
Yosemite for Old People

-- Doug Wilhide

If beauty, as they say,  is in the eye of the beholder,  I have a suggestion:  put a visit to Yosemite National Park at the top of your to-do list.  If you behold this place and fail to find beauty, there’s something wrong with either your eyesight or your soul.  All by itself Yosemite justifies that radically overused word:  awesome.  It invokes a long string of other words as well:  from amazing, astonishing and extraordinary to incredible, magnificent and sublime.

We visited for the first time this fall to celebrate our 40th anniversary -- another amazing, astonishing, extraordinary, etc. situation -- and were just carried away by Yosemite’s natural beauty.  We were less than enchanted by the some of the services in and about the park, however.  For what it’s worth, here are some observations, insights and suggestions, geared mostly to the young at heart, open in spirit and old at knees.

We flew into San Francisco on Delta and rented a car from Hertz.  The airport is a mess, one of the worst laid-out major airports anywhere.  Delta got us to the gate on time, then It took an hour and twenty minutes to get out of the airport -- slow bag retrieval, long waits for shuttle trains to get from anyplace to anyplace, etc.

It’s about four hours from the airport to Yosemite.  Traffic on this occasion (mid-week, around mid-day, in late October) was moderately heavy getting out of Frisco, then lighter and lighter until we were driving pretty much alone into the mountains.  It’s not the easiest thing to find a convenient place to stop for lunch or a break.  Stops around the airport are poorly indicated unless you know where each exit leads.  After you cross the Bay the roads are busier and the exits even more confusing, then you hit freeways and exits start to get scarce.  Finally you get on the long stretch of RT 120 across the Central Valley and stops dry up all together.

We stopped at Pleasanton, near the junction of I-580 and I-680 and stumbled upon a Mexican place called El Balatzo, which Jean re-named (with good reason) El Blotto. You’d think age and experience would tell you not to feed at a Mexican bar and eatery, where they plop great spoonfuls of gray, brown and green stuff on a plate and serve cheap margaritas to help wash it down.  But no.

Tip:  Plan well.  Given the current lousy service on airlines, the mess of SFO, the poor CA road signage and the lack of services (especially off-season), you may not get a decent meal between leaving for the airport and checking into your hotel in Yosemite.
We chose to begin at the southern end of Yosemite and stay first at Wawona.  I’d recommend this approach.  It’s a lovely drive up into the foothills to Mariposa, which is a small village with minimal services.  There’s a trading post that has a decent selection of wines, beer and snacks.  It’s OK for a bathroom break, but a better place to stock up on supplies is Oakhurst, another hour or so up the road.

Tip:  CARRY SUPPLIES!  Almost everything in Yosemite is priced at twice the normal rate -- when you can find it.  Especially if you’re traveling off-season or at the edge of busy seasons you need to pack your own “survival” needs.  At a minimum I’d suggest pretzels, granola bars, a couple bottles of wine, some beer and a couple bottles of water.
After Mariposa you start climbing and the views get prettier and prettier. It gets harder to keep going because nearly every turn in the road offers spectacular scenery. We arrived at the Wawona Hotel about 6PM, as the light was beginning to fade.  

The Wawona is an historic hotel, set among Ponderosa pines that go up and up, close to 200 feet over your head.  It has all the advantages and drawbacks of an old hotel.  It’s truly charming and authentic. The staff is exceptionally friendly and tries to be helpful.  There’s a friendly lobby area with a warming fireplace, where a long time Yosemite devotee named Tom Bopp plays piano, sings and tells stories about the park and its history.  They serve drinks in the lobby (though service can be slow).  A bustling dining room is open for breakfast, lunch and dinner. There’s a nine-hole golf course out in front and a gas station and general store a few hundred yards down the road.  A big pool is closed after Labor Day.  Mule deer wander around the grounds and we surprised a couple of coyotes doing god knows what in some bushes by the golf course.

The hotel consists of a large, three-story main building and half a dozen smaller ones. The trick here is getting a room with a private bath.  Most of the rooms are small and share baths with four or five others. We had a room in what is known as the “Little White,” a cabin that used to be the home of the hotel manager and was converted back to guest rooms.  It has three rooms, each with two beds, private bathroom and 18-foot ceilings.  It’s very nice... and costly.  Ours averaged just over $200 a night.  Rooms that share baths are significantly cheaper... though keep in mind the 2X cost for nearly everything in the Park.

