
Neva  Roberts,  former  SLT
council member, dies
Neva Roberts, who served on the South Lake Tahoe City Council
from 1982-90, died Aug. 26.

The 79-year-old was most recently living in Reno. She had
health issues for several years.

Neva Roberts

Ms. Robert’s two terms on the council were significant because
this is when redevelopment was just beginning. Her tenure was
during the time the project at Ski Run Boulevard that is now
Lake Tahoe Vacation Resort and the one near the state line
that today is Lake Tahoe Resort Hotel were approved.

She  became  mayor  in  1989,  following  Terry  Trupp  who  was
arrested  on  federal  drug  charges  in  what  was  known  as
Operation  Deep  Snow.

The Los Angeles Times on Sept. 10, 1989, wrote, “South Lake
Tahoe Mayor Neva Roberts is proposing that all of her city’s
employees be required to submit to drug testing. ‘It (the
community) may never be 100 percent (drug free), but the best
place to start is by example,’ she said.”

Ms. Roberts had been a resident of the city before it was one,
having been in town since the 1950s. There was a time when she
worked for the post office.
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One of her lasting legacies is having initiated a competition
for artists to design a city flag. To this day it is the one
that flies at city offices. In her honor they are now at half-
staff.

Ms. Roberts was an accomplished artist, but didn’t enter the
flag contest.

Del Laine, a friend and council colleague of Roberts’, wrote
the  following  for  Lake  Tahoe  News  during  the  city’s  50th
anniversary series, “Neva Roberts initiated the competition
that gave us the city flag, but what she more reveres are the
people who came to her when they felt unheard by others. Her
strong advocacy gave a handicapped woman a variance from CTRPA
strictures and put a stop sign in Al Tahoe to provide a sense
of safety for a neighborhood.”

— Lake Tahoe News staff report

BLM plays important role at
Lake Tahoe
By Chris Rose

The progress made on Lake Tahoe’s restoration over the last 20
years required significant capital investment from the public
and  private  sectors.  While  the  federal  Bureau  of  Land
Management does not manage any lands in the Tahoe basin, the
agency  has  played  an  instrumental  role  in  funding  and
coordinating the federal share of the Lake Tahoe environmental
improvement program.

As the largest federal manager of public lands in the United
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States, BLM’s role in Tahoe has not been widely known. BLM
became involved in the Lake Tahoe Basin in 1997 through an
executive order former President Bill Clinton signed to create
the  Lake  Tahoe  Federal  Interagency  Partnership.  The
partnership includes agencies from the U.S. Departments of
Agriculture, Defense, Interior, and Transportation, as well as
the Environmental Protection Agency.

$400 million in projects

Agencies in the partnership work to implement high-priority
projects in the Lake Tahoe EIP, and BLM has used funding from
the Southern Nevada Public Land Management Act (SNPLMA) to
help to restore Lake Tahoe through stewardship, service, and
science.  Since  2002,  BLM  has  provided  approximately  $400
million in SNPLMA funding for more than 400 projects in the
Tahoe basin to stop water clarity-harming soil erosion and
reduce hazardous fuels in the wildland urban interface where
Tahoe’s forests and communities meet.

An  amendment  to  SNPLMA  in  2003  facilitated  a  predictable
funding stream to fulfill the federal share of the EIP. This
major  investment  has  required  close  coordination  to  plan,
execute, and account for SNPLMA funding.

BLM has also used portions of that SNPLMA funding to acquire
environmentally-sensitive  lands  identified  by  the  Santini-
Burton  Act.  To  date,  $115  million  has  been  set-aside  for
Santini-Burton Act acquisitions at Tahoe. Of that amount, the
U.S. Forest Service has spent $67 million to acquire 2,576
acres. Another 21 acres are in the process of being acquired
for $2.9 million, leaving more than $44 million available for
future  land  acquisitions.  Protecting  sensitive  lands  from
development has a direct tie to improving the lake’s famed
water clarity.



