My Death Valley / Mono Lake / Yosemite Trip

May 17th – 30th, 2010

It’s day 2 of the trip. It’s 2:54pm and I’m taking a rest at the Furnace Creek Ranch. I’ll start from yesterday. After 6 hours of a transfer flight and some wait time, I got to Las Vegas on time. Got my car rented as well, getting a Ford Focus this time. The car sucks! Not sure if it’s because it’s American made but the steering is terrible. It’s hard to keep driving in a straight line, and the brake is very weak and unless I step on it hard the car wouldn’t want to stop. Just a crap car overall (even then Hyundai Accent I had last time was better) Anyway, after leaving Las Vegas I headed to the Rhyolite “ghost town” and the Goldwell Open Air Museum. The weather didn’t cooperate and it was super windy and rained. When I got there there were almost nobody (maybe 2-3 cars). It was cool though, it was like a street and on both sides there were these ruined buildings (most like structures now) that had most of the exterior walls broken off and all the interior structures were gone as well – kind of like a hollow case with cracked sides. Even though it was rainy and the wind was brutal I took a ton of shots, just because it was so cool. There were abandoned houses, cars, bars…everything you’d find in a town, and they were all rusty and ruined – perfect for photographs! I walked into some wooden houses that said “Do Not Enter”, lol, and it was scary, with rotten furniture, peeling ceilings, wrecked supporting beams…etc. Just super cool overall. After that it was the Goldwell thing. This was a joke, there’s nothing there other than the ghostly sculptures that I’ve already seen on the internet, took a couple shots and left. 
It’s almost evening and I rushed into Death Valley (pretty closed from Rhyolite). According to my schedule I should be done for the day and should head to the Furnace Creek Ranch to checkin and stuff, but I ended up going to the Stovepipe Wells / Mesquite sand dunes. Well the weather wasn’t too great, there were huge clouds blocking the sun most of the time so the dunes didn’t look too lit up / cool. I walked into the dunes nevertheless and THERE CAME THE SANDSTORM. Super windy up there and I was literally eating sand, and sand rushed into the inside of my pants from the bottom. I could hardly open my eyes (even though already had sunglasses) as the sand was just blowing everywhere. I took my 50-200mm lens, walked around for a bit (barely wanted to, but since the drive was long so I still did), took a couple shots and left. I’m planning to go there again tonight since the sky cleared up and hopefully it won’t be that windy again. Went back to the ranch and had Chunky for dinner…lol.
Today was fun! Got up 4am in the morning and headed to Dante’s view for some sunrise shots. It was cold up there! And I didn’t expect that there’s this short but steep hike to the best viewpoint. I carefully hiked down but still I fell ones and scraped off some skin on the side of my leg. I took tons of shots there with my tripod and ND grad filter, it looked great before and 30 minutes after sunrise, and the sun slowly lit up the mountain ranges (there was a clear separating “line” that gradually rose as the sun came up) I wasn’t sure what was down in the valley, but it was all white, almost like snow. Driving back up north and I was at the Zabriskie Point. It was kind of cool, not something that I haven’t seen before but the mountain ranges looked very cool with the side lighting effect from the rising sun. Again took a couple shots and left. I then drove to Bad Water Basin, to see the infamous salt formations that look like polygons. The drive was longgg. As I got closer I could see a vast valley-like land that appeared to be pure white – it had to be it. It would’ve been better if I was there at sunrise since the shadows and tones would be at their best but oh well, I still got good shots. It was a 20 minutes walk from the parking into the place where I could start shooting. The ground was covered with salt (I tasted it and it WAS salt), I think it was a lake that was once filled with water couple thousands years ago and all the water evaporated, not sure why the leftover was salt though. Took tons of shots with 3 lenses and also brought the tripod with me so I could take some pictures of myself. There were very few people again, not even sure why. The walk back to the parking was BRUTAL as the sun had gone up and it was cooking my forehead and nose (forgot to wear a hat). I had to bend down my head while I walked so the sun can’t reach my nose even though the people came by probably thought I was a weirdo. 