Dinner at the Wawona (“Wawona” --  the sound made by owls, “protectors of the forest”) is a good experience.  Service is good, food is above average, cost is reasonable.  Breakfast is ample -- buffet style -- and is included in the cost of the room, a great benefit in a place where food is expensive everywhere.  The eggs are powdered and the sausages are cheap but there’s a good selection of other stuff.

The down side is that you have to be ready to eat when they’re ready to serve. We ate breakfast and a couple dinners there, but didn’t make it for lunch.   We improvised and had a great late lunch out on the lawn, washing down pretzels and granola bars with a chilled Chardonnay.  Another couple, obviously more familiar with local customs, had an al fresco snack of champagne, cheese and french bread.  Again:  bring supplies.

Tip:  If having your own bathroom and setting your own dining/drinking times is important, look into the Best Western, in Oakhurst, about 20 miles outside the Park, or the Tenaya Lodge -- pricey, but elegant and just outside the Park entrance.
Tip:  One of the joys of being old (yes, there are some) is that you can get a Senior’s Pass at ANY National Park.  It costs $10 and -- get this -- it lets you into ANY National Park... for free... for life!  You may spend a mint once you’re in the Park, but goddammit, you can get in free!
***

On our first full day in Yosemite we drove up early to Mariposa Grove, about half an hour from the Wawona Hotel.  When I say up, I mean UP.  The hotel sits at about 4000 feet and the Upper Mariposa Grove is at nearly 7000.  You can take a tour/shuttle bus from the hotel, but there’s plenty of convenient parking so why not take the car? Once you’re there, you’ll know it.  There are huge pines, cedars, hemlocks and firs all over the place -- and, of course, Sequoiadendron giganteum -- giant sequoias.

It doesn’t matter how many pictures you’ve seen, you’ll still be astonished when you stand next to one of these trees.  They are HUGE... towering 200 to 300 feet high, bright cinnamon in color, and wider than half a dozen people at the base.  They are the largest living things ever to exist on the planet -- bigger than dinosaurs and blue whales.  They are big most of the way up too, with thick trunks that extend for 100 feet or more.  There’s more lumber in one of these trees than in an acre of Oregon forest.  They are both awesome and sublime -- and the Mariposa Grove has dozens of them.

We started off attempting a short hike around the lower grove, and came around again to take the longer hike to the upper one.  A better plan is to hike up to the upper grove first and then work your way down.  There’s an open trolley tour that can take you up if you want, but it’s costly and a bit touristy for my tastes (trolley stops at scenic point; two dozen tourists turn with cameras all at once and snap away; trolley moves on). 

Don’t miss the Giant Grizzly -- the biggest Sequoia in the park.  A hundred feet up there’s a limb that is bigger across than all the other non-Sequoias in the area are wide.  After about 1000 years, Sequoias stop growing up and start growing around.  This is called “butt widening” -- something many of us can identify with.  It’s why they are so huge around the trunk at ground level.  

The trees in the upper grove are well worth seeing -- there are more of them and you get the feeling of how it must have been to discover these “California myths” for the first time.  They are set amongst towering pines and hemlocks and they dwarf them. The hike around the upper grove and back down to the parking lot is about 4 miles and takes about 4 hours.  It’s not a hard excursion, but you do gain altitude, so come prepared for wilderness hiking.  Be sure to wander around the short loop trail that starts at the small museum -- it’s hushed, level and almost holy in its beauty.  There are bathrooms here -- which were closed.

Tip:  Pee well before you start.  Carry Kleenex.  Don’t be bashful.
Gear tip:  Start with good shoes -- especially shoes that grip well and don’t constrain the front of your feet.  Bring hiking poles if you want.  Carry at least one bottle of water for each person. Pack granola bars and chewing gum. A small container of ibuprofen may be welcome as well.

Gear tip:  Climbing in the mountains in the fall requires flexible clothing choices.  You can be hot and sweating in the sun and moments later be chilled in the shade.  Wear light weight layers that are easily removed, replaced and transported.  Take a small flashlight in case you run late:  the sun doesn’t wait for you.