Thinning the forests around Lake
Tahoe  has  helped  return  the
woodlands to natural conditions
while  reducing  the  threat  of
catastrophic wildfire. Photo/Mike
Vollmer

Providing the oversight

BLM provides the framework, rules, and program oversight for
federal  agencies  in  the  Tahoe  basin,  and  its  focus  on
transparency,  accountability,  and  demonstrated  results  is
critical  to  ensure  that  Environmental  Improvement  Program
projects comply with applicable laws and regulations.

A  new  project  category  for  hazardous  fuels  reduction  and
wildfire prevention was created through the White Pine County
Conservation,  Recreation,  and  Development  Act  amendment  to



SNPLMA  in  2008.  This  project  category  helps  pay  for  the
creation and implementation of multi-jurisdictional hazardous
fuels reduction plans and wildfire prevention in the Tahoe
basin, as well as in the Carson Range and the Spring Mountains
in Nevada.

Thousands of acres treated

BLM organizes the nomination, implementation, and compliance
of hazardous fuels reduction projects for all 18 entities in
the Tahoe basin eligible for this hazardous fuels funding. Of
the 76 hazardous fuels reduction projects SNPLMA has funded to
date, 43 projects have been for the Tahoe Basin, removing
hazardous fuels from thousands of acres of forests around Lake
Tahoe communities.

“The stability and sustainability of funding from SNPLMA has
allowed, and will continue to allow, federal, regional, local,
and  private  entities  to  create  and  implement  long-term
hazardous fuels reduction and wildfire prevention plans within
the basin,” BLM Nevada Director John Ruhs said.

BLM will continue to be a major partner in reducing wildfire
risk and improving forest health at Tahoe, and will consider
approving more hazardous fuels reduction projects in future
rounds of SNPLMA funding.

This  summer,  BLM  issued  a  preliminary  recommendation  for
funding another round of hazardous fuels reduction projects
through SNPLMA. BLM recommends funding another 37 projects
totaling almost $105 million, with five of those projects
totaling almost $25.7 million in the Tahoe basin.

“Federal funds through BLM are critical to reducing the risk
of catastrophic wildfire at Lake Tahoe,” said Forest Schafer,
of the North Lake Tahoe Fire Protection District and incident
commander for the Tahoe Fire and Fuels Team. “We are grateful
for the longstanding partnership.”



Chris Rose is a public affairs specialist with the Bureau of
Land  Management.  This  article  first  appeared  in  Tahoe  In
Depth. 

Dugard  loses  federal  parole
case

Jaycee Lee Dugard was held captive in
a backyard in Antioch for 18 years.
Photo/Provided

By Maura Dolan, Los Angeles Times

A federal appeals court decided by a 2-1 vote Friday that
Jaycee Lee Dugard, who was kidnapped as a child from a bus
stop in Meyers and held by a parolee for 18 years, cannot hold
federal parole officials liable for failing to supervise her
abductor.

“Phillip Garrido, a parolee with a terrible history of drug-
fueled sexual violence, committed unspeakable crimes against
Jaycee Dugard for 18 years,” U.S. 9th Circuit Court of Appeals
Judge John B. Owens wrote. “State and federal authorities
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missed many opportunities to stop these tragic events.”

Dugard received a $20 million settlement from California and
sued the federal government for similar compensation.

Read the whole story

 

Trump  brings  out  Tahoe
supporters, protesters

Donald Trump, in rear, is whisked from Lake Tahoe Airport on
Aug. 26 to Stateline. Photo Copyright 2016 Carolyn E. Wright

By Kathryn Reed

Republican  presidential  candidate  Donald  Trump  spent  the
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better part of Friday in Nevada, with Tahoe being part of his
itinerary.

He landed at Lake Tahoe Airport at 6:50pm after being in Las
Vegas. This was nearly an hour after a private fundraiser
started in his honor at Harrah’s Lake Tahoe. His trek from the
airport  to  the  casino  was  the  extent  of  his  time  in
California.

Pat Engels of South Lake Tahoe holds a Trump-Pence sign. Photo
Copyright 2016 Carolyn E. Wright

The media was not allowed in the fundraiser that cost $200 per
person, with priority tables going for $2,500 and VIP tables
costing  $5,000.  All  of  the  proceeds  go  to  the  Nevada
Republican  Party,  and  not  into  his  campaign  coffers.

