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The Incomparable Yosemite

 
No temple made with hands can compare with the Yosemite.

Every rock in its walls seems to glow with life. Some lean
back in majestic repose; others, absolutely sheer or nearly so
for thousands of feet, advance beyond their companions in
thoughtful attitudes, giving welcome to storms and calms alike,
seemingly aware, yet heedless, of everything going on about
them.

Awful in stern, immovable majesty, how softly these rocks are
adorned, and how fine and reassuring the company they keep:
their feet among beautiful groves and meadows, their brows in
the sky, a thousand flowers leaning confidingly against their feet,
bathed in floods of water, floods of light, while the snow and
waterfalls, the winds and avalanches and clouds shine and sing
and wreathe about them as the years go by, and myriads of small
winged creatures – birds, bees, butterflies – give glad animation



 
 
 

and help to make all the air into music.
Down through the middle of the Valley flows the crystal

Merced, River of Mercy, reflecting lilies and trees and the
onlooking rocks; things frail and fleeting and types of endurance
meeting here and blending in countless forms, as if into this one
mountain mansion Nature had gathered her choicest treasures to
draw her lovers into close and confiding communion with her.

JOHN MUIR.



 
 
 

 
THE YOSEMITE VALLEY

The Story of the Valley
 
 

ONE
 

It was once said that “a man has to be an awful liar to tell
the truth about California”; and this applies especially to the
wonderful Yosemite (yo-sem´-it-ee) Valley. The name Yosemite
means “full grown grizzly bear.” The Valley lies on the west slope
of the Sierra Nevada range, and is washed by the Merced River.

There is no record of the early Spanish settlers of California
ever having known the Yosemite. It was always a stronghold for
the mountain tribes of Indians, and descendants of the Yosemite
Indians still live there.

During the gold rush to California, in 1849, a prospector
wandering on a trail up the Merced River was the first white
man to view this beautiful region. Two years later a band
of soldiers came upon the Valley suddenly while pursuing
marauding Indians. The discovery came about in this way:

For some time previous to 1851 the Yosemite Indians,
believing themselves secure in their mountain stronghold, had
given a great deal of trouble to the military authorities of the
United States by their defiant plundering. Major Savage, in



 
 
 

command of the Mariposa Battalion of United States forces, at
first tried to treat peaceably with them. The Yosemites, however,
suspicious that Major Savage was merely attempting to get the
tribe into his power, would not accept his offers. Then Major
Savage went out after them. This was in the winter, and they had
to break a trail through the snow. Suddenly they came in sight
of a most wonderful valley. They went into camp on the bank
of the Merced River, opposite the peak which is now known as
El Capitan.

After the meal, in discussing this glorious spot which they
had discovered, it was suggested that a name be given it. One of
the party, Dr. Bunnell, proposed that it be called the “Yosemite
Valley,” to perpetuate the name of the tribe that had so long made
its home there. This name was unanimously adopted.

The expedition remained one day and two nights in the Valley,
and then were forced to hurry out at the approach of a storm.
In three days they had made the round trip through the Valley,
exploring it in a general way, and had named some of its principal
features. The Indians whom they had gone out to capture,
however, were not seen. Later, in 1851, another expedition was
made to the Valley in pursuit of the Indians. This was in charge
of Capt. John Boling, and Dr. Bunnell accompanied the party.
Several Indians were captured, and additional explorations were
made.

Not many visits were made to the Valley before 1855. The
first regular tourists’ visit was made by J. M. Hutchings, who,



 
 
 

having heard of its wonderful scenery, collected a party and went
there. The following year regular tourist travel began. The first
house built in the Yosemite Valley was erected in 1855. This
was afterwards known as Black’s Hotel. It was situated directly
opposite the Yosemite Fall. Years ago the old Sentinel Hotel was
built by the side of the Merced River, and as patronage increased
three cottage annexes to this simple hostelry were erected – one
immediately adjoining the hotel building and two across the road.
In time a small village grew up along the road and camps were
established in the meadows and woods near by. The old Sentinel
has now given way to the large new hotel across the river near
the foot of the falls. This opens in the beginning of 1917.

The first permanent settler in the Yosemite Valley was J. C.
Lamon, who built a cabin in the very end of it in 1860 and
planted gardens and orchards. Four years later an act of Congress
granted the Valley itself and the adjacent territory to the State
of California on the condition that it be held forever as a public
park. In 1905, however, California gave back the Valley to the
United States, and it now forms part of the Yosemite National
Park, which was created in 1890.



 
 
 

 
THE YOSEMITE VALLEY

The Waterfalls
 
 

TWO
 

The finest photograph is inadequate to convey to the mind
a satisfactory impression of the Yosemite Falls. The Yosemite
Creek descends to the valley floor in three leaps, with a total
height of about 2,500 feet. It is the highest known cataract in the
world. The upper fall has a vertical descent of 1,430 feet; the
middle fall consists of a series of cascades, with a total descent
of 626 feet; while the lower fall is 320 feet high. At the top the
Yosemite Falls is about 35 feet wide. As the season advances and
the volume of water decreases, the fall dwindles considerably. At
its best, however, it is one of the grandest features of the Valley.
In winter a splendid ice cone, 500 feet high, forms at the foot of
the upper fall.