Gear tip:  Take twice as much photo gear as you think you’ll need.  I ran through 4 sets of batteries and two digital cards.  There are so many changes in the light, so many pictures to take ... you find yourself unable to stop.
Tip:  if you plan to stay at the Wawona, time your trip.  We were there the end of October and many things had shut down.  The hotel itself was closing down the weekend after we left.

***

Day three we left the Wawona Hotel in a thick fog and drove up the Wawona Road to Yosemite Valley, a stunningly beautiful mountain ride that takes about an hour.  You climb to over 6000 feet, then head downhill.  Near the end there’s a tunnel and when you come out of it -- bam!  there you are.  

“Tunnel View” (as its called) is surely one of the most beautiful sights in the world.  It’s the picture on all the postcards.  Pull into the small parking lot just past the tunnel exit and breath in the scenery:  on your left El Capitan rises out of the valley, the world’s biggest single block of granite.  It’s 3000 feet high (and extends another 2000 feet below ground), a mile long and it’s just one, big-assed sheer cliff that catches the light and rises above the clouds.  To your right is Bridalveil Falls, which drops over 600 feet (Yosemite has several of the world’s highest waterfalls).  In front of you Yosemite Valley stretches away, with forests of giant trees broken by the Merced River and small meadows.  Out ahead, across what seems like oceans of space, Half Dome rises in the distance.  It’s literally breathtaking.  Linger.

The drive down into the Valley is hushed and awesome... and can be crowded.  One guide warned us about paying attention.  “People are driving under the influence of beauty,” she said.  El Capitan just keeps looming bigger and bigger and there’s a place to pull over when you get to bottom to get a full, front-on view.  After you’ve stared at it for a while, turn around.  Bridalveil Falls is right in front of you, all white and misty behind the trees.  You can take a short, easy hike to the base of the falls.  As you walk up, with the falls turning to mist above you, remember the old saying about this place:  “if a miss gets kissed by a mister in the mist she’ll be a Mrs. by Christmas.”

A bit further down the road there’s a meadow and a bridge across the Merced with great views of Yosemite Falls.  We were exceedingly fortunate in that there was water flowing in all of the falls.  This is not always the case since Yosemite usually dries up by August and doesn’t star flowing again until the snows come in late November.  

We stopped for lunch at the Ahwahnee Hotel, the big, high-end, classic National Parks lodge.  It was built in 1927 to attract tourists and if anything it succeeded too well.  It’s still a grand hotel, though it was designed to fit into the scenery so it’s hard to get a full view of the place.  It was also build out of concrete (though it’s painted to look like wood)... a wise move that has kept it intact when other great lodges have burned down.

The hotel itself is still impressive inside, though perhaps a bit run down.  The original Persian carpets are now scraps framed on the walls.  The lobby and waiting areas are impressive, with chairs scattered around, high ceilings and big windows with beautiful stained glass panels at the top and fireplaces big enough to stand in.  But the real star of the show is the dining hall.  It’s about half as long as a football field, with beamed, 30-foot ceilings and huge windows that look out on granite cliffs and giant trees.  Service is good and the food is very good.  Prices are high:  we split a burger, fries and cup of soup with a couple glasses of wine: cost $60.

If money doesn’t matter, you can stay at the Ahwahnee, but I wouldn’t recommend it.  There’s something a bit prissy about the place and it seems to be living off its reputation rather than up to it.  Rooms started at $450 when we were there -- and those were off season rates.

We stayed at the Yosemite Lodge by the Falls, an annoying place frequently (and best) described as “better than a tent.”  If it were located anywhere else it would be described as a third-rate motel with inadequate parking.  But it’s not anywhere else.  It sits near the base of Yosemite Falls and you can see the falls just about every time you turn around.  You also have great views of Half Dome through the giant Douglas firs and Ponderosa pines.

