
California Adventure Vacation 

Day 1 
Depart from PHL in the morning to one of three San Francisco area airports: SFO, Oakland, or San Jose. 

Arrive at lunch time in California. Check into your hotel near SFO in South San Francisco (La Quinta). 

Take your rental car into town for dinner and some sightseeing. How about some fresh fish at 

Fisherman’s Wharf? Then stroll a few blocks over to Ghirardelli Square where you can get free samples 

of chocolate by entering the store. Have dessert here with the famous chocolate fudge sundaes. 

Day 2 
After a delightful included breakfast at your hotel, begin your car journey to Yosemite! The drive will 

take at least 4 hours, so set out in the early morning to arrive at lunch time. This will provide you with 

ample light when entering the valley so you can stop and see the marvelous views afforded by the 

entrance roads. Check in at your hotel (Ahwanhee if you’re fancy, Camp Curry for the cost-effective 

platform tent camping experience, or at the lodge at Yosemite Village). With your remaining time today, 

take the shuttle bus, or walk, to the visitor’s center at Yosemite Village. From there a short walk will take 

you to the base of Yosemite Falls. For dinner tonight, treat yourself to a fancy feast at the Ahwanhee. 

(Reservations recommended.) 

Day 3 
Starting the day off bright and early, pause to enjoy the delicious breakfast buffet at Camp Curry, or grab 

a small snack at their coffee shop. Board the shuttle bus to Glacier Point (for a small fee) and  spend an 

hour driving out of the valley and ascending Glacier Point. Take in the stunning views of Yosemite Falls, 

Half Dome, Vernal, and Nevada Falls. Buy a tasty sandwich from the concession stand and prepare for 

your adventure hike back to the valley. 

Option 1: Four Mile Trail 
This trail leads down to the valley floor from Glacier Point. It is 4.5 miles long, despite its name, and is a 

steady downward climb. It is filled with switchbacks so none of the trail is too steep. It affords great 

views of the side of El Capitan, Yosemite Falls, and Half Dome. At the bottom you are a brief walk from 

the nearest shuttle stop. This is the recommended hike for people who are fairly mobile, but do not 

want a taxing hike. 

Option 2: Panorama Trail to Mist Trail 
This option is slightly longer at 8 miles to the valley floor. The Panorama trail is a steadily sloped decline 

from Glacier Point. It bottoms out at Illilouette Fall. This waterfall is seldom-seen since it descends in a 

more private section of the valley. The trail climbs up again past the falls, past an overlook point, 

intersects with the John Muir Trail, and then descends to the top of Nevada Fall. There it ends at the 



Mist Trail. The Mist Trail here is a steep climb down along the Nevada Fall and then Vernal Fall. The trail 

is often wet and can be slippery. However it affords remarkable views of the two falls. If you want a less-

steep descent, double back to the John Muir trail and follow that down to the Mist Trail. It will save your 

ankles and prevent a soaking. The Option 2 hike is for someone not afraid to do a hike with some hills. 

The Panorama Trail provides great views of the valley and the side of Half Dome, as well as a trip to 

Illilouette Fall which would otherwise remain somewhat unseen. 

Back Home 
Now that you’ve returned from your hikes, why not relax, after a hot shower, on the Pizza Deck at Camp 

Curry with the other hikers. Head to bed early for a hard-earned rest! 

Day 4 
Today should be taken a bit slower after your big hike. How about a short, flat hike? Take the shuttle to 

the Mirror Lake trail. A brief walk from the shuttle stop will take you to Mirror Lake, at the foot of Half 

Dome. A trail continues past the lake up to a bridge crossing the Tenaya Creek. Due to a rockslide the 

eastern half of the trail is closed, unless you want to scramble over boulders.  

So double-back to the shuttle stop and take the shuttle to the Mist Trail. If you chose Option 2 above, 

you will have already hiked down this trail. However if you have not, try hiking the initial part of it today. 