More people were outside of Harrah’s on Aug. 26 with signs
protesting  Trump  than  were  at  the  airport  welcoming  his
arrival.



Donald Trump lands Aug. 26 in South Lake Tahoe on a plane
owned  by  friend  and  financial  backer  Phil  Ruffin.  Photo
Copyright 2016 Carolyn E. Wright

Signs read “Anyone but Trump”, “Trump: Divider in chief,” and
“This town couldn’t function without immigrant labor.”

But it is Trump’s immigration policies that brought Bob and
Pat Engels of South Lake Tahoe to the airport to see their
candidate.

“We are so excited to be able to vote for Trump,” Pat Engels
told Lake Tahoe News. The couple is eager to vote for him in
November because they believe he’ll stop illegal immigration,
make America great and uphold the First, Second and Fourth
amendments.



Outside of Harrah’s Lake Tahoe, where Donald Trump was to
attend a fund-raising event Aug. 26, protesters made their
opinions known. Photo Copyright 2016 Carolyn E. Wright

A couple tables down a woman brought her two young daughters
to the deck at the airport restaurant.

“He’s going to build a wall,” the Caucasian woman, who didn’t
want to identify herself, said. That is why she likes Trump.

Trump flew in on Phil Ruffin’s private plane, a Bombardier
420. Eight years ago Trump was the best man for the Las Vegas
businessman. The two are also business partners. And Ruffin
spoke at the Republican National Convention this summer.

While  Trump  deplaned  far  from  the  main  airport  building
because Secret Service and local law enforcement were worried
about safety, his entourage swung by the terminal so he could
wave to the dozen plus people on the balcony.

This is not Trump’s first visit to Tahoe. He has played in the
American Century Championship celebrity golf tournament. The



first year was 2004 when he placed 56. He also played the
following two years.

Trump’s  love  affair  with
Nevada GOP
By Seth A. Richardson, Reno Gazette-Journal

Republican presidential nominee Donald Trump doesn’t have a
lot of clout in Nevada’s political circles. He didn’t gain any
major endorsements during the caucus and has raised only a
paltry sum in the state compared to Democratic presidential
nominee Hillary Clinton, but he has found a friend: Nevada
Republican Party Chairman Michael McDonald.

Trump has often been at odds with the more official branch of
the Republican Party, instead relying on grassroots support.
Elected Republicans, including Gov. Brian Sandoval and Sen.
Dean Heller, have openly decided not to endorse Trump. Even
the ones who have use language like, “I will support the
nominee,” or talk about the dangers of Clinton rather than
state their outright support for Trump.

But with McDonald, it’s different.

Read the whole story
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Aggressive  yellow  jackets  a
nuisance in Tahoe

The ice cream shop at Camp Richardson is
trying to keep the bees out. Photo/Susan Wood

By KPIX-TV

It’s been a beautiful summer at Lake Tahoe, but the buzz is
that vacationers aren’t the only ones enjoying the water.

Yellow jackets are all over the place.

They’re aggressive, fast and much more active than they were
last year.

“Really, it’s a bad year, I mean everyone is closing their
patio dining,” said Angella Falco with Placer County Vector
Control.
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Read the whole story

Tree mortality at ‘epidemic’
level in Tahoe basin
By Kathryn Reed

STATELINE – A healthy forest is the best deterrent to stop the
bark beetle infestation. The problem is Tahoe forests aren’t
healthy.

“We  have  seen  this  march  of  dead  trees  grow  through  the
summer,”  Joanne  Marchetta,  Tahoe  Regional  Planning  Agency
executive director, told her board this week.

Orange is becoming a dominant color in pockets of Tahoe, with
the North Shore being hit the hardest. Sugar pines are dying
off in alarming numbers.

With this being the fifth year of drought and forests being
overly dense, the beetles are winning. Trees are too weak to
fight off these native species. The dead trees then create
more fuel for a wildfire.

The bi-state regulatory agency has been working with the Tahoe
Fire Fuels team to devise a plan to combat the spread.