The rooms are scattered in about a dozen buildings named after trees -- Hemlock, Cedar, Larch, etc.  Each two-story building has about 16 rooms. They’re decently sized, have private baths, comfortable beds and balconies (though there’s not much view in most rooms).  The problem is that these are basically dormitories that have been converted to motel rooms:  the baths have walls that don’t go to the ceiling and the dividing walls have no insulation.  You can hear every word of every TV show in adjoining rooms.

Tip:  bring ear plugs.

Tip:  Request a room away from the check-in area unless you enjoy listening to traffic and tour buses.  If you can climb a flight of stairs, go for a second story room since the lower rooms can get a bit gloomy.
We stayed four nights at the Lodge and gradually got used to it.  It went from awful to adequate.  You may have to search for a parking spot, but people tend to leave in the mornings, so you can move your car closer then.

The Lodge services are varied, but iffy.  There’s a bar that is pleasant, with a nice open fireplace, good views and way too many TVs, but it doesn’t open until 4:30 and the service is sketchy.  A gift shop/general store sells a bit of everything and is open until about seven.  The Food Court is the heart of the place, a large cafeteria-style room with a variety of over-priced food.  It’s still cheaper than most alternatives and it’s open from 6:30AM to 8PM.  This is where most folks gather most of the time.

The Mountain View restaurant is open only for dinner... which is annoying since by that time it’s dark in the valley and there’s no view of anything.  We had dinner there the first night.  It’s a pleasant room, not as big as the Ahwahnee, but comfortable.  Service is only average, the food is better than average and the prices are fair -- for Yosemite.  Once again, things cost about twice what you’d expect.

***

Day four.  We ate breakfast at the Food Court then signed up for the Valley Floor Tour, a guide-led, two-hour excursion that is well worth the $25 per person cost.  It’s a good way to get familiar with the area and find out some of the basic facts.  Yosemite Valley is at 4000 feet and is nearly flat.  It was carved out by a series of glaciers, a fact first determined by John Muir who fought with scientists who claimed, wrongly, that it was created by earthquakes.  The Valley floor is flat because it was a lake after the last glacier melted and it gradually filled up with sediment carried by the Merced River.

It was the home of the Ahwahnechee who were very fortunate.  In this valley of plentiful food and good land they only had to work a few days a week to meet all their needs.  They were known as expert basket weavers.  In fact they wove such tight baskets that they could be used for carrying water and even cooking.  They didn’t make pottery because they didn’t need to -- and there’s not much clay.

The good fortune ran out when a guy named James Savage showed up.  The California gold rush was in full swing and, though there was no gold in Yosemite, Savage married a string of local Indian women and became “family.”  He exchanged goods in return for gold nuggets collected outside the area and became very rich.  One story is that he took a load of gold to deposit in banks in San Francisco, got drunk and bet “his weight in gold dust” that he could guess the next turn of a card.  He lost.

Eventually the Ahwahnechee had had enough and they attacked some white men and burned down Savage’s store.  This pissed him off and he recruited a group of local n’ere-do-wells to form the Mariposa Battalion.  They marched over the pass where the tunnel is now, attacked the Ahwahnechee and sent the survivors, including chief Tenaya, into exile in Fresno.  Ironies about -- a man named Savage attacking the “savages, etc.  “Mariposa” is Spanish for butterflies and is colloquial for gay -- so the white warrior battalion was really the gay butterflies.  Only with guns.  You learn all this stuff on the tour, and it’s a good way to get your bearings and decide what you want to do next. 

Tip: Sign up early.  And be on time.  The bus doesn’t wait. 
We had a quick lunch at the Food Court, then took the shuttle bus to stop #16, with the intention of hiking part way up to Vernal Falls.  Tour buses are free and run throughout the park -- you can pretty much leave your car once you get a good parking spot at the Lodge since you can walk or take the shuttle anywhere you want to go.  The downside is that late in the season, the number of shuttles gets cut way back.  There were only two running when we were there.

We hiked around a pretty little bog called the Fens, then set off on the path toward Vernal Falls.  It’s another beautiful walk, rising up and down a paved pathway.  It looks a bit like a Japanese landscape, with deep ravines and trees and rocks.  But it’s on a monumental scale as it follows the course of the river.  It also rises significantly so be prepared for more than a stroll.  There’s a view of Illilouette Falls about half an hour up the trail, then it’s another 20 minutes or so to a bridge that crosses the river and looks up at Vernal Falls.

