
From sparkling beaches to fresh food, this 886-plus mile 

route gives you the best of the Central Coast on the way to 

Yosemite National Park.  

BEST OF THE 
COAST LOOP
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Get your camera charged 
for this unforgettable 
coastal road trip that 

begins in Los Angeles. From L.A., 
head north to the gorgeous but 
uncrowded Ventura area, home to 
incredible beaches, small towns and 
the two ferry locations — in Oxnard 
and Ventura — to get to Channel 
Islands National Park. Composed of 
� ve islands, this national park o� ers 
solitude and stunning wild beauty.

On the mainland, discover authentic 
towns like Camarillo, Oxnard, 
Ventura, Santa Barbara, Lompoc, 
Santa Maria and Pismo Beach. 
You’ll discover gorgeous beaches, 
delicious restaurants, boat tours 
and wine country. 

North of Pismo Beach, visit Hearst 
Castle in San Simeon before heading to 
Hollister to explore Pinnacles National 
Park, home to uncrowded trails, 

Californa condors and fascinating 
caves. Just outside the park you’ll � nd 
inviting vineyards and historic sites. 
A� erwards,  head to Gilroy, the “Garlic 
Capital of the World.” 

From there, drive east to Yosemite 
National Park where the cathedral of 
granite domes leaning over Yosemite 
Valley will take your breath away. Learn 
more about what to do in the park on 
pages 4-19.
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4 CHANNEL ISLANDS 
NATIONAL PARK
 WHY GO:   The Channel Islands 

are home to eight unique mammal species, 

including the curious island fox. 

 TIP: Depending on which island you visit, 

you'll catch your Island Packers boat in Oxnard 

at the Channel Islands Harbor or the Ventura 

Harbor Village in Ventura. 

5   SILVER STRAND BEACH
 WHY GO: This gorgeous, 

uncrowded mile-long stretch of 

white sand beach in Oxnard is a great place to 

watch surfers ride the waves at The Jetty and 

La Janelle Jetty. 

 TIP: Head to Channel Islands Harbor where 

you can rent a kayak and paddle along the 

beach toward La Janelle Jetty. The harbor is 

also home to Ventura County Maritime 

Museum, seafood restaurants and a Sunday 

Farmers Market. 

6   PORT HUENEME BEACH 
PARK
 WHY GO:   A Chumash Indian 

word meaning “resting place,” Port Hueneme 

Beach Park feels away from it all with its long 

pier to stroll on, as well as picnic areas and 

volleyball nets.

 TIP: Take the promenade trail that connects 

the pier to the Port Hueneme Lighthouse.

UNCROWDED PARADISE
You’ll � nd wide open spaces, beauty and sea-swept beaches in towns like Camarillo, Oxnard, 

Ventura and Port Hueneme along California’s undiscovered coast.

By Tori Peglar
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1   VENTURA 
BOTANICAL 
GARDENS

 WHY GO: A few minutes walk from 

downtown Ventura, go on a breathtaking 

hike lined with flowers and plants from 

five Mediterranean climate zones. It 

offers sweeping views of the Pacific 

coastline and  Channel Islands 

National Park.

 TIP: Park in the lot behind the San 

Buenaventura City Hall next to the 

trailhead and pay the day-use fee at 

Merewether Welcome Center. Fridays 

are free, as are children under 18. 

2 SAN BUENAVENTURA STATE PARK BEACH AND HISTORIC PIER 
 WHY GO: Two miles of pristine beach await you in Ventura, giving you plenty of 

room to spread out and relax. Rent bikes there to ride trails to nearby beaches, 

enjoy a microbrew on the pier at Madewest Brewing Co. or walk to the end of Ventura’s historic 

pier originally built in 1872 to watch a gorgeous sunset.  

 TIP: Stroll downtown Ventura lined with historic buildings filled with boutiques and unique restaurants. 

Outdoor retailer Patagonia is based here, and you’ll find its store on West Santa Clara Street. 