Driving back up and it was the Devil’s Golf Course. The landscape was crazy – it looked like pointy/sharp stones that scattered and filled up this vast area but when I got closer, I realized that they were salt. Very sharp and pointy salt formation. I think anyone who walk here barefoot would die in 3 seconds. Somehow the formations were super sharp AND hard. I walked very carefully to avoid tipping over (it’d be real pain) while locating the best looking formations to photograph. There were a few people there but after 10 minutes or so everyone was gone…I had the whole place for myself. I was really amazed by the interesting shapes of the formation, I saw hallow holes, and even some arches! It’s just like formations on rocks.
Further up north I got to the Artist’s Pallette. The first view point (most popular one) was quite crappy. You could only see it from far, and from one location. I tried to hike down the hill (scary) a bit to get a different view, and tried framing with some wild flowers and carins. Oh yes I made a carin there too! I left there quickly and followed the “Artist’s Drive”. I got to another view point and god, it was SO COOL. I could actually walk into the canyon walls and the little hills actually looked full of colors – green, pink, purple… I really liked this place as I’ve never seen anything like this before. I picked up some green and pink stones for Wendy too. Took some pictures with few V-shapes that show cases the hills in different colors. I fell once here climbing up the pink colored hills and scraped my forearm, not too big of a deal though. 

Getting tired, went back to the Furnace Creek Ranch to have lunch (turkey sandwiches that I bought last night). The ranch is pretty nice, got a huge grocery/gift shop, even though this is quite a typical store in most National Parks that I’ve been to. Picked up some gifts – some fridge magnets, a bandana that has the DV map printed on, a small bag full of beads for Wendy, and tons of food. Ended up paying $50 and I wasn’t even sure why it costed so much. The rooms are nice, bed is comfy, and it’s pretty clean. It has a huge ceiling fan and also air-conditioning :D, no toothbrush/toothpaste though. I’m still pretty tired, just typing journal now, drinking a coke, and wait for another hour to pick up my rental Jeep. Tonight for sunset I’m thinking to go back to the Mesquite Dunes and hopefully I can get some nice shots with the dunes in high contrast.

Woo I made it to the Mesquite Dunes in time! Just before sunset, maybe 10 minutes before. I went to Farabee Jeep to pick up my rental jeep before that. The owner guy wasn’t there and his mom (old lady) took care of the rental for me. As expected old people talked a LOT, it was interesting though to hear her stories. She was slowww though, took 45 minutes for the whole process. Well at least I got my jeep and it was huge! She gave me a 4-door, white jeep, for the same price even though I reserved a 2-door. Anyway back to the dunes. I was really tired after going back and forth to various spots today and walking in sand wasn’t fun at all. It took about 30 minutes to walk to where I needed to be in order to have a good view of the highest dune. It was super tiring to climb these dunes when the sand buried my entire feet on every step. I had to stop and rest every minute or so, but well I made it. It was super cool to sit on top of one of the dunes, right at the top “edge”. Another couple made it as well and they were taking pictures and enjoying the sunset. I sat there, took tons of shots, and watched the sun went down. Definitely an unforgettable experience. That’s it for today, got to sleep ASAP now in order to be able to get up and head to the Racetrack Playa before sunrise (5:30am)!