This is a very pretty spot, just hard enough to get to that it seems like you’ve worked for the pleasure of the view.  We planned to stop here and go back to another trail, but after a little discussion Jean decided that we could handle going all the way to the top of the falls.

The next section is only about a mile and a half, but it’s tough.  Called “the mist trail” because much of the time it’s wet from spray from the falls, it’s pretty much straight up.  As you get closer to the falls there’s a series of granite blocks called “the 600 steps” -- which sounds like some kind of Chinese torture... and is. The blocks are 18-24 inches high, wet and difficult.  It’s a major hike, even for folks younger than us.  Near the top the steps get narrower and steeper until finally you climb the last couple hundred feet on what amounts to a goat path, with a flimsy-looking (but stable) handrail to help.

The falls from the top are spectacular -- kind of a mini-Niagara, plunging 300 feet straight down.  We edged our way over a big, broad, flat, sloping slab of granite to the very edge and took a breather and some photos.  Above the falls there’s a pretty place called the emerald pool which looks remarkably peaceful and peasant. Above the pool water spreads out across another big slab of granite -- a sort of horizontal falls called the “silver apron.”  The whole area is so peaceful that you can almost forget how hard it is to get to... and that you have to go back down.

Tip:  there’s a bathroom up there, but it was closed. Plan appropriately.  Also, carry snacks.  A granola bar can make an unexpectedly hard hike a lot easier.
The trek back down the 600 steps was gorgeous, but treacherous.  One step at a time... sideways and slowly.  By this time it was getting into evening (daylight is limited in the valley, especially in the fall, because of the high cliffs on all sides).  The sun was coming through a break in the cliffs almost horizontally, with come-to-Jesus effects... and lighting up the falls like a spotlight.  Stunning!  But watch your step!!

We finally made it down and back to the shuttle stop where we lucked out, only having to wait a few minutes for a bus.  By the time we got back to the Lodge we were tired but felt we’d earned a good dinner at the Mountain Room.  It was Halloween and the weird people were out, but we headed for bed. I bought a copy of John Muir’s “Yosemite” -- good reading for this time and place.

***

November 1 -- our 40th anniversary.  It was a spectacularly beautiful day in Yosemite.  We had a quick breakfast, then signed up for the bus ride to Glacier Point, one of the highest places in the park at over 7200 feet.  Cost is $25 each, one-way, and it’s a spectacular ride.  Our driver mentioned repeatedly that she had been driving the route for 30+ years.  This becomes important as a matter of trust because the bus is big, the road is not and the drop-offs are more than 1000 feet straight down.  I sat by the window and kept edging away.  I’m not normally affected by vertigo, but there were moments when my stomach was doing flip flops.  We stopped briefly at a turnout to look at Vernal and Nevada falls way below us -- hard to imagine how difficult that climb had been the day before.  The driver convinced us to sniff a tree:  if you put your nose into the bark of a Jeffrey pine (close relative of the sugar pine) the smell is delightful:  butterscotch, vanilla and pine.  

At the top of Glacier Point  there’s a gift shop (closed) and bathrooms (closed, except for one).  We chatted with some fellow travelers and lingered with the view which was (sorry to keep using this word) spectacular!  Half Dome is right in front of you in all it’s high-rise glory.  Beyond it lies the High Sierra, including mountains that top 11,000 feet.  The Valley is way, way below you, with Yosemite Falls looking small in the distance.  You have to remind yourself that it’s dropping 2400 feet.  

After about half an hour we started down Four-Mile Trail which is really closer to five and was known as “the easy way” out of the valley.  It’s very long and very steep but it starts off as a pleasant jaunt through enormous sugar pines and ponderosas.  A walk in the big woods.  The air was unbelievable, scented with the Jeffrey pines and the incense cedars... fresh, invigorating, almost tangible.  We hiked along for about 15 minutes then turned a corner in the trail and there right in front of us, about 1000 feet below, was Yosemite Falls in all its glory.  Again... It just takes your breath away!  From then on every other time the trail switched back we were looking at the Falls, getting bigger and bigger until we were level with the top.  About halfway down the sun hit them just right and created rainbows in the mist.  Truly awesome.

