostly downhill, ride or drive to Glacier Point and hike downhill all the way to Yosemite Valley. To get to the trailhead, drive about 14 miles up CA 41, Wawona Road, to Chinquapin. Turn left onto the Glacier Point Road and continue another 13 miles to its end at Glacier Point. Or you can ride the Glacier Point shuttle bus from Yosemite Lodge to Glacier Point (call 209-372-1240 for a reservation for this bus, which is not part of the free bus system). In summer, when the El Capitan shuttle is running, you can ride back to any place in the valley from the Four Mile Trailhead at shuttle stop E-5.









4 HAPPY ISLES TO THE TOP OF NEVADA FALL

If you have time for only one hike in Yosemite, whether you want to spend the day on the trail or take only a short stroll, this loop (or part of it) is the one. It’s what Yosemite is all about: massive granite cliffs, classic glacial features, and views of at least four of the valley’s biggest and best waterfalls. It climbs along the course of the Merced River as it plunges over the steps of the Giant Staircase in Nevada Fall, then Vernal Fall, before resuming its flat, meandering course over the floor of Yosemite Valley.


THE RUNDOWN

Start: John Muir Trailhead at Happy Isles

Total distance: 5.8-mile lollipop

Hiking time: 3 hours to all day

Difficulty: Moderate

Elevation change: 2,000 feet

Seasons: May to June for spectacular waterfalls; Oct to early Nov for foliage; closed in winter

Nearest facilities: Snacks, toilets, and water at the trailhead

Permits: None

Map: USGS Half Dome quad

Special considerations: If you’ll be hiking the Mist Trail in springtime, carry rain gear or at least choose a warm day. You’re sure to be drenched by the spray.




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_038.jpg] Park in the hikers’ lot east of Curry Village. You can take the shuttle bus from Curry Village to Happy Isles (stop 16) or walk from the parking lot, turn right (east) at the entrance, and follow the well-marked path to Happy Isles. This will add 1 mile each way to your hike. From the shuttle bus stop, continue on the paved road over the Happy Isles Bridge, then turn right, following the river upstream to the big sign that marks the beginning of the John Muir Trail. Trailhead GPS: N37 43.51/W119 33.33




THE HIKE

The big sign at the trailhead marks the beginning of the John Muir Trail, showing mileage to various points all the way to trail’s end at Mount Whitney, about 211 miles to the south. The first part of the trail is asphalt because of the very heavy foot traffic. Don’t expect a true wilderness experience here. This is a popular spot for good reasons, but the farther you go, the more solitude you’ll find. It’s popular not only because it is spectacular, but because it’s one of the few routes out of the valley to the high country.

The trail climbs gently through black oak and pine forest among enormous lichen-draped boulders up along the north bank of the Merced. A little spring trickles out of the rocks a few hundred yards up on your left. (Note: Don’t drink the water without purifying it.) The trail steepens gradually as you climb, but you’ll want to stop frequently anyway to enjoy the roaring river through openings in the trees. In about a half mile, across the Merced to your right, tucked back up in Illilouette Gorge, Illilouette Fall pours 370 feet down the Panorama Cliff to meet the Merced River.



[image: chpt_fig_046.jpg]


The trail suddenly descends to the bridge at 0.8 mile, where dozens of visitors will be taking photos or staring in open-mouthed wonder at 317-foot Vernal Fall upstream. There are restrooms, a water fountain, and dozens of freeloading Steller’s jays and ground squirrels near the bridge. For their health and your safety, do not feed them.

Cross the bridge to the south side of the Merced and turn left (upstream). The crowd will soon thin noticeably. At 0.9 mile the Mist Trail leaves the John Muir Trail to the left. To follow the loop clockwise, take the left fork and return on the John Muir Trail. Where a sign says “Foot Trail Only, Top of Vernal Fall Via Mist Trail .3 Miles,” get out your rain gear. The Mist Trail climbs steeply over big wet stone blocks. The thunder of the falls is almost deafening in early season; morning sunlight through the spray has a diffuse, mystical quality, and there’s always a rainbow or two if the sun is shining. At the top of the falls is an oak-shaded bench where you can shake off excess water. Beside this bench the Merced pauses to collect itself in the deceptively quiet Emerald Pool before crashing over the cliff. A long, slanting ramp called the Silver Apron tempts the sweaty hiker to ride this water slide into the pool. Don’t do it! In an instant you’d be washed over the rim to the rocks 320 feet below. There are several warning signs along the riverbank reminding hikers to keep away from the edge and out of the water. Some who have ignored the warnings have been killed.