It’s day 3, I’m super tired just like yesterday, I think it’s because I only had 3-4 hours of sleep last night. Got up today around 3AM, drive all the way up north in the dark on the jeep, and back south to the Racetrack Playa. It’s super fun to drive the jeep, but the ride was SUPER bumpy! It’s like my guts and everything inside my body would’ve been all messed up. I wasn’t sure why, when I got to the Teakettle Junction, there was a sign that pointed to the Racetrack, I THOUGHT I followed it but damn, it was the wrong direction. I spent almost 45 minutes going in and back out the wrong way and thanks to my Garmin Legend GPS, I finally got to the Racetrack. Too bad too much gas was wasted and I didn’t think I have enough gas to go to the Eureka Dunes ( Anyway when I got to the Racetrack, nobody was there! Thanks to the mountain ranges the sun was just about to hit the playa (even though I was a bit late), so I got a chance to shoot them freshly lit. I planned to get there earlier though so that I could get a barely bright playa and then use long exposure to get some cool shots, but there was just no way I could get there that early. The land was so cracked up! Very cool landscape with mud that was dried up in different polygons. I followed the GPS coordinates I found on the net and using my GPS, I walked to the area where it had the highest concentration of moving stone. Saw tons of moving stones with their “trails”, so cool! And nobody was around so I had the entire place. Took tons of photos and also some self shots with the tripod, walked around the playa to spot any unusual patterns, and spent around 3 hours there. I wasn’t feeling too tired after that, just a little tired on my feet/toes. The temperature was getting hotter (it was cold when I got there), and I parked the jeep in reverse so the back faced the sun. Had lunch (can pasta) there and headed back. I checked out the Ubehebe Crater, it was pretty huge and looked pretty cool, but I had seen craters before (Upheaval Dome) so wasn’t too surprised seeing this one. I drove to Titus Canyon thinking to waste some jeep time there as I couldn’t go to the Eureka Dunes. The Canyon was pretty cool, well it’s just like any other canyons but the wild flowers were pretty, and there wasn’t anyone there which just made me too happy. It’s challenging to take pictures inside canyons as the contrasts are always huge and therefore I had to use 3-frame bracketing. Took some cool shots with the fisheye as well and I actually found fisheye being very fun to use in these narrow canyons. Out of surprise on my way back to the entrance I heard some people talking. There were too older guys sitting in the shade and they asked me how far I went into the canyon, lol. I continued to the entrance and headed to the gas station at Stovepipe Wells and damn, the gas costed $51! And it wasn’t even empty ( Anyway headed back to the ranch (where I am now) and rest rest rest. Going to checkout 4:50am or so tomorrow morning to see sunrise at Zabriskie Point, then I’ll be heading north to the Ancient Bristlecone Forest and then the Mono Lake. I called Murphy’s hotel and they said that the Tioga Road is still closed and they don’t have an ETA. That SUCKS. I have a few stops on the road and now not only I couldn’t go to those places I also had to drive a lot longer to get to Yosemite… sigh.
My fourth day sucked. I broke the front element of my lens (where the filter goes) when I tried too hard removing the hood. The hood’s been harder to remove lately not sure why, and finally something broke. I was so frustrated when it broke while I was checking out all the cool-looking tufa formations at Mono Lake… Got some duct tape to temporarily tape it back onto the lens, will check out hardware store tomorrow for epoxy…

Anyway other than that the day was pretty good. Got up early in the morning again and drove to Zabriskie Point for some epic sunrise shots. Pretty satisfied with the result, and of course I used my ND grad filter. After that I drove to Ballarat (ghost town). It was a long drive and what’s so crazy was that it really felt/looked like a ghost town… There were some abandoned and really badly damaged machinery and buildings, and what scared me in the beginning was that there’s this really old man sitting outside of the visitor centre / general store, staring at me wherever I walked. I said hi to him, and he didn’t respond. I thought he was so weird so I went up and talked to him. He said he’s very deaf (he indeed couldn’t hear a word from me), and he briefly introduced the various structures to me. I thought he got to be at least 9X year-old as the town was last active in 190X I think. He looked really old and I didn’t really want to talk too much with him as he couldn’t hear me anyway. He pointed me to the cemetery and I went there and it was like out of a horror movie. I took some shots though cause I thought one of the fences enclosing the tomb was very pretty. What’s even scarier was that there were a few RVs and there were chairs/table and some other hardware set up next to them, but there were nobody! How could there be noone around. I decided to leave.

Next it’s the Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest in the Inyo National Forest. The drive was brutal! It’s a long uphill drive that went up to 10,000 feet above sea level! The place was very cool (60F) and I had to wear a jacket to hike the trail. The pine trees were super cool, especially the dead ones that were like 4000 years old. I checked out the root system and all the cracks and patterns in the tree ring. Along the trail there were tons of different looking bristlecone pines, most of them were all curled up into very random/weird shape. I really like the dead trees, they were just too cool. After that I headed to Lee Vinings / Mono Lake and that was another 2.5 hours drive. I think I drove a lot today.
I drove to the South Tufa area to check out the formations. It’s sunset so the light was intense and very bright on one side and dark on the other – hard to take pictures as the contrast is so great. The place was unreal though, it’s like places in the Myst game. I wandered around all the cool looking tufa formations and explored different concentrations of them. There were foams forming near the shore and I wasn’t sure why. I gotta look that up. Tomorrow it’s going to be a 4am wake up again, will see if my duct tape fix works and if I can still use my ND filter.. Oh the Murphy’s Hotel where I’m staying right now is alright, just another lodge, but at least they provide free internet!.