The “easy trail” is a challenge to old folks, but manageable. Take it slow and easy.  Stop often, especially in the upper portions, and wear shoes that don’t hurt your toes.  We used hiking poles (recommended) and carried water, some pretzels and granola bars (also recommended).  This trail wasn’t wet, but it does get slippery in places because of sand on the granite -- again, take it slow.

You go through four climate zones on the way down, with the huge trees at the top eventually giving way to smaller ones and bushes.  There’s a place called Union Point, almost halfway down, which is a good place to stop for a break -- great views of Yosemite Falls and up the Valley toward El Capitan.  About two-thirds of the way down the trail gets steeper and has more switchbacks.  It also goes through groves of live oaks which are really beautiful (sometimes they’re called “olive oaks” because they look like olive trees).  You can imagine that you’re in Italy or someplace in the Mediterranean.

As the sun moved higher the rainbows on Yosemite Falls moved lower until they were clustered in a kind of gold glow at the pool below the upper falls.  I kept looking below to see where the tree tops were.  If you figure those are 200 feet tall you can estimate how much further you have to go.  We got to the bottom in about four hours and hiked on level ground back to the Lodge -- an easy path of less than a mile.  It was one of those life experiences you’ll never forget!

Jean stayed at the room to rest up and I took a break outside the bar at the Lodge, which, since it doesn’t open until 4:30, was closed.   But I found a bottle of cold beer at the gift shop and caught up on my journal notes while sitting in a comfortable chair under a beautiful maple tree that had turned gold and was just beginning to shed leaves.  Warm sunlight and excellent beer -- Mammoth Breweries makes an Ahwahnee Amber Gold.  It’s won prizes as the best craft beer in California and deserves them.  The second was even better than the first.

I had booked our anniversary dinner at the Ahwahnee dining room months before (through Open Table, an excellent way to make dinner reservations online). We drove over to the hotel and arrived a little early and bought souvenirs at the gift shop (overpriced but recommended).  Then we checked in at the maitre d’s desk who welcomed us warmly and lead us on a small procession all the way through the great hall to “the honeymoon table” at the very end.  It’s the best seat in the house -- table for two right under the floor to ceiling window, with a perfect balance of privacy and engagement with the rest of the dining room.

Our waiters, Joe and Jason, were attentive, informed and pleasant and pointed out a gift card at the table.  When we opened it we discovered that Sam and Andy had pre-paid for champagne and dessert.  Good kids!

We took our time with the champagne and a decent bottle of California chardonnay and dinner was very good -- a fresh caught haddock for Jean, filet in a Pt Reyes bleu cheese gravy sauce for me, and we split a salad.  Dessert was spectacular (that word again!) -- a sampler of the chef’s finest.  It was so perfect: the beauty of the place... and the joy of having been together for forty years. Jean said, “thank you for bringing me to this beautiful place.” I said, “thank you for coming with me.”  You can say a lot more than you say after forty years.

We’ve had some pretty good anniversaries -- Wabasha/Red Wing for the 20th, Napa Valley/San Francisco for the 25th, Paris for the 30th -- but this one ranks up with the very best.

***

November 2.  We decided to take it a bit easier after a couple days of challenging hikes.  Slept in a bit longer, had a light breakfast, then walked over to Yosemite Village, a level stroll of about 15 minutes, with Half Dome ahead on our right and Yosemite Falls high up on our left.  The falls were beginning to fade as the snow and rain from a week before gradually ran off.  By now the flow in the upper falls was turning to mist before it reached the bottom.

Yosemite Village is an actual town within the Park.  We stopped at the Yosemite Museum, which features artifacts from the Ahwaneeche, especially early 20th century items.  The highlight is a series of old Ahwahnee baskets.  I’m not much into basket weaving, but these are truly amazing.  They took up to four years for a master weaver to create and the designs are quite elegant.

The Visitor’s Center next door has a nice walk-through exhibit detailing the geology and biology of Yosemite.  The highlight here is a life-size bronze statue of John Muir, set in front of a panoramic scene.  Perfect for picture taking -- just put your hand on his shoulder and chat for a while.  He’s not a very big guy and you marvel at how he was able to hike up and down the mountains -- not just in Yosemite but all over the Sierra Nevada -- way before there were any roads or pathways or 600 steps.