At 1.5 miles cross the bridge at the Silver Apron back over the Merced and begin climbing steeply again along its north shore, sometimes through a light mist from Nevada Fall in early season. Another set of switchbacks brings you out onto a sunny bench above the falls where you’ll meet the junction with the John Muir Trail; follow the trail, turning right (south) toward Yosemite Valley. There are plenty of viewpoints with protective railings where you can watch Nevada Fall rush over the lip and drop 594 feet. It’s a perfect place for sunbathing and picnicking. Keep an eye on your lunch! The local squirrels and jays will make off with it if your attention wanders for even a moment.


The falls of the Giant Staircase are well named: Vernal is Latin for “springtime,” Nevada is Spanish for “snowy.”



After gaping awestruck at the roaring water, cross the bridge and follow the slope upward a short distance to pass the junction with the Panorama Trail at 2.7 miles. It takes off to the left toward Illilouette Fall, Glacier Point, and beyond. Your trail, to the right, is cut into the side of the cliff beneath a weeping rock overhang that gently drips onto the trail. Delicate ferns and columbines are tucked into the cracks. Continue to descend on well-graded switchbacks, enjoying views of Upper Yosemite Fall across the valley, until you reach Clark Point at mile 3.7. This is where the hiker who is heading upward on the



[image: Nevada Fall as seen from the Mist Trail in early summer]
Nevada Fall as seen from the Mist Trail in early summer.





[image: chpt_fig_048.jpg]


John Muir Trail catches the first jaw-dropping view of Nevada Fall with Mount Broderick and Liberty Cap looming above. There is a lateral trail here that cuts back downhill to the Mist Trail, but if you want to stay dry this time, keep left and stay on the John Muir Trail. Just before you reach the Vernal Fall Bridge again, you’ll pass the junction to the Mist Trail at the point where you went up, then another junction for horses only that leads back to the stables. You cross the Vernal Fall Bridge at 5.0 miles and return to Happy Isles Trailhead the way you came.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Happy Isles Trailhead

	0.8 Vernal Fall Bridge

	0.9 Mist Trail junction

	1.5 Silver Apron Bridge

	2.5 Top of Nevada Fall

	2.7 Panorama Trail junction

	3.7 Clark Point

	5.0 Vernal Fall Bridge via John Muir Trail

	5.8 Arrive back at the Happy Isles Trailhead











5 MIRROR LAKE–TENAYA CANYON LOOP

This easy loop day hike leads to one of the most isolated corners of the valley by way of a favorite family picnic and wading spot. If you head out early in the morning, you can complete the entire hike in solitude. If you have come just to splash in the lake or to photograph the famous reflection, your out-and-back hike is less than 2 miles.


THE RUNDOWN

Start: Trailhead at Mirror Lake shuttle bus stop 17

Total distance: 4.6-mile loop

Hiking time: 2 to 4 hours

Difficulty: Easy

Elevation change: 100 feet

Seasons: Accessible year-round, but finest May through July

Nearest facilities: Everything you need (except gas) in Yosemite Village and Camp Curry

Permits: None

Maps: USGS Half Dome and Yosemite Falls quads




FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: chpt_fig_038.jpg] Board the Yosemite Valley shuttle bus from any place in the valley. (Curry Village has parking nearest the trailhead.) Get off at Mirror Lake (stop 17). Trail-head GPS: N37 44.22 / W119 33.35




THE HIKE

To hike the loop in a clockwise direction, skirting the west shore of Tenaya Creek and Mirror Lake and returning along the eastern shore, follow the sign to Mirror Lake along the paved road (no longer in use except for bicycles) across the Tenaya Creek. The path rises slightly as it passes through a quiet forest of ponderosa pine, white fir, Douglas fir, incense cedar, and dogwood. At 1.0 mile the forest opens to reveal tranquil Mirror Lake, reflecting Mount Watkins above it. There are sandy beaches along the lakeshore for picnics and wading where the majority of visitors stop, but if you