On Aug. 24 the Governing Board heard a presentation by fire
and forest experts about the infestation. The Lake Tahoe Basin
Tree Mortality Task Force has been created to spearhead the
effort. There will be a larger discussion on Aug. 30 between
local and state officials in advance of the following day’s
Environmental Summit.
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The  dark  orange  represents  beetle
infestation.  Photo/California  Tree
Mortality Task Force

Mike  Vollmer,  environmental  improvement  program  manager  at
TRPA,  called  the  local  situation  an  “epidemic.”  And  it’s
nowhere near as bad as the forests south of here.

“Science says the best insurance we have to stop the beetle
attack is to thin out the forests and do the treatments,”
Vollmer said.

Local, state and federal agencies have made a concerted effort
since the 2002 Gondola Fire in South Lake Tahoe to thin the



forests. But it’s a process that takes time and money, and it
is work that is only done seasonally. Six thousand acres are
under contract this year to be thinned on federal land in the
basin, with another 4,000 acres set for next year.

California  initially  included  six  counties  in  its  Tree
Mortality Task Force. Four were added in June – El Dorado,
Placer,  Amador  and  Calaveras  counties.  The  idea  is  the
northern counties will learn from their southern counterparts,
with the goal of being proactive instead of reactive.

But it’s not that simple.

“There’s no magic pot of money to address this issue,” Chris
Anthony, CalFire division chief, said.

Regulations can impede removal of trees, having no end user
for the tree is another issue, and homeowners may not have the
resources to fell an infected tree.

Forest Schafer, forester with North Lake Tahoe Fire Protection
District, said life and safety need to be the guiding factors
when deciding how to go forward. With two-thirds of the Lake
Tahoe  Basin  Management  Unit  being  in  the  wildland  urban
interface and this forest having the highest per acre visitor
rate  in  the  national  forest  system,  the  urgency  is  even
greater to combat the beetles.

Jeff Marsolais, LTBMU forest supervisor, acknowledged that the
regulations in place to get thinning projects approved is
slow, which doesn’t work well in an epidemic situation like
what is occurring now. Plus, no one knows where the beetles
will strike next.

“We don’t actually know the trajectory of the tree mortality
for when it will show up on this landscape,” Marsolais said.

Even when the trees are removed there isn’t much market for
them.



“There are more dead trees than we know what to do with,”
Anthony said.

Board member Larry Sevinson lamented how a biomass plant has
been in the works for years between Tahoe City and Truckee,
but that now Liberty Energy is pulling back because it’s not
financially viable.

There aren’t as many mills. And the infected wood isn’t always
desirable. One market for the trees is China, which turns it
into coffins and chopsticks. The problem is there is a federal
law on the books preventing them from going overseas. This is
just more of the regulatory malaise.

What everyone pointed to this time around compared to when
there was a bark beetle outbreak in the 1990s is that there is
a team in place, people are talking and action is more likely.

Calif.  students  beat  the
national average on ACT
By Joy Resmovits, Los Angeles Times

California’s graduating class of 2016 outperformed peers on
the  ACT  college-entrance  test  nationally  across  all  four
subject areas, according to a report released by the test
company Wednesday.

Nationwide, students had an average overall score of 20.8 out
of 36 on the test of English, math, reading and science.
California students, on average, earned 22.6.

Of the 127,225 California class of 2016 students who took the
test, 37 percent passed benchmarks in all four subjects.
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Read the whole story

Nevada  students  ‘worst’  in
country on ACT
By Trevon Milliard, Reno Gazette-Journal

For the first time in Nevada history, all students in this
year’s high school graduating class took the ACT so schools
could gauge their success in college preparation. And the
results aren’t good.

Only 11 percent of the 32,261 students scored high enough to
be considered ready for college-level courses, according to
ACT scores released Wednesday.

Nationwide, about 26 percent of students taking the ACT out of
the 2016 class scored college-ready, meaning they demonstrated
the skills necessary in English, reading, math and science to
survive  entry-level  college  courses.  In  most  states,  the
college-entrance exam is voluntary with 64 percent of students
participating nationwide for the 2016 graduating class.

State  education  officials  expected  Nevada’s  ACT  scores  to
reach new lows for the class of 2016. Such is the case when a
state forces all students to take the ACT as part of its
graduation requirements. As more students are tested, average
scores decline.