The Visitor’s Center has the best book shop in the park, with an extensive selection of everything from guides to Yosemite’s trees to the complete DVD collection of Ken Burns’ series on the National Parks. The credit card began to take a beating.

The Ansel Adams Gallery is next door and it’s hard not to keep buying stuff.  I don’t know if I really needed the sachet of Douglas Fir needles, but what the hell -- made the suitcase smell good on the way back.  There’s all kind of stuff in this shop, especially Ansel Adams pictures (his descendants still run the place) ranging from postcard prints for a buck to “original” prints from Adams plates selling for over $30,000.

We stopped by Degnan’s deli to check things out then continued over to the Village Store.  This is the center of activity in the Village, selling groceries, booze and half an acre or so of souvenirs.  Everything is priced at about double its value, but at least it’s available here.

Our plan for the day took shape.  We decided to rent bikes at a place next to the Lodge, and pick up the makings of a picnic lunch at Degnan’s, which is the one place in the park where you get decent value on food.  They make half a dozen kinds of sandwiches and have fresh pre-packaged one on sale as well.  

We packed wine and pretzels and glasses and napkins into a backpack and walked over to the bike rental.  The bikes are no great shakes -- big old cruisers with curving handlebars, wide seats and jumbo tires.  But once you get used to them (do take the time to find a good fit and practice in the parking lot) they’re a good match for the roads and trails in the park.  

We stopped by Degnan’s for sandwiches (and a “spare” bottle of wine just in case) and headed out along the bike trail.  There are 12 miles of trail in and around Yosemite Village, all of it mostly flat.  We stopped after about a mile at the picnic area by swinging bridge.  It’s a lovely setting -- the Merced River makes a small bend there, the bridge reflects in the water,  a meadow stretches along the river and Yosemite falls tumble down in the distance. The toilet facilities remain open.

There was quite a bit of activity on this sunny day. A gathering of painters were set up along both sides of the river, painting their landscapes and creating their own scene right out of a French Impressionist picture.  A bunch of school kids arrived and seemed to be practicing some kind of yoga exercises beside the river.  Half a dozen Mexican guys were playing cards and getting a grill ready to cook up the makings for burritos.  It smelled delicious.  A small cadre of very bold ducks hung around begging for food.

We ate our way through the food (excellent sandwiches) and drank our way through most of the wine then headed out along the bike trails. It was a lovely ride. The sun was shining brightly through the huge trees and the temperature was in the mid-70s, but it was abut 15 degrees cooler in the shadows so we stopped and put on warm jackets.  The air was fresh and scented with pine and incense cedar. You could almost taste it... or maybe that was the wine.  After a few miles the bike trail sort of ends and you ride along the road, which is one-way and used only by bikes and tour buses.  We biked around the loop toward Mirror Lake, where you can bicycle about halfway up then hike the rest of the way up along Tenaya creek.  

Mirror Lake is a very pretty area which is really a wetlands most of the time but there was enough water in it to see how it got its name.  The water is crystal clear and reflects -- sometimes nearly perfectly -- Half Dome, towering 3200 feet overhead.  There’s a short loop walk around the area.  Keep going and you see one dazzling view after another... above you in the sky and below you in the water.  Every moment the light changes and so does the effect.

It was getting a bit late so we walked back down to the bikes and headed for the bike rental, an easy ride through the growing dusk.  Bikes had to be back by 5:30 and cost a total of $38 for both of us -- one of the better deals in the park.  Total distance was about 14 miles.

Our last evening was spent packing bags and getting ready to leave in the morning.  We had a light meal at the Food Court -- which by this time had gone from adequate to poor.  There aren’t many choices for quick meals so you tend to overuse the Food Court. The evening shift seemed to be even more inept than usual and the food was downright risky... and still overpriced.  

Still, as bad as the services are, it’s hard to spend time being critical of Yosemite.  It’s such a glorious setting that it’s easy to overlook the lousy job being done by the concession company (something called Delaware North Company), whose main ambition seems to be soaking up as many tourist dollars as possible while providing just enough in return to keep from being sued.  Their motto seems to be:  Take only Photos. Leave only Cash.