While it is slightly uphill, the trail is paved and there are restrooms available. Hiking to the bridge over 

the Merced River will present you with a great view of Vernal Fall, without blanketing you in mist. This is 

the most popular hike in the valley. 

Alternatively, hike around the valley floor for a flat, fun hike. You can also rent bicycles to cruise around 

quickly. 

Tonight, why not drive up to Glacier Point and watch the sun set over the valley? Some nights there are 

ranger programs highlighting the stars from Glacier Point. For fun, why not change your hotel 

accommodations and stay at Wawona tonight? 

Day 5 
If you changed your hotel and stayed at the historic Wawona last night, start your day off by visiting the 

Big Trees of the Mariposa Grove. A shuttle departs from Wawona and takes you to the visitor’s center 

there. Ride the tram (fee) that takes you up through the groves of giant Sequioia. After the shuttle ride, 

take a brief hike through the trees near the visitor’s center. Or forgo the tram altogether and take a 

pleasant hike up the hill to Wawona Point, which is what I did. 

Back at the Wawona, walk down the hill to historic Wawona village. There you can see frontier houses 

and a blacksmith. For dinner, try the BBQ on the lawn of the Wawona. The BBQ on the lawn was 

excellent. 



Day 6 
This would be very aggressive after doing the other hikes, but I also hiked the Yosemite Falls trail. While 

shorter than the 4 Mile trail, it is a little steeper. It has some tremendous views, but I think the ones 

from 4 Mile are a little better. At the top of the falls you may see some brave souls slacklining from a 

standing spire to the cliff face. 

Day 7 
At this point, you’ve seen the highlights of Yosemite. The one region left unseen is the alpine region of 

Tuoulumne Meadows. This is best seen in late summer when the snows have melted. Tenaya Lake is 

there, as well as more sequoias. Many people choose to skip this portion of the park, although it is the 

only way out of the park to the east. You have several options for the rest of your trip. 

Option A: Head South from Wawona 
South from Wawona will lead you to Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. These parks, particularly 

Kings Canyon, are demanding to drive, with many winding, slow-speed, steep roads. After passing 

through them you are headed towards southern California. You can see Death Valley and Joshua Tree 

National Parks if you go this way. 

Option B: Head Out through Tuoulumne Meadows 
If you want to go east, north or south on the other side of the mountains, head out through Touloumne 

Meadows. You can ride south from there to connect to Joshua Tree and Death Valley. Or head North to 

Mono lake and Lake Tahoe. 

Option C: Sacramento 
Go back out of the park to the west and head up to Sacramento. Tour the beautiful capital building 

there. Explore the old-west themed Old Sacramento and see the train museum there. From Sacramento, 

you can easily jog over Napa Valley. 

Side Trip A: Napa Valley 
Napa is a beautiful valley containing two main roads: Rt. 29, the more commercial road, and The 

Siverlado Trail, the more scenic road. The town of Napa at the base of the valley has delightful shopping 

and dining. You can even ride the Wine Trail up through the valley. Calistoga is at the northern end of 

the valley and is the remnants of a silver mining town that was disassembled and reconstructed there 

after the mine closed. Near the Napa Valley you’ll find the privately-owned Petrified Forrest, filled with 

petrified sequoias. In Calistoga you’ll find the Old Faithful Geyser. The two offer discounts if you see 

present your ticket from the other. 

  



Resources 

Books 
YOSEMITE: THE COMPLETE GUIDE, BY JAMES KAISER 

http://tinyurl.com/mptbgtg 

Not really as "complete" as it could be, but it gives great overviews of the major trails, restaurants, 

where to get beer and wine, lodging, etc.  It nicely divides the park into sections, such as Yosemite Valley 

and Tioga Road. Small topographic maps are included with each hike, although there is often no 

directional compass or scale to the map. 