Read the whole story
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Yosemite  —  a  place  for
everyone
Publisher’s note: This is one in a series of stories about the
National  Park  Service,  which  is  celebrating  its  100th
anniversary in 2016. All articles may be found via the Home
Page,  select  Special  Projects,  then  National  Park  Service
100th.

The  grandeur  of  Yosemite  is  captivating  no  matter  the
season. Photo/Yosemite Hospitality

By Joann Eisenbrandt

I grew up loving Yosemite.

I first went there in the 1950s, well before 4 million people
visited it each year. It was the best place of my childhood.
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Every  summer,  my  father,  mother  and  I  spent  my  father’s
vacation camping there.  We set up our campsite in Camp 14,
alongside the Merced River and just across a big meadow from
Camp Curry. You could walk out from amongst the closely spaced
pines of the campground and stand in the meadow in waist-high
grass and look up at the chiseled face of Glacier Point. Or
walk across the roadway and through Camp Curry’s grizzled old
apple  orchard  and  parking  lot  to  the  popular  ice  cream
vendor’s window just around the corner from the Camp Curry
cafeteria.

Every  evening,  just  before  dark,  we’d  put  on  our  light
sweaters and stand in the meadow to watch the Fire Fall. A
massive fire built atop Glacier Point 3,200 feet above was
pushed over its steep face. “Let the fire fall,” the echoing
call went out as it cascaded down the black and gray granite
in a swoosh of blazing embers. The Fire Fall was permanently
discontinued in 1968.

During the hot summer days, my mother and I would climb down
the sandy banks to the cool Merced River and float downstream
on large Army-green air mattresses. They smelled strongly of
hot rubber, so we covered them with colorful beach towels. I
always fought getting out of the river, even though my mother
never failed to remind me what a long hike back upstream it
would be. Guided horseback rides from the nearby stables came
down a well-trodden path that followed the river’s edge. It
was a narrow strip of powdery hot dirt full of stones churned
up  by  years  of  pounding  hooves  and  punctuated  by  often-
steaming mounds of equine droppings.

My parents loved hiking and climbing and had done a lot of it
in Yosemite before I was born. They were fearless. They’d
scaled the rope ladder up the back side of Half Dome and gone
up the steep trail that twisted from the valley floor to the
very top of Glacier Point. They’d scrambled over the massive
boulders beneath the bridge below Yosemite Falls all the way
up to where the waterfall hit the riverbed. I still have my



father’s Kodak camera and the crisp black and white photos of
their adventures that it recorded.

Half Dome from Glacier Point. Photo/George Thomson

I hiked up the 4-mile trail from the valley floor to the top
of Glacier Point with my parents. The start of the trail is
flanked by monstrous boulders, big as buildings, flung there
carelessly by the glaciers that carved out Yosemite eons ago.
It was so steep for me that there were many times when my
father had to literally push me up to the next plateau. The
view from the top was breathtaking. I still compare it to
looking over the rim of the Grand Canyon. You can’t imagine
what it is like from photos. You have to be there.

We also left Happy Isles and made it all the way up the 7-mile
Mist Trail to Vernal and Nevada Falls. It is called the Mist
Trail because the mist that rises up as the two falls plunge
precipitously down to the rock-strewn riverbed below covers
the twisting trail of carved rock steps in a shroud of wet fog
and makes it terrifyingly slick. My parents told me that when



they hiked the trail years before it was even worse. I found
that hard to believe.

In the early 1970s, I moved to Oakhurst in the southern Sierra
just outside Yosemite’s southern entrance and was reintroduced
to the park as an adult. I reconnected with places from my
childhood like Wawona, the Ahwahnee, and Camp Curry. In March
2016, a trademark dispute between Delaware North, Yosemite’s
outgoing concessionaire, and the National Park Service brought
ownership of those iconic names into question. Delaware North
had trademarked them and other park names and wanted the NPS
to  buy  them  back  for  an  estimated  $51  million.  The  Park
Service disputed the amount, and decided to change the names
of  these  places,  at  least  temporarily,  when  the  new  park
concessionaire, Aramark, took over.