Near Cathedral Spires, the Bridal Veil Fall pours down.
People love it for its delicate, spirit-like beauty. It has a clear
vertical fall of about 630 feet, with a width of 50 to 70 feet. The
name is derived from the effect on it of the wind, which makes
it flutter like a white veil.

The Bridal Veil shoots from the upper ledge of the cliff by



 
 
 

the velocity the stream has acquired in descending a long slope
above the head of the fall. Usually the fall strikes on flat topped
slabs, which form a kind of ledge about two-thirds of the way
down. Between four and five o’clock in the afternoon beautiful
rainbows may be seen in this fall.

The Nevada Falls, 594 feet high, is generally ranked next to
the Yosemite in interest. It is a heavy, turbulent cataract. Before
reaching the bottom of its plunge the fall is broken and scattered
by a sloping portion of the cliff about half-way down. It is the
stormiest and whitest of all the falls in the Valley.

The Vernal Falls has a vertical descent of 317 feet and varies
in width from 70 to 80 feet. This fall is an orderly, graceful, easy-
going one. It may be more closely approached than any other.
Just above it is the beautiful Emerald Pool.

The Illilouette Falls has a total height of about 370 feet. It is
not so impressive as the upper Yosemite, nor so symmetrical as
the Vernal, nor so graceful as Bridal Veil, nor so stormy a gush
as Nevada; but, as John Muir says, “In the exquisite fineness and
richness of texture of its flowing folds, it surpasses them all.”

There are many other small falls and cascades in the
Yosemite Valley, among them being the Yosemite Gorge Fall
and Cascades, the Royal Arch Falls, the Two Sentinel Cascades,
and the falls of Cascade and Tamarack Creeks. The Royal Arch
Fall in time of high water is beautiful; and the Two Sentinel
Cascades, 3,000 feet high, are also wonderful spectacles. By the
middle of summer, however, these have diminished so greatly



 
 
 

that they are hardly noticeable.
The volume of water in the falls of the Valley varies greatly

at different times – and so do the accounts of the altitude of
the cataracts. You may have Illilouette Falls anywhere from 370
to 600 feet high, and the Upper Yosemite Falls anywhere from
1,400 to 1,600 feet high – just according to whom you ask. There
is a like variation in the statements of the altitude of summits,
and the size and age of the giant trees. Our figures are taken from
the documents issued by the Department of the Interior of the
United States Government.



 
 
 

 
THE YOSEMITE VALLEY

The Summits
 
 

THREE
 

First in impressiveness and second only to the waterfalls in
beauty, are the summits of the Yosemite Valley. Of all these
summits El Capitan stands preëminent, although it is not the
highest; that honor belonging to Cloud’s Rest.

El Capitan, probably the largest mass of single rock in the
world, stands on the north wall of the valley. It rises almost
vertically 3,600 feet above the plain, and it is nearly rectangular
in shape. Its two vast faces measure about 160 acres each in
area. You can judge of its size by singling out what appears to
be a green bush which took root and is growing in a shallow
niche far up on the face of the rock. That green bush is called
“The Lone Pine,” and it is 150 feet high. El Capitan stands like a
grand old veteran, and it is one of the most imposing monuments
that nature has left to show the terrific forces which at one time
worked their will with this planet. Its summit may be reached by
a long and arduous journey, which is seldom undertaken.

Half Dome, or South Dome, as it is sometimes called, rises
at the head of the Yosemite Valley to the height of 4,892 feet



 
 
 

above the valley floor. It forms the eastern terminus of the
Valley. It is one of the wonders of the natural world, and is
a unique thing in mountain scenery. Sweeping up 3,000 feet,
its walls bear only a few pine trees. Above this it ascends
perpendicularly nearly 2,000 feet straight into the sky, while its
rounded summit falls steeply curved on the opposite side. It has
been described as “incomparably the most wonderful, striking
and impressive feature of the region. In strangeness of shape
this hemispherical mountain of solid granite is singular among
the world’s geological marvels, and its sublime height and firm
soaring outline impose it upon the imagination more than would
be possible to bulk alone. From every part of the upper half of the
Valley the eye is compelled, as if by force of physical attraction,
to return to this extraordinary mountain, which one can never tire
of contemplating. One looks upon it as one would gaze at some
majestic fragment of statuary.”

Half Dome was first ascended in 1875 by George Anderson.
He practically pulled himself to the summit by means of a rope
attached to iron pegs driven in the rock. He inserted his bolts five
or six feet apart, and made his rope fast to each in succession,
resting his feet on the last bolt while he drilled a hole for the next
above. He accomplished his ascent in a few days; and he hoped
to complete a stairway, so that tourists might ascend the Dome.
But while he was preparing timber for his stairway he was taken
sick, and died all alone in his little cabin.
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