Day 5, I got up early and went to the South Tufa area to take sunrise shots of the formations. It was hard to find a perfect spot as usual, so I wandered around and took couple shots here and there. It was really pretty when the sun rose, looked very unique when it gradually lit up the tufa from their tips towards the bottom. I think I got a few good shots. I was so tired still and I headed back to the motel, put out the DND door tag and slept from 8 to 12. It was the best sleep I had for the past couple days! I woke up full of energy, had lunch (Chunky again), chocolate milk, then headed to the Bodie ghost town. I didn’t know they close so early (4pm) and when I got there it was already past two. SUPER windy, almost couldn’t breathe. I suited up and began wandering around the “town”. I really like it as the remains of all the houses/buildings were really unique and I was able to see how people from the past lived. Church, school, minery, morgue (I saw coffins in it!), farm house, post office….they had everything there even though most looked really abandoned and falling apart. I especially liked the church (they had an organ in it), the school (with chairs/desks, books, blackboard, even maps), and the one and only house that was opened for public (with wrecked wallpapers, dusty floors, chairs/beds with severely chipped paint, wire hang down from the ceiling with nothing attached to the ends…etc. I also liked the huge, rusty machineries. They were very unique, like electric motors, huge cable pullies, and some other kinds of mysterious looking gears. Overall it’s $9 ($7 entrance + $2 booklet) well paid.
Back to the motel, went to a tiny market to get some grilled chicken for dinner. It was okay, not super tasty, but at least it’s not canned food which I had eaten for the last couple days. I’m really worried about getting to Yosemite now, not only that highway 108 and 4 are closed, but also weather there is forecasted to be super cold like 5C or something, I wasn’t even sure why. Before I left Canada it was forecasted to be 23C! I may need to get some warm pants tomorrow just to make sure I won’t die while I hike in there.

Day 6, super cold day. Got up in the morning, went to the Old Marina Site area to check out the round, shorter tufa. It was super cold I think it was 0C or a bit less. I walked to the shore and wandered around to find places to shoot. My hands were frozen as I was carrying the metallic tripod and also the wind was fairly strong. The formations were too scattered and I had a hard time picking a place. Nevertheless I got a few OK shots, some with reflections of the tufa, others were taken right at day break when the formations were barely lit up. I messed up my boots as the ground was very soft and unless you’re very careful you can’t avoid stepping into sinking mud… After I head back to the motel I went to bed again for two hours or so. I went to a sport gear store in here (Lee Vining) see if I could find pants or underwear that could keep me warm when I’m in Yosemite – the weather report said that hi’s are 5C and low’s are like -7C… going to suck ( Before I left home the weather report said it’s going to be something like 23C! The tiny store didn’t carry anything I need, so I moved on. I checked Google Maps and saw that I could go to Mammoth Lakes area to check out the lakes, so there I went. When I got there it was snowing!! I was like, why is this so shitty. Well at least the sun is up and I did occasionally got some warmth from it. Went to Mcdonald’s there and got a “Big’n Tasty” burger, lol. It was just like a Big Mac so I wasn’t too sure what made it special. Also got a pair of thermal base layer pant for $20, and a very cool looking wool hat for $37 or so at a snowboarding store. I like how this town had everything I needed. It was 3pm or so and I decided to head to the west end of the South Tufa area. I read that on a website yesterday which said that if you look to the left just before arriving the South Tufa parking lot there’s a road that leads to this west area, and it did! I drove there, and started scrambling around the spiky bushes as there weren’t any trail. Took about 15 minutes to scramble through and I was at the beach. The tufa formations here were MUCH cooler! Well not the ones at the South Tufa area weren’t cool, but these ones here were just very nicely scattered and I found it much easier to shoot here. Noone was there as expected, just the seagulls and myself, and I started walking towards west as far as I could. Some of the most interesting tufa were on land, but a ton of other ones were in the water about 100m from the beach. I took tons of pictures in different perspective and I think I liked all of them! The ground was fairly wet as well so I couldn’t reach the water but it was ok. I was lucky to had the brightness of the sun because as soon as I headed back the clouds started to take over. It was just a really nice place to be at. Tomorrow I’m going to have to drive 5.5 hours to get to Yosemite through highway 88… going to suck.