[image: Mount Watkins is reflected in Mirror Lake in early season.]
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MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	0.0 Mirror Lake Trailhead

	1.0 West end of Mirror Lake

	2.1 Footbridge at far end of Mirror Lake Trail

	4.6 Arrive back at the Mirror Lake Trailhead











HONORABLE MENTION

EL CAPITAN FROM TAMARACK FLAT

This route gets you to the top of El Capitan the “easy” way, that is, by trail from Tamarack Flat Campground rather than straight up the face with rope and climbing hardware. It follows an abandoned road down to Cascade Creek, which it crosses on a bridge, then begins a steep, waterless, 1,800-foot climb, followed by a more gradual descent to Ribbon Meadow. After crossing Ribbon Creek and skirting El Capitan Gully, a short spur trail cuts off to the summit. The distance from the trailhead is 8.2 miles. The top of El Cap is more rounded than it appears from below; don’t try to get too near the very brink to look down. The views from the safer, higher ground are thrilling enough. If the views of the valley are your main objective, Eagle Peak, about 2 miles along the trail to the east, is better. The distance there, at least from Yosemite Valley, is shorter, too, only 6.4 miles. The only place you can camp along the El Capitan Trail is near Ribbon Creek, which dries out early in the year, so make sure to check with the park service about availability of water before setting out on an overnight trip.

To get to the trailhead, find the Tamarack Flat Campground turnoff, about 3 miles east of Crane Flat off the Tioga Road on the south side. Follow the campground road for another 3 miles to the trailhead.






IN ADDITION

MAKING BABY SEQUOIAS

You don’t have to know anything at all about giant sequoia ecology to enjoy the sense of wonder that a stroll through one of these enchanted groves brings. Still, even a superficial study of the trees reveals one surprise after another, each one deepening your respect and admiration.

Despite their immense size and great age, they are dependent for their very existence on the unlikely aid of a beetle, a squirrel, and fire.

The average Big Tree might have as many as 11,000 cones on it at any one time, dispersing up to 400,000 seeds. That ought to be enough to produce dozens of seedlings, but getting these seeds planted and germinated isn’t easy and the trees can’t do it without help. The cones and the seeds within them are very small. Unlike many other conifers, sequoias do not drop their cones from the tree when they are ripe, nor do the cones open while still on the tree, dropping their seeds to the ground. The seeds must get planted some other way.

Fortunately, Douglas squirrels, also called chickarees, love to eat the young green scales of Big Tree cones. They are territorial creatures whose loud, scolding chatter warns neighboring chickarees to “stay away from my tree.” They may begin gnawing into the cone scales right on the branch where they are found, opening the cones and allowing the seeds to fall. (Sequoia seeds are so tiny that most animals do not seek them for food.) At other times the chickarees cut down enormous numbers of cones, gather the pile from beneath the tree, and cache them away to eat later. They usually pick dark, damp storage places to keep the cones moist and fresh, but some do dry out and release the seeds into the soil.

A much less conspicuous animal, a small wood-boring beetle, does her bit for the giant sequoia by depositing her eggs in the seams where the bracts or scales of the cone fit together. When the babies hatch, they chew their way inside, frequently cutting the vessels that supply the cones with water and minerals. The scales dry out, shrink, and separate, and the seeds fall out.

Fire plays several roles in sequoia health and reproduction. Intense heat helps to dry the cones so that the seeds can be released, clears the ground beneath the trees of litter, and keeps the soil soft and light so the tiny seeds can germinate. The groves have obviously coexisted with fire for millennia. Almost every mature tree in the grove shows the scars of repeated burns. Their bark is extremely thick, lacks much flammable pitch, and is impregnated with fire-resistant tannins. Our misdirected efforts to protect the groves from fires over the past few decades have almost been their undoing. Until recently, when more information about the ecology of the giant sequoias became available, we had been carrying out an unintended program of Big Tree birth control.



[image: Douglas squirrels, also known as chickarees, play an important role in sequoia reproduction.]
Douglas squirrels, also known as chickarees, play an important role in sequoia reproduction.