***

November 3.  It’s not easy to get out of Yosemite, either spiritually or physically.  We were packed up early and ate a light breakfast -- our last encounter with the Food Court -- then checked out of the Lodge and hit the road.  We were heading out of the west entrance, the most direct route to San Francisco.  As you leave the Park, you have to prove that you’ve paid the $20 entrance fee, or pay it then.  One of my favorite moments was flashing my Senior Pass and being waved through by the Ranger.

The road (Route 120) is narrow and steep, winding slowly out of the Valley and into the western edge of the Sierras.  There are occasional turnouts, all offering dramatic views.  We wanted to be sure we got to the airport on time, but it’s good to stop often early, since these are the best sights.

We planned to pause for a break and get gas at a place on the map called Chinese Camp, but it was pretty much shut down, so we kept going.  A couple other very small villages along RT 120 also seemed closed.  No gas stations appeared as the road wound slowly down out of the mountains 

Important Tip:  Pee well before you leave Yosemite Valley.  We didn’t find an open gas station until we hit Oakdale, more than two and a half hours later.  By that time our bladders were more than full and our gas tank was riding on empty.
The final couple hours into the airport were not difficult, just dreary after the spectacle of being in the mountains.  The upper part of Calfiornia’s Central Valley may be a major producer of crops, but it’s basically reclaimed desert.  As one sign put it, “Food grows where water goes.”  Route 120 is long and straight, with irrigated orchards (almonds, peaches, apples, etc.) on both sides.  After Oakdale it merges into I-205, then becomes I-580 as you go up and over the pass through the Coastal Range.

The route across the San Mateo bridge is crowded with traffic, even at mid-day on a weekday, and the signage heading to the airport is sparse and confusing.  We pulled off to fill up the tank a few miles from the airport and found ourselves in the parking lot of a shopping mall.  Even with directions (obtained from a very nice sales clerk in an Ethan Allen furniture store), it took several turns and false starts before we found a gas station and our way back on to the highway.

As mentioned before, the San Francisco airport is a mess.  We finally found the rental car return -- not as easy as you’d think -- and turned the car back into Hertz.  A snippy agent tried to charge us an extra $60 for gas, and when I pointed out that I’d just refilled the tank and it had more gas than when I got it, she just harrumphed and gave me a $15 credit.

Tip:  check your car, gas and bill carefully here -- leaving and returning.  It’s not like most airport rental places.
We were pretty much on time and on plan, and so was Delta.  We flew into the evening, over Yosemite and across the Rockies, still with a cap of early snow, across the Wasatch Range and Salt Lake City, and finally down into Minneapolis.

The lovely Anduin was ready for our phone call and picked us up after only a 20 minute wait (Delta managed to get the bags to the baggage claim in about half the time it took in San Francisco).  We stopped for a beer and light meal, then made it back home in time for bed.

***

Our visit was a delight in all things natural, if a little less than ideal when it came to using services provided by human institutions.  Yosemite was created at the height of the Civil War by Abraham Lincoln and it has gone through a lot of changes.  For much of its history it has been a magnet for visitors, a role encouraged by the Park Service.  In the early twentieth century it was a sort of amusement park set in a spectacular wilderness setting.  The goal was preservation, and the method was to get as many people as possible to come, so they had entertainments, staged spectacles, and encouraged feeding the bears.

This has changed over the last half century or so. Services have been cut back (and farmed out to concessionaires).  The focus has shifted from amusement to appreciation of the natural setting.  If anything, perhaps the pendulum has swung a bit too far.  Costs are high and services -- especially in the off season -- are pretty minimal. The bears have to fend for themselves and sometimes so do you.

But Yosemite is still  glorious, dazzling, spectacular, awesome, sublime ...astonishingly beautiful.  Because of a busy schedule, it’s taken me three weeks to finish these notes, but I can still see the trees, the granite cliffs, the high waterfalls -- the incredible spaces -- still smell the air and recall the changing light.  

Go.  Life is short and the world is full of things to do and places to see. Yosemite is special.  Go.

--dw