Didn’t write anything yesterday cause too tired. Day 7 was all about driving. I left the motel around 6:30am, then it was all driving. Since Tioga Road was closed, as well as highway 4 and 108, I had to go all the way north up to highway 88.. The GPS said that it’s going to take 5.5 hours but ended up taking around 6 hours. Well the driving wasn’t bad as I was pretty used to it, what’s bad was the weather. When I got to Yosemite it was all cloudy and had scattered showers. Nevertheless I went to the Tuolumne Grove to check out the giant sequoias (big trees). It was very cold and wet but I was still able to complete the walk. Saw a couple super hugeee sequoia trees, and tons of squirrels and a wood pecker. Saw the Tunnel Tree which was a super huge sequoia that had a hole opened up in the trunk in the 18th century for wagons to go through. I was lucky there were two rangers that helped taking a photo of me and the tree. The walk was relatively short, I’m going to see more sequoias when I go to the Mariposa Grove on the last day of the trip. After that since it was pretty bad weather I went to the Visitor Centre. It was very well built with tons of displays and a bookstore. Watch half of a movie in the Theatre “Spirits of the Yosemite”. Walked to the General Store, which was huge! It’s got everything from groceries, gifts, supplies…etc. and there were tons of people. What I don’t really like about Yosemite is the it’s too full of people. I actually got in traffic today where I had to wait for 20 minutes at the same spot. Also parkings are scarce. Big turn off. I just drove around the valley to check out the locations of different places and view points.
Today (day 8) I got up early (getting up early everyday anyway) and I was at the Mist Trail trailhead around 6am. I was thinking to hike all the way up the Half Dome as it was the ultimate day hike here in Yosemite. It was coldddd and when I got up to Vernal Fall it started snowing! I stood with the cold and continued my way up east to Nevada Fall. The hike was pretty strenuous, actually the toughest one so far in the trip – tons of zig zag paths going up the hill, and the terrain wasn’t nice at all with rocks and stuff sticking out like crazy, and occasionally huge/tall steps which were stamina burners. Thanks to the Cotton Carrier camera strap system that Wendy bought me, I was still able to take pictures while hiking up. When I got to Nevada Falls, a bunch of guys there said that the last mile to the Half Dome was covered with snow and suggested not going there. Well I thought I was pretty stressed so I decided to head back down. What I realized was that going down wasn’t easy at all, with the slippery stones and also the pressure incurred on my toes. I was so tired after getting down I headed back to the motel and took a 3 hour nap. Somehow I got up around 6:30pm and I thought I should head to the Valley View viewpoint to check out the sunset. When I got there the “valley” was already half darkened by shadows, I guess I need to head there earlier (maybe around 4-5pm) tomorrow. I then drove to the Tunnel View and wow, tons of photographers there that had their tripod set up, at least 50 of them. I quickly got a spot and started to set up my gears. But again, half of the valley was covered in shadow. I thought I’d leave but some people there said should wait for the sun to go down completely for some cool lights, so I did. I got some OK shots, but light wasn’t too great or anything, plus the clouds weren’t interesting at all. I’ll try heading there again maybe tomorrow. My legs are burning now I doubt I can do any substantial walk tomorrow…

Day 9. I could barely walk, my knees were hurting like crazy. I had this before after I did some serious hike in Utah. The Mist Trail hike yesterday was too stressing, it’s basically like doing stepmaster for 6 hours straight. Anyway I’m not surprised and I took it easy today. Got up early in the morning as usual and drove to the Valley View to check out the sunrise. It looked pretty nice, even though there weren’t any cloud which would otherwise make it more interesting. Then I basically drove around the valley to check out each of the view points that I came across. Took a couple pictures of the falls also went to Sentinel Bridge to check out the views there. Also took a couple pictures of El Captain (huge granite monolith) in its first light. I headed back to the motel and slept for couple hours again as I couldn’t really walk anyway. Got up around 12pm, and TV was showing a really fun and touching movie called The Dog Hotel or something. I generally dislike dogs but the story was really touching and I had to finish watching the whole thing. After that I went back to the valley to drive around again. It turned cloudy ( so I figured any picture I take will look crappy and I focused on doing water falls. Checked out Yosemite Falls, and another fall that I walked up close but couldn’t remember its name. Went to the General Store to check things out again this time I took my time instead of rushing it. There were too many cool looking things to buy but most of them weren’t necessity so I tried to save money by only getting a kitchen glove and a heat pad with Yosemite graphics on them (I’ve already gotten some fridge magnets so I think I’m set) I was thinking to walk over to the Visitor Centre but it was closed  at 5pm, so I headed back to the motel. Now the power just went out, I’m not sure what to do it’s only 8PM and I’ve just watched a movie I think it’s American version of Juon – horror movie performed by Japanese acturess Megumi Okina. It was fairly scary but sort of fake as well, talking about how the spirits showed up in photos and the guy and the girl trying to figure out what was going on, and turned out that the girl (Megumi) who died was harassed by the guy and his friends before she killed herself. Anyway I had a good scare and now going to wait for the electricity to come back on so I can plan my schedule for tomorrow!