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC TRAILS ILLUSTRATED MAPS: 

#306: Yosemite Valley and Wawona 

A really nifty little map, with topographic markings, of the main tourism spots in the park. The most 

popular trails are on this map. 

#206: Yosemite 

Similar to the other map, but a greater scale so you can see the whole park. The park is huge, so unless 

you're going to some of the outlying locations, this is probably an overkill. 

YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK: A COMPLETE HIKERS GUIDE, BY  JEFFREY P. SCHAFFER 

http://tinyurl.com/kg4w3mj 

I don't have this book, but my friend does and he recommends it. 

ONE BEST HIKE: YOSEMITE'S HALF DOME, BY RICK DEUTSCH 

http://tinyurl.com/kly3rgs 

This book is obviously all about how to hike Half Dome. Even if you're not doing that, it has good tips on 

what gear to have when doing day hikes in the park. Also reviews of restaurants, lodging, etc. 

Web Sites 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2GmipPf-Krk 
Overview of Yosemite. 

http://tinyurl.com/mptbgtg
http://tinyurl.com/kg4w3mj
http://tinyurl.com/kly3rgs


http://www.yosemitehikes.com/ 
This is a really, really great resource. Really. The trails are rated by distance, elevation gain, how 

crowded it is, how visually stunning, etc. It also objectively reviews lodging. Has photos, etc. so you 

know what to expect. 

http://www.nps.gov/yose/index.htm 

http://www.nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/wildpermits.htm 
The official national parks site. Good for trail and road closures and general information. The second link 

is where to get permits for certain wilderness trails. Unless you're backpacking in the wilderness or 

hiking Half Dome, you probably won't need the second site. 

http://www.yosemiteconservancy.org/ 
This is a charity group for Yosemite. They also offer programs and gear and books.  If you join them they 

send you a Yosemite passport each year filled with coupons on lodging, food, and activities. 

http://www.yosemite.ca.us/ 
Don't let the simple style of this site fool you. It is filled with great information. 

http://vimeo.com/35396305 
Not a resource for BEFORE you go, but a cool thing to see AFTER you go. It is a brief time-lapse movie of 

days and nights at Yosemite. 

http://hikehalfdome.com/ 
The website by the guy who wrote the One Best Hike: Yosemite's Half Dome book. 

Videos 

I recommend this YouTube channel: 
http://www.youtube.com/user/yosemitenationalpark 

Check out some of the Nature Notes segments. The Frazzle ice is very cool, as are the Moonbows and 

Horsetail firefall videos. 

This video for a general park introduction 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2GmipPf-Krk 

Nice summary of basic tourist locations in the park, highlighting the highlights. 

This video is for easy hikes: 
http://www.youtube.com/user/yosemitenationalpark#p/c/8F902DF131E49EBC/1/eWRbt_0PGQc 

Now, I would hardly call those hikes. They are all really close to parking and shuttles. But you do see 

some great sights on them, and you should definitely do all those hikes. 

http://www.yosemitehikes.com/
http://www.nps.gov/yose/index.htm
http://www.nps.gov/yose/planyourvisit/wildpermits.htm
http://www.yosemiteconservancy.org/
http://www.yosemite.ca.us/
http://vimeo.com/35396305
http://hikehalfdome.com/
http://www.youtube.com/user/yosemitenationalpark
http://www.youtube.com/user/yosemitenationalpark#p/c/8F902DF131E49EBC/1/eWRbt_0PGQc


This is for moderate hikes: 
http://www.youtube.com/user/yosemitenationalpark#p/c/8F902DF131E49EBC/2/fNSqF78cb8w 

I have not done the valley floor trail. But you can ride bikes on that trail. Well, I've done portions of it. 

The Mist Trail is great! Try and do that one. It is a little steep at parts, but it is wide and paved. You can 

get at least to the footbridge. After that it gets tough. Don't do that steep stair part. I came down that 

part and it is very wet. This is where stupid people go in the water and get swept over the falls and 

drown. 