New place names don’t change the fact that enduring memories
of Yosemite stretch back for generations. I certainly have my
family memories, and I was lucky to share the even-earlier
memories of Eleanor Crooks.

I first met Crooks in the late 1970s when she was already in
her  80s.  She  lived  in  Ahwahnee,  in  the  Sierra  foothills
outside Yosemite on a hilltop overlooking a sweeping pine and
oak-filled valley. I was writing an article about Wawona for a
local lifestyle magazine. She welcomed me warmly into her
home. She was relatively petite, but had a lively presence,
with the sparkle of youth still in her eyes.

Crooks was the daughter of William Sell. Sell was the first
telegraph  operator  in  Yosemite.  At  the  request  of  Henry
Washburn, one of three brothers who owned the Wawona Hotel,
Sell  built  and  ran  the  Ahwahnee  Tavern,  a  rest  stop  for
travelers going into the Yosemite Valley in the late 1890s and
early 1900s.



No  matter  what  it’s  called,  there  is
something  magical  about  this  lodge  at
Yosemite.  Photo/Yosemite  Hospitality

Crooks offered me tea and we sat down at a small table in her
sunny kitchen to talk. She told me about her years growing up
at Ahwahnee Tavern. In 1903, when she was about 7, President
Theodore Roosevelt stopped there on his way to meet John Muir
in Yosemite. Crooks remembered it as if it were just the other
day.  She  described  the  chief  of  state  as  impatient,  yet
friendly.  She  recalled  her  mother’s  dismay  when  one  of
Roosevelt’s aides ate all the carefully prepared cookies while
the president was out back washing up with the ordinary folks.



Despite  all  their  elaborate  preparations,  Roosevelt  didn’t
stay the night, but instead rode on the same day, preferring
to camp outdoors with Muir in the Mariposa Grove of giant
sequoias just inside the park’s southern entrance.

Crooks took horse-drawn stage rides from Ahwahnee into Wawona
in what she called a “mud wagon.” These open wagons had that
name, she told me, because in wet weather, by the time the
passengers arrived at the hotel, they were often so covered
with mud as to be almost unrecognizable. “Toward evening,” she
remembered, “we arrived at the hotel, with the fountain in the
center as it is now. The stage drivers drove up to the steps
of the hotel with a great deal of pride. The porters, who were
all older men, took the passengers down, dusted them off, and
then conducted them up the steps into the lobby.”

“On the porch,” she continued, “the women associated with the
hotel would be sitting in their fancy clothes awaiting the
arrival of the tourists.” After dinner, there would be singing
and sometimes a dance in the dance hall. The next morning, the
guests would tour the Big Trees and then continue on down into
Yosemite Valley itself.

John Muir was an advocate for the creation of national parks
well  before  his  1903  trip  to  Yosemite  with  President
Roosevelt. In 1890, Yosemite National Park was established,
but was under the control of the state of California. Muir was
unhappy with the protection the state was giving Yosemite’s
unique  ecology  and  began  publicizing  the  need  to  better
protect it. Muir’s1903 Yosemite trip with Roosevelt convinced
the president to remove the park from state control and make
it a protected National Park in 1906.

Many things have changed in Yosemite since then. When I first
lived in Oakhurst, a day pass was $5 and an annual pass was
$15. Park rangers often let locals they knew pass through for
free with only a friendly wave. A seven-day Yosemite vehicle
pass is now $30 in summer and an annual park pass costs $60.



Those older than 62 can purchase a lifetime pass for just $10.
The most important things, however, have stayed the same.

The Long White at Wawona. Photo/Yosemite Hospitality

I visited the park hundreds of times, and found that you don’t
have to go down into the valley itself to find wonderful
places. Wawona is just eight miles or so inside the southern
entrance. My favorite place in the park, it was first settled
in 1856 by Galen Clark, who had come west to make a fortune in
the California gold fields. He built an overnight lodging
facility called Clark’s Station which he later sold to the
Washburn brothers. Henry Washburn’s wife named it “Wawona,” an
Indian word for big trees.