Day 10, my knees were healed. I didn’t get up early this morning as it was raining hard last night so I thought the sunrise couldn’t be that great anyway. I got up around 7am, had cookies and milk for breakfast, then headed to the valley to check out pretty much the same spots see if they look any different. The weather was really strange today with tons of clouds and occasion showers, but if you wait for a while the sun would come out and you’d see the blue sky. I took some pretty nice blue sky shots at the Sentinel Bridge, and a couple shots of the Yosemite Falls at various locations. Headed to the Ansel Adams Gallery to check out his books. He’s got a couple really good books with tons of nice photos so I was there reading for an hour or so. Had a sandwich for lunch and then I went for the Mirror Lake hike. I should’ve followed the group of people to cross the bridge but I didn’t, and I ended up reaching the other side of the lake with less cool views and wasn’t able to see the “reflection” of the mountains created by the mirror lake. I even carried my tripod so I basically wasted 2 hours of effort getting no good shots – well at least I worked out my legs again as the trail was FULL of horse poop and I had to carefully navigate around them. Other than the potential reflection that could’ve made the walk worthwhile, Mirror Lake was pretty much a huge swimming pool for kids (just as the guidebook says) so I guess whatever that I didn’t make the right track. I headed to the Bridalveil Fall wanting to see the rainbow as the guidebook says there’s one around 5pm. It was pouring rain though by the time I got there, but I still went up and I got SO close to the fall, and the water basically splashed all over my body like getting sprayed by a water gun. I stood in the “shower” for 7 or 8 minutes and the sun still wouldn’t show up so I gave up and went back down. My pants were all wet.. Headed then to the Tunnel View in hopes of some better views and yup I did get some. Just as last time I was there, tons of photographers already gotten their tripod set up and everyone pretty much just stood there and “wait” for some good lighting to happen. Today another woman asked me what was everyone waiting for, lol. I guess Tunnel View had somehow become a gathering place for photo geeks. I saw the same unfriendly lady that I saw the other day, and she had a group photo with bunch of other guys. I asked one of the guys he said they were a photo workshop group based in Arizona. Too bad they didn’t have a flickr group or I could join. Anyway got a couple shots and the clouds were back so I decided to head back to the motel and call it a day. Damn, no TV signal tonight, WTF.
