
Best Places to Eat
¨¨ Evergreen Lodge (p478)
¨¨ Lakefront Restaurant 

(p506)
¨¨Majestic Yosemite Dining 

Room (p478)
¨¨ Erick Schat’s Bakkerÿ 

(p513)
¨¨Mono Inn (p501)
¨¨ Fork & Love (p485)

Best Places  
to Sleep

¨¨ Sequoia High Sierra Camp 
(p490)

¨¨Majestic Yosemite Hotel 
(p475)

¨¨Rush Creek Lodge (p478)
¨¨ Yosemite Bug Rustic 

Mountain Resort (p481)
¨¨ Inn at Benton Hot Springs 

(p514)
¨¨Hotel Charlotte (p485)

When to Go

May & Jun The 
Yosemite water-
falls are gushing 
and spectacular in 
spring.

Jul & Aug Head 
for the mountains 
for wilderness 
adventures and 
glorious sunshine.

Dec–Mar Take a 
wintertime romp 
through snowy 
forests.

Yosemite &  
the Sierra Nevada

Why Go? 
An outdoor-adventurer’s wonderland, the Sierra Nevada is 
a year-round pageant of snow sports, white-water rafting, 
hiking, cycling and rock climbing. Skiers and snowboard-
ers blaze through hushed pine-tree slopes, and wilderness 
seekers come to escape the stresses of modern civilization.

With fierce granite mountains standing watch over 
high-altitude lakes, the eastern spine of California is a for-
midable but exquisite topographical barrier enclosing mag-
nificent natural landscapes. And interspersed between its 
river canyons and 14,000ft peaks are the decomposing ghost 
towns left behind by California’s early white settlers, bub-
bling natural hot springs and Native American tribes that 
still call it home.

In the majestic national parks of Yosemite and Sequoia & 
Kings Canyon, visitors will be humbled by the groves of sol-
emn giant sequoias, ancient rock formations and valleys, and 
the ever-present opportunity to see bears and other wildlife.
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YOSEMITE NATIONAL 
PARK
The jaw-dropping head-turner of America’s 
national parks, and a Unesco World Herit-
age site, Yosemite (yo-sem-it-ee) garners the  
devotion of all who enter. From the waterfall- 
striped granite walls buttressing emerald- 
green Yosemite Valley to the skyscraping 
giant sequoias catapulting into the air at 
Mariposa Grove, the place inspires a sense 
of awe and reverence – four million visitors 
wend their way to the country’s third-oldest 
national park annually. But lift your eyes 
above the crowds and you’ll feel your heart 
instantly moved by unrivalled splendors: the 
haughty profile of Half Dome, the hulking 
presence of El Capitan, the drenching mists 
of Yosemite Falls, the gemstone lakes of the 
high country’s subalpine wilderness and 
Hetch Hetchy’s pristine pathways.

History
The Ahwahneechee, a group of Miwok and 
Paiute peoples, lived in the Yosemite area 
for around 4000 years before a group of pio-
neers, most likely led by legendary explorer 
Joseph Rutherford Walker, came through in 
1833. During the gold-rush era, conflict be-
tween the miners and native tribes escalated 
to the point where a military expedition (the 
Mariposa Battalion) was dispatched in 1851 
to punish the Ahwahneechee, eventually 
forcing the capitulation of Chief Tenaya and 
his tribe.

Tales of thunderous waterfalls and tower-
ing stone columns followed the Mariposa Bat-
talion out of Yosemite and soon spread into 
the public’s awareness. In 1855 San Francisco 
entrepreneur James Hutchings organized 
the first tourist party to the valley. Published 
accounts of his trip, in which he extolled the 
area’s untarnished beauty, prompted others 
to follow, and it wasn’t long before inns and 
roads began springing up. Alarmed by this 
development, conservationists petitioned 
Congress to protect the area – with success. 
In 1864 President Abraham Lincoln signed 
the Yosemite Grant, which eventually ceded 
Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of 
Giant Sequoias to California as a state park. 
This landmark decision, along with the pio-
neering efforts of conservationist John Muir, 
led to a congressional act in 1890 creating 
Yosemite National Park; this, in turn, helped 
pave the way for the national-park system 
that was established in 1916.

Yosemite’s popularity as a tourist destina-
tion continued to soar throughout the 20th 
century and, by the mid-1970s, traffic and 
congestion draped the valley in a smoggy 
haze. The General Management Plan (GMP), 
developed in 1980 to alleviate this and other 
problems, ran into numerous challenges and 
delays. Despite many improvements, and 
the need to preserve the natural beauty that 
draws visitors to Yosemite in the first place, 
the plan still hasn’t been fully implemented.

1	Sights
There are four main entrances to the park: 
South Entrance (Hwy 41), Arch Rock (Hwy 
140), Big Oak Flat (Hwy 120 W) and Tioga 
Pass (Hwy 120 E). Hwy 120 traverses the 
park as Tioga Rd, connecting Yosemite Val-
ley with the Eastern Sierra.

Visitor activity is concentrated in Yosem-
ite Valley, especially in Yosemite Village, 
which has the main visitor center, a post of-
fice, a museum, eateries and other services. 
Half Dome Village is another hub. Notably 
less busy, Tuolumne (too-ahl-uh-mee) Mead-
ows, toward the eastern end of Tioga Rd, 
primarily draws hikers, backpackers and 
climbers. Wawona, the park’s southern focal 
point, also has good infrastructure. In the 
northwestern corner, Hetch Hetchy, which 
has no services at all, receives the smallest 
number of visitors.

1	 Yosemite Valley
The park’s crown jewel, spectacular meadow- 
carpeted Yosemite Valley stretches 7 miles 
long, bisected by the rippling Merced River 
and hemmed in by some of the most ma-
jestic chunks of granite anywhere on earth. 
The most famous are, of course, the monu-
mental 7569ft El Capitan (El Cap), one of 
the world’s largest monoliths and a magnet 
for rock climbers, and 8842ft Half Dome, 
the park’s spiritual centerpiece – its rounded 
granite pate forms an unmistakable silhou-
ette. You’ll have great views of both from 
Valley View on the valley floor, but for the 
classic photo op, head up Hwy 41 to Tun-
nel View, which boasts a new viewing area. 
With a little sweat you’ll have even better 
postcard panoramas – sans the crowds – 
from Inspiration Point. The trail (2.6-mile 
round-trip) starts at the tunnel.

Yosemite’s waterfalls mesmerize even the 
most jaded traveler, especially when the 
spring runoff turns them into thunderous 
cataracts. Yosemite Falls is considered the 
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