All the historic buildings at Wawona have names: the Main
Hotel, the Long White, Clark’s Cottage, Washburn Cottage and
Hill’s Studio among them. The past that Eleanor Crooks lived
is still there. The bubbling fountain full of lily pads and
the circular driveway leading up to the Main Hotel’s long
covered porch are reminders of that quieter time. The nine-
hole golf course, established in 1918, still stretches out



along the meadow across the road from the hotel. You can relax
on the expansive green lawn alongside the Long White which
houses the pro golf shop on the bottom floor. I liked to lie
on my back in the cool grass, looking up at the massive
redwoods towering above me. I can still hear the clicking of
the metal golf cleats on the stone paths leading up to the
golf shop and the muted laughter and splashing of those in the
white-fenced swimming pool set into the lawn just above.

Down the road from the Wawona Hotel is the Pioneer History
Center, accessed via a covered bridge over the Merced River.
Beyond it are the Wawona stables. I loved riding, but I was
poor. The trail guides worked for the Yosemite Park and Curry
Company  in  summer,  but  were  wranglers  in  nearby  valley
communities the rest of the year. In a move that would set
modern-day risk managers’ teeth on edge, they let me muck out
the stalls, rub down the horses, fill the water trough and do
other chores in return for free trail rides. The best rides
were the night rides under a full moon. The heat of the summer
day had been replaced with the refreshing coolness of a high-
elevation evening. The trail winds from the stables alongside
the Merced River, past the back of the hotel and up the
hillside. The crisp night air carried the sounds of glasses
clinking and the soft laughter of visitors sitting on the
hotel’s inviting covered deck.

We would cross the highway, ford a small stream, then come
back toward the hotel along the far side of the meadow and the
golf course. Through the trees in the moonlight, you could see
the herd of mule deer that make Wawona their home grazing
contentedly on the lush green of the golf course. They barely
looked up as we passed.

The  actual  community  of  Wawona  is  private  land  totally
surrounded by Yosemite National Park. It has its own post
office, several grocery stores and The Redwoods, a privately
owned rustic resort near the end of North Chilnualna Road, a
sharp right turn just beyond the Wawona Hotel. The food there



was hearty, fresh and fabulous. I hear it still is. Just a
ways up the road is the parking lot for the trail to the top
of Chilnualna Falls. It’s a quick hike to the lower falls, but
all the way to the top is a steep, twisting trail through lots
of gnarly brush that does its best to reach out and grab you.
It’s an effort, but worth it.

Another great “outside the valley” experience is the Mariposa
Grove  of  giant  sequoias.  To  get  there,  you  take  a  right
immediately  after  you  enter  the  park  from  Highway  41.
Centuries-old monarchs like the Grizzly Giant, the California
Tunnel Tree and the Fallen Monarch make the trees that dot
Wawona’s verdant lawn seem like sticks. One winter, I took a
guided  snowshoe  hike  with  a  small  group  from  the  Grove’s
parking lot up to the Mariposa Grove Museum and back. I had
imagined  it  as  effortlessly  gliding  across  the  snow  and
certainly easier than my one failed attempt at downhill skiing
at Badger Pass in a blizzard. Snowshoeing, it turned out, was
more labor-intensive than I’d expected. What I remember most,
apart from how badly my legs hurt, was the intensely bright
blue sky, the shards of snow dropping down without warning
from the branches stories above us and the absolute stillness.

The Mariposa Grove is undergoing a renovation now so full
access to these wonders of nature won’t be available until
spring 2017.

The Yosemite of 2016 is still the same spectacularly beautiful
place I remember. There are 800 miles of trails in Yosemite
and while the valley, Yosemite Falls and Glacier Point are
always going to be crowded, there are many places that are
not.  If  you  can  avoid  arriving  mid-day  in  summer  or  on
weekends or holidays and enjoy the park during the shoulder
seasons instead, the crowds will be less. Under the Merced
River Plan, a comprehensive plan adopted in 2014 to protect
the Merced River’s Wild and Scenic status, reduce congestion
in the park and enhance the visitor experience, changes are
starting to be made. Meadows and riparian habitat are being



restored,  species  like  the  red-legged  frog  are  being
reintroduced,  riverbanks  protected  and  traffic  circulation
patterns and parking sites reconfigured.