Day 11 today, and TV is back! I got up at 9 or so, was thinking whether going for the Inspiration Point or the Upper Yosemite Fall trail, or maybe both. I opted for the latter and decided to head up to the Columbia Rock view point and turn around as it was only a 1-mile switchbacks (60 of them, 1000 feet elevation gain). Turned out to be a pretty stressful 1-mile, took me around an hour to get there, and halfway up there it rained/hailed. Luckily my camera was water-proof as it was soaked (as well as me). The views at the Columbia Rock was pretty amazing, overlooking the Yosemite Valley, and could see the Half Dome very clearly. I saw people kept on going up to the first viewpoint of the Upper Yosemite Fall, and it was only 0.5 more mile so I went up as well. Turned out to be a stunning/close-up view of the fall! This hike was pretty popular (just like the Mist Trail) and there were people from all over the world hiking (I heard German, Japanese, Chinese..) I stayed there wiping my lens and filters as they were all wet, waited a while for the blue sky to show and took tons of shots. That was it I wasn’t going to hike the rest of the 6 miles to the top of the fall as there’s no point and I didn’t want to stress myself out. As soon as I headed back down to the car, it started getting really cloudy and wet and I thought I was lucky to see some of the blue sky up there ( Headed back to the motel, planning for tomorrow and day after. I’m changing so much of my schedule, thinking to go to the Hetch Hetchy reservoir area to hike the Wapama Falls and possibly the Rancheria Falls, energy level permitted. Then day after I’ll be heading to the Wawona Hotel area before going to the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoia to see the HUGE trees. Oh by the way I love the TV show channel “G4” so much. Apparently it’s geared towards teenager/geeks as it has programs about gaming, jokes, youtube videos…everything is just so cool/interesting. I’ve been watching “COPS” on it for the past 3 hours it’s kind of cool seeing how the cops actually persecuting gangs/drug addicts and just now they had an episode about college students it was kind of fun to see stupid drunk kids getting arrested and owned, lol. 
It’s day 12, finishing up the trip. I headed out around 9am after some chocolate cookies, was thinking to head straight to Hetch Hetchy but at the entrance station, ranger said there’s a chain restriction on highway 120 and 41 due to snow! Couldn’t go to Hetch Hetchy! I was like, no way this couldn’t be real – I’ve had enough detour when I had to take the longest route to get to Yosemite a week ago. I decided to go to the Visitor Centre to ask around, as I had to take 120 today and 41 tomorrow. They told me to “wait a couple hours” as the roads may be cleared by then. With nothing else to do I decided to do the Inspiration Point hike. The hike wasn’t too strenuous but the signs were super hidden and I missed one of them at an intersection. Went into the wrong way, I wasted around 30 minutes to head back for the correct way. With a few more switch backs I got there. There was a huge flat rock where a few families were sitting around but my GPS told me that Inspiration Point was further ahead. Turned out it really was (about 200 feet ahead) and when I got there, there were a couple students already laying there chilling out and without bugging them, I headed towards the cliff and found a sweet spot for photos. Even though the view up there wasn’t too different from the view at Tunnel View but at a higher elevation/perspective, the place was really tranquil and I swear I could take a nap there for several hours. I sat for a while and headed back down. I took a chance and headed straight to highway 120 in hopes of that it was open. At a stop I asked a ranger and she said yes it was open! 
As planned I headed for the Carlon Falls. This hike was a joke! ( I had no problem locating the trailhead, but once I got in I realized the trail was 100% not maintained. I bumped into at least 20 large and small downfall trees, some so large that I had to take a huge detour and risked missing the trail. The forest floor was soaking wet as well, it was just a complete mess. I was starting to worry that I wouldn’t be able to follow the same route back, and after about 30 minutes of navigating I no longer could see where the trail was and I thought I better head back before I get injured/lost/eaten by mountain lion. It was hailing too and the hails were like 5mm big, luckily I had my hat on. Took me another 30 minutes or so to get back out. This hike was insane. I may do it again with someone but not just myself.
I continued my way to Hetch Hetchy. It was an hour of winding mountain roads. On the way there I passed by a campground, more like village, called Evergreen. I was like, why there’s a campground with TONS of people in the middle or nowhere? With that question in mind I soon reached Hetch Hetchy. It’s basically a huge water dam, where you can walk on the rim of it and also there was the Wapama Falls where you can hike to. I wasn’t sure if I’ve ever been “on” an actual dam, maybe I saw one in Beijing but not walked on it. It was pretty cool seeing the insane flow of water coming out of a tiny “hole” as the dam was “releasing” the water Tuolumne River. I took a bunch of photos of the side wall of the dam and the water flow with some cool perspectives, and took some long range shots of the Wapama Falls with my 200mm. I didn’t really want to hike all the way to the fall even though I had planned to, as the sun was going down and it seemed like part of the fall was already hidden behind a shadow, which would just get darker and darker. I had enough today and headed straight back to the valley. It was around 5:30pm and it reminded me that there might be a rainbow at the Bridalveil Falls. I went there and YES there was a huge rainbow! It’s quite challenging to take pictures there as the water splashed all over you and as soon as you point your lens towards the fall it’ll get all wet. I had to take some shots, turn back to wipe the lens, and take a couple more shots. Feeling satisified, I headed to the Sentinel Bridge for some final shots of the Half Dome in its sunset glory. The contrast was so huge (as the forest trees were so dark and the dome was extremely bright) it was hard to take reasonable shots even with ND grad filter and bracketing. Anyway took a couple, feeling pretty tired, I headed straight to the motel. I hate that Carlon Falls. Hate the guidebook, lol.