HONORABLE MENTION

ALDER CREEK FALL

This is a good early-or late-season hike for wildflower lovers in a quiet and infrequently traveled section of the park. There are no high peaks or grand vistas, but the route passes through a variety of habitats from oak woodland to pine and fir forest and culminates at the spot where Alder Creek pours over a cliff in a 60-foot, year-round waterfall. The walk begins with a short climb through a recent burn, proceeds gently up and down for about a mile, then follows a perfectly flat former roadway for another mile. The round-trip distance from the trailhead is 7.8 miles, with about 1,500 feet of elevation gain. If you want a longer hike or an overnight backpack, continue on beyond the waterfall to a junction where you can take any one of several routes connecting with trails to other parts of the park. If you do plan to spend the night, pick up a wilderness permit at Wawona before you start. The trailhead is about 4 miles north of Wawona on the right side of CA 41, the Wawona Road, beside a sign that says “Mosquito Creek.” Parking with a bear box is on the left. (Note: About a mile beyond Mosquito Creek, you’ll notice another sign, also on the right, marked “Alder Creek.” This is not the trailhead.)
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IN ADDITION

LODGEPOLE PINES

Lodgepole pines are by far the most common conifers in the Tuolumne region, and indeed throughout the entire Sierra Nevada at elevations between 7,000 and 10,000 feet. They’re easy to identify: their trunks and branches have small irregular scales that look like gray cornflakes and they have small cones, less than 2 inches long. The surest way to know a lodgepole pine, however, is to examine the needles. The needles of all pine trees are attached to their twigs in bundles of one to five, held together at the base by a papery sheath. The number of needles in a bundle is a clue to the species. Several kinds of pines have three needles per bundle, several others have five, but only lodgepoles have two. To make it even easier, pluck a bundle of lodgepole needles and separate the two so that they are at right angles to one another. Now you have “L” for lodgepole.

These are a pioneering species, the first to move in around the edges of a meadow since they don’t mind wet feet as much as other pines do, and may gradually transform the meadow to forest. They grow quickly, reproduce at an early age, and are adapted to periodic fires. (In fact, the subspecies that grows in the Rockies requires fire for reproduction, but Yosemite’s do not.) They are also subject to periodic infestations of needle miners, moths whose larvae can destroy great swathes of forest in a season or two. You can see several of these “ghost forests” in the Tuolumne area, big patches of dead trees surrounded by healthy ones. It’s part of the normal cycle of life and death; the forest will recover.

Their scientific name, Pinus contorta, reflects their growth habit when young. Young trees become twisted and bent into grotesque and interesting shapes by heavy winter snows and may retain their gnarled bumps and bends into maturity. Lodgepole pines in the Rockies reflect their common name better, growing straight, slender, and much closer together. Lodgepoles are sometimes erroneously called tamaracks, trees that do not grow in California.






HONORABLE MENTION

POLLY DOME LAKES

The Polly Dome Lakes are not spectacular in themselves, a collection of ponds tucked into lodgepole pine forest at the base of Polly Dome, and the source of Murphy Creek, a small stream that empties into Tenaya Lake. What makes this easy 5-mile hike worthwhile is the wealth of classic glacial features you’ll see along the way. There are house-size erratics, boulders transported from their place of origin by ice and deposited wherever the ice could no longer carry them. There is shiny glacial polish and striations on the rocks showing the direction of the flow, sometimes interrupted by a series of crescent-shaped gouges called chatter marks, produced when the ice dragged big boulders, bounding and shuddering, across the surface.

The out-and-back route begins across the road from the picnic area on the south side of Tioga Lake, following Murphy Creek upstream on a moderate grade.





HONORABLE MENTION

WHITE WOLF TO HARDEN LAKE

This easy, 6-mile, round-trip stroll to Harden Lake is a favorite of wildflower lovers. It begins on a road now used only by service vehicles that winds gently downhill most of the way. The lake itself is not among the most scenic in Yosemite, but it makes a pleasant lunch or snack stop and is the usual turnaround point. It is the flower gardens along the bank of the Middle Fork of the Tuolumne River, almost tropical in their variety and profusion, that make this a popular hike. Your starting point, White Wolf Lodge, is itself set in a sunny meadow carpeted with flowers most of the summer. The route follows the paved road past the campground, tent cabins, and ranger station, then over the Tuolumne River, where the pavement ends. From here just follow the road, which eventually turns into trail, downhill, over occasional humps, ignoring any minor roads or trails branching off this one until you reach a spur trail at about 2.0 miles on the right directing you to Harden Lake, another 0.9 mile and partly uphill.