The best thing you can do to protect the park and have a
memorable  experience,  Yosemite’s  public  information  officer
Scott Gediman told me is, “Once you get to Yosemite, just park
your vehicle and leave it. Ride a bike, hike, walk, or take
the shuttles.”  There’s a “hikers’ bus” to take you from
convenient locations on the Valley floor to more remote hiking
or climbing destinations and then bring you back. YARTS, the
Yosemite Area Regional Transportation System, offers public
transport to Yosemite from Merced, Mammoth Lakes, Sonora, and
just recently from Fresno, including the Fresno airport.

Once you wind your way north up and out of the valley, through
Crane  Flat  to  White  Wolf,  Glen  Aulin,  Tuolumne  Meadows,
Lembert  Dome  or  Tenaya  Lake,  you  find  a  different
Yosemite—what  I  think  of  as  the  hardcore
camper/hiker/climber’s  paradise;  Yosemite  without  frills  or
most urban amenities. The scenery there is starker, with bent,
stunted trees from the high-elevation winter winds and giant
slabs of granite butting right up to the road with boulders of
all sizes strewn about atop them.

Beyond that is the park’s Tioga Pass exit. From there, the
Tioga Road plummets from 11,000 feet to Highway 120 below. The
Tioga Road closes each year after the first serious snowfall
and doesn’t open again until late May or early June. One year,
I drove from Oakhurst through Yosemite to Tahoe on the very
first day the Tioga Road reopened after its long winter nap.
The road was clear, the sky was blue, but the air had a bite
to it. The still-melting snowpack created hundreds of streams
splashing down enthusiastically from every high place; even
down the steep banks and granite outcroppings alongside the
road. Tuolumne Meadows was lush and wet, still covered with
small patches of snow. In summer, there is a store made of
thick canvas walls erected around a metal shell. It comes down



when Tioga Pass closes each year. All that was there that day
was the empty platform and a parking lot devoid of cars.

Across  the  road  from  the  store  is  a  meadow  dotted  with
boulders—another  legacy  of  an  ancient  glacier’s  trek.  In
summer, it’s a great place to sit and eat lunch. On this day,
dozens of ground squirrels sat perched atop the rocks. They
had abandoned their burrows to enjoy a day in the warm sun,
scampering back and forth, enjoying their privacy while it
lasted.

To me, Yosemite is more than the best-known and often busiest
national park. It’s an old friend. While the fact that it has
become  entangled  in  21st  century  politics  bothers  me,  it
doesn’t change what makes Yosemite so special.

In July, there was hope of movement in the trademarked names
dispute.  Delaware  North,  the  NPS  and  the  park’s  current
concessionaire,  Aramark,  were  working  together  to  try  to
arrange a mediation schedule and hopefully avoid playing the
dispute  out  all  the  way  in  the  legal  arena.  Aramark  is
involved in the mediation but is not a party to the lawsuit.
They asked the court to put off the next step in the legal
process to allow them time to set this into motion.

A joint status report on Aug. 18 indicated that attempts at
mediation failed. It told the court that the parties had “…
engaged  in  preliminary  settlement  discussions  and  have
extensively  discussed  the  possibility  of  non-binding
mediation, but have not reached agreement on mediation at this
time. The parties do not believe that settlement is likely at
this time.” Yosemite PIO Scott Gediman was asked to comment on
the change, but told Lake Tahoe News, “Yosemite National Park
does not comment on pending litigation.”

For me, the Wawona Hotel will always be the Wawona Hotel. Camp
Curry  will  always  be  Camp  Curry.  I  hope  to  get  back  to
Yosemite sometime soon. I know that the things I could do when



I was younger may no longer be options and that I will have to
find a new set of special places there. But whether you choose
to climb the rope ladder up the back of Half Dome, take a
rugged backcountry hike from Tuolumne Meadows, hang off the
face of Cathedral Peak, or just dangle your feet in the frothy
waters of the Merced River, Yosemite graciously accommodates
you. That’s exactly what a National Park should be—a place not
just for some, but for everyone.