Day 14, my last day here! I couldn’t really sleep well, got up around 3am, watched some TV and went back to bed around 5. Got up again at 6 (had a couple nightmare), and started packing up. Had an in-room coffee and checked out around 6:45am. The guy at the counter was SO much friendlier than the scary guy that checked me in last night. I asked him about the huge painting of the Yosemite Valley on the wall in my room, he said it was done by the owner of the motel (Best Westin). It must be a chore to paint every single one of the 60 or so rooms.. I drove quite fast as I wanted to avoid the crowd at Glacier Point as it was the second day after the opening and I expected the traffic would be really bad. It was quite easy to get there actually, took less than 1.5 hour. I was so stoked as I didn’t expect that the road would open before I leave! Got to Glacier Point around 8am, there were already around 7-8 cars parked there (couldn’t believe people got there so early!) Most of the mountain ranges and features like Half Dome still haven’t fully lit up by the sun, it felt quite peaceful walking around there taking picture. Time passed by and the sun gradually lit everything up and the view was stunning – I was able to see the Yosemite Falls, Half Dome, and the Yosemite Valley in bird’s eye view. Took tons of pictures of course. After that I drove down to the Washburn Point (5 minutes away) to check out the same view from another perspective. I thought the view wasn’t as good as one at Glacier Point as you could only see the “side” of the Half Dome from there, plus there were quite a few trees blocking some of the views. There were way less cars and parking spot too. Well I left quite quickly going for my last point of interest – the Taft Point and Sentinel Dome hike. It was another 5 minutes away. Things didn’t go smooth all the time. The entire trail was covered in snow! I took the risk, brought the GPS with me (could see my current location and the location of the trail in real time) and roughed it out. Thankfully there were footsteps from previous hikers (I thought it was only opened for a day and there were already people hiking up there?) so I just followed them and tried to walk carefully as the snow/ice was super slippery. I finally made my way there and wow, there were people ahead of me! I chatted with a guy whose son went up to the dome and he chose to stay down. After a few cool pictures of the tree trunks sticking out of the snow in the middle of nowhere, I managed to hike up to the top of the dome and WOW the view was INCREDIBLE! Best view from anywhere in Yosemite! Of course I saw the world famous Jeffery Pine Tree, which died in 1977 and eventually fell in 2003. It’s been photographed thousands of time by many famous photographers. On top of the Sentinel Dome I was like a kid in a candy shop. The 360 degree view was just ridiculously amazing. I was able to see the entire Yosemite Valley floor, as well as an unobstructed view of the El Capitan, Three Brothers, Cathedral, Yosemite Falls…etc. It was all snow everywhere but I was wearing short sleeve and didn’t really feel too cold or anything. There were a couple other hikers already sitting around taking pictures, mostly couples. I spent about an hour up there. Something real sad that I have to mention, was that I lost my Cokin Z Pro filter adapter there ( Oriiginally I placed it on the snow near the foot of the dome and forgot to pick it up. The guy I chatted with yelled at me from the bottom while I always already at the top, that he saw it and he’d place it near a tree. I trusted him and thought I’d pick it up on my way down. I didn’t see it when I got down! Took 10 minutes or so navigating in deep snow around that “tree”, couldn’t see it anywhere. Maybe some loser picked it up, or maybe it’s already been eaten up by the snow. Who knows. I’ll have to buy the adapter again as well as the ND Grad 1.2 filter that I broke into halves about a week ago… it’s like $150 there.. ( I’ll really have to learn to take good care of my camera equipment. I could hike to the top of the dome again but it’d really stress me out plus I had to get to the airport ASAP so I gave up looking for it. Whatever.

I’m on my 2nd flight now from LA to Vancouver. Everything’s going smooth. I guess this is it, back to work tomorrow..!