The Upper Yosemite Fall trail is tough. I did that after a day of 16 miles of hiking. It is a lot of uphill. You 

can probably get to at least the level between the falls.  

For Strenuous Hikes: 
http://www.youtube.com/user/yosemitenationalpark#p/c/8F902DF131E49EBC/3/NlWI_ilF9_8 

Probably more than you want to do, unless you're a consummate hiker. But worth watching. 

Half Dome: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l_D5zouojSY&feature=g-user-u 

Very aggressive hike. I plan on doing it. Get permits in a raffle in March, or chance a lotto for a pass the 

day before. 

General Advice: 
The valley gets shadowed earlier in the day than you'd expect. So if you're at Yosemite Falls after 3, it 

could be shadowed. Or Before 8-9 AM, it will be shadowed. 

The book I used was the Complete Guide to Yosemite. You can borrow it if you like. The author clearly 

breaks down each section and lists the hikes. 

Bears: 
Don't leave ANY FOOD or ANYTHING WITH A SCENT in your car. Toothpaste, shampoo included. 

Seriously. Bears break into cars. They show videos of it at Camp Curry when you check in. I saw a bear 

near Mirror Lake (and a cub) in 2003. In 2010 the only bear we spotted was on Tioga Road. 

Waterfalls: 

Going in May will afford you waterfalls at their peak! If you want to see them up close, bring a poncho. 

Going in August means the waterfalls will be at a trickle. The trail to Bridalveil fall was really a stream 

when I was there in June. Wear good footwear. 

http://www.youtube.com/user/yosemitenationalpark#p/c/8F902DF131E49EBC/2/fNSqF78cb8w
http://www.youtube.com/user/yosemitenationalpark#p/c/8F902DF131E49EBC/3/NlWI_ilF9_8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l_D5zouojSY&feature=g-user-u


Bridalveil Fall: 
Very crowded in the morning. I speculate that it is because it is the first thing you'll see after Tunnel 

View. Gets dark early, so probably better light in the morning. 

Yosemite Falls: 
The signature falls of the park, comprise of the Upper Yosemite Fall and the Lower Yosemite Fall. You 

can walk to them from Yosemite Village, or take a shuttle. You can get quite close to the base of the 

lower fall. The best view of the falls is from Glacier Point. You can also hike to the top of the falls, as I 

did, starting in Camp 4. A somewhat strenuous hike, but fun. The 4 Mile Trail afforded better views, 

though, if you’re split between doing one or the other. 

Nevada and Vernal Falls: 
Visible from the Mist Trail. You don’t need to do the entire hike to see Vernal Fall. 

Places to Stay: 

Camp Curry: 
Filled with tents and cabins, there is also a pool here (brr) and a great pizza deck and breakfast buffet. 

This is where I stayed. I love it there! Camp Curry is about as far into the valley as you can park. There 

may be a parking lot at Happy Isles. The road in the park is one-way and forms a big circle. South road 

goes east, and the one on the north of the valley is west. There are some turn outs, but you'll often have 

to go past your destination and loop back. Drive slowly and watch for bears.  

Ahwanee: 
Fancy-dancy hotel. Expensive restaurant there. Good for a nice night out! 

Yosemite Village: 
The Visitor's Center is there. And a big gift shop. I did some shopping there. You can walk to Yosemite 

Falls from there too. But take a shuttle. 

Camp 4:  
Where the climbers stay in tents. People that climb El Capitan stay there. The hike to the top of 

Yosemite Fall and Columbia Rock starts at Camp 4. 

Wawona: 
Not in the valley, but about 20 miles south of it. A Victorian hotel with a famous fountain. They have a 

BBQ there on weekends that is worth checking out. Close to the Mariposa Grove of Trees and an historic 

settlers town. 