White Wolf Lodge and campground are less than a mile down a well-signed side road that heads north off the Tioga Road. The turnoff is 14 miles east of Crane Flat and 17 miles west of Tenaya Lake.






HONORABLE MENTION

SMITH MEADOW AND SMITH PEAK

From the top of Smith Peak, you can get views of Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, Rancheria Falls, the Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne, and the high peaks of the north boundary country that you can’t get from anywhere else in the park. There is year-round spring water flowing and a fabulous show of wildflowers in June. It’s a fairly stiff climb from 4,200 feet at the trailhead to 7,800 feet at the summit, so it makes a good conditioning hike in fall or spring, though it’s too hot in summer. Smith Meadow has pleasant camping if you want to spend the night. Much of the timber was burned in the Ackerson Fire of 1996, and again in the Rim Fire of 2013, so parts of the trail are quite overgrown with brush, but you can still find the trail if you’re careful. The hike to the meadow is 5.0 miles one way, and the peak is 1.5 miles farther. You can get information and permits at the Hetch Hetchy Entrance Station off CA 120.
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APPENDIX B: HIKER’S CHECKLIST



Always make and check your own checklist!

If you’ve ever hiked into the backcountry and discovered that you’ve forgotten an essential, you know that it’s a good idea to make a checklist and check the items off as you pack so that you won’t forget the things you want and need. Here are some ideas:

Clothing


	❒ Dependable rain parka

	❒ Rain pants

	❒ Windbreaker

	❒ Thermal underwear

	❒ Shorts

	❒ Long pants or sweatpants

	❒ Wool cap or balaclava

	❒ Hat

	❒ Wool shirt or sweater

	❒ Jacket or parka

	❒ Extra socks

	❒ Underwear

	❒ Lightweight shirts

	❒ T-shirts

	❒ Bandana(s)

	❒ Mittens or gloves



Footwear



	❒ Sturdy, comfortable boots

	❒ Lightweight camp shoes



Bedding




	❒ Sleeping bag

	❒ Foam pad or air mattress

	❒ Ground sheet (plastic or nylon)

	❒ Dependable tent



Hauling



	❒ Backpack and/or day pack



Cooking




	❒ 1-quart container

	❒ 1-gallon water container for camp use (collapsible)

	❒ Backpack stove and extra fuel

	❒ Aluminum foil

	❒ Cooking pots

	❒ Bowls/plates

	❒ Utensils (spoons, forks, knife)

	❒ Pot scrubber

	❒ Matches in waterproof container




Food and Drink




	❒ Cereal

	❒ Bread

	❒ Crackers

	❒ Cheese

	❒ Trail mix

	❒ Margarine

	❒ Powdered soups

	❒ Salt/pepper

	❒ Main course meals

	❒ Snacks

	❒ Hot chocolate

	❒ Tea

	❒ Powdered milk

	❒ Drink mixes



Photography



	❒ Camera and batteries

	❒ Filters

	❒ Lens brush/paper



Miscellaneous



	❒ Bear-proof canister

	❒ Sunglasses

	❒ Map and compass

	❒ Sewing kit

	❒ Toilet paper

	❒ Pocketknife

	❒ Sunscreen

	❒ Good insect repellent

	❒ Lip balm

	❒ Flashlight with good batteries and a spare bulb

	❒ Candle(s)

	❒ First-aid kit

	❒ Your FalconGuide

	❒ Survival kit

	❒ Small garden trowel or shovel

	❒ Water filter or purification tablets

	❒ Plastic bags (for trash)

	❒ Soap

	❒ Towel

	❒ Toothbrush

	❒ Fishing license

	❒ Fishing rod, reel, lures, flies, etc.

	❒ Binoculars

	❒ Waterproof covering for pack

	❒ Watch

	❒ Hiking poles
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