Trails I Have Hiked: 

Mirror Lake: 
An easy walk. Laur and I waded across the lake in 2003. When Andy and I were there, it was a raging 

torrent. This is a fun walk from a shuttle stop. The trail continues up past the lake to a bridge crossing 

the stream. It is a pleasant walk. The other half of the trail was wiped out by a massive rockslide, so the 

trail is closed. Andy and I ignored that and scrambled over the boulders, which was a lot of fun! 

Mist Trail: 
As detailed above. Laur and I hiked to the footbridge and saw Vernal Fall. The trail continues, steeply 

and damply, past that, up to Nevada Fall. If you do this hike, consider coming down the John Muir trail 

as it is reportedly easier on the knees and less damp. 

4 Mile Trail: 
Leads up to Glacier Point from the valley. It is really 4.5 miles. Very strenuous, but affords terrific 

views!!! Try this: drive to Glacier Point and hike DOWN this trail. Just need to coordinate your car ride 

back. There is a shuttle from the valley ($$) to Glacier Point, so it is possible. 

Panorama Trail: 
Goes down from Glacier Point to the Mist Trail. Crosses a waterfall you otherwise wouldn't see. I did 4 

Mile to Panorama to Mist in one day. 16 miles. Very tiring. I think it is easier to start at Glacier Point and 

hike down this and the Mist Trail. That is something you could definitely handle. You get incredible 

views from this trail. 

Trails I Have Not Hiked: 

Half Dome: 
The signature hike for the park. You now must get passes well in advance to complete this hike, or join a 

daily drawing for one. It is a full day hike and very, very strenuous. That is what I set out to do, but it was 

closed due to snow. That is when I did the 4 Mile - Panorama - Mist Trail combo instead. 

Snow Trail: A very steep, uncrowded trail that ascends the north side of the valley above Mirror 

Lake. Ranger recommended it, but we didn't have time. 

Taft Point:  
Saw it on TV on the "Motion" show on LWN (Live Well Network). Looked like great views of El Cap. I 

think this trail starts from Glacier Point. Should be rather easy since there is minimal ascension. My 

coworker met the Double Rainbow guy there. 

Valley Floor Trail: 
I hiked the portions connection Camp Curry to Mist (Happy Isles) to Mirror Lake to Ahwanhee to 

Yosemite Village. Flat and pleasant. I haven't explored the western valley as much. 



Sights: 

The Valley: 
Can get congested with traffic. Park your car in the valley and take the FREE shuttle bus to your 

destinations. It is worth it. 

Don't underestimate the amount of time it takes to get into the valley. It may take an hour to get to 

Camp Curry from Wawona. 

Glacier Point: 
Not in the Valley, but above it. Definitely drive up there (takes a while due to winding roads - go 

carefully!). Beautiful views of the valley, Half Dome, Nevada and Vernal Falls. Really not to be missed! 

Go at sunset also (see it in daylight first) and watch the walls of the valley turn pink as the sun sets. 

There is a stargazing event there too, at night. I never did that. Be sure to get to this locale! 

Tioga Road and Toulumne Meadows: 
The road that leads out of the park to the east. In May the alpine meadows on the road may be still 

covered with snow. It was that way in June for me. There is a great view of a lake, and a neat view 

looking down past Half Dome into the valley. But it is a long ride for that. If you don't have a lot of time, 

you might want to pass. Andy got a pressure headache from the raise in elevation and didn't enjoy it at 

all. When we got lower, he was OK. 

El Capitan: 
Pull over on the side of the road and look for climbers. You probably won't see them without binoculars 

or a zoom camera. 

Wawona Tunnel View:  
The way you enter the park from Wawona. Park the car and take photos! This is the most famous view 

of the park. Watch for the seasonal little waterfall over your right shoulder, above Bridalveil Fall. 

Mariposa Grove of Big Trees 
Outside the valley, a great hill filled with Giant Sequoia trees. You can hike it or take a tram. If this 

section of the park is closed, there is another grove of big trees on the Tioga Road. 