3 CAMARILLO PREMIUM OUTLETS
 WHY GO:   These outlet stores include fashion giants like Gucci and Guess, as well as active 

wear retailers like The North Face, lululemon, the Columbia Factory Store and more. 

 TIP: Afterwards,  head to the Hill Canyon trailhead to hike to Hawk Canyon,  a 3.6-mile, one-way trail in 

Camarillo that’s great for beginning mountain bikers or those who want to take an easy hike that offers 

mountain views and shady areas.

Learn more at VenturaCountyCoast.com.

22  .  Yosemite Edition 2021
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G et a Galapagos experience without 
ever leaving California. Home to 
five islands, Channel Islands 

National Park offers solitude and beauty. 
While no one lives on the islands today, the 
Chumash people inhabited the islands for 
thousands of years, crafting tomols (plank 
canoes) to navigate between islands. 

Today, it takes between 1-4 hours via an 
Island Packers ferry from Oxnard or Ventura 
Harbor Village to reach the islands. The 
closest islands, Anacapa and Santa Cruz, are 
one-hour ferry rides. Along the way, your 
captain may point out blue and humpback 
whales during the summer season. 

Stretching five miles, Anacapa Island is 14 
miles from Ventura but feels worlds away. In 
fact, it’s so isolated from the mainland that 
the Anacapa deer mouse and two types of 
plants are only found on Anacapa. It’s a 
popular spot for harbor seals and California 

sea lions to rest and breed. And the island’s 
iconic lighthouse, first lit in 1932, was the 
last permanent lighthouse built on the  
West Coast.

Santa Cruz Island is a one-hour ferry ride 
from Ventura Harbor Village to Scorpion 
Anchorage.  The island is home to a visitor 
center, picnic tables and the best weather of 
all the islands. 

The island spans more than 96 square miles, 
making it the largest island in California. It’s 
home to Painted Cave, one of the largest and 
deepest sea caves in the world. Once 
inhabited by 1,200 Chumash residents who 
lived in 10 villages, the island was later settled 
by European descendants who built ranches 
and brought cattle to the island.

Santa Rosa is the second largest island in 
California at approximately 53,000 acres. It 
is 40 nautical miles from Ventura. Some of 

its inhabitants date back to the Pleistocene 
era like the Santa Rosa Island subspecies of 
the Torrey pine, one of the rarest pines in 
the world. 

The smallest island is Santa Barbara— it’s only 
one square mile. But it has a lot to offer, 
including an opportunity to snorkel in 
Landing Cove. You also can spot California sea 
lions, harbor seals and northern elephant seals.

The farthest west island is San Miguel Island 
where you can see more than 30,000 seals 
and sea lions, depending on the time of year, 
give birth and lounge on the island's 27 
miles of coastline. If you’re in great shape, 
join the ranger-guided all-day, 16-mile, 
round-trip hike across the island to Point 
Bennett. It’s a four-hour ferry ride one way 
to get to San Miguel.

Learn more at nps.gov/chis. 

WILD ISLANDS
Take a day to explore the “American Galapagos,” otherwise known as Channel Islands National Park.

By Tori Peglar
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FEEL THE SEA BREEZE
Start your day in Santa Barbara 
with a hike to beautiful 
Inspiration Point. � is 3.5-mile 
roundtrip adventure brings you 
to an overlook with spectacular 
views of the Paci� c Ocean and 
Channel Islands National Park, 
the city of Santa Barbara and the 
Santa Ynez mountains to the 
east. A� er getting your steps in, 
head to one of the area’s many 
beaches. If you’re traveling with 
your dog, Arroyo Burro is the 
place to be, with a self-service 
dog-wash in the parking lot. If 
you’re looking to surf or boogie 
board, head to Leadbetter Beach. 
And, if you just want to sunbathe 
and get lost in a book, head to 
Butter� y Beach.

GO BACK IN TIME
� e stunning architecture and 
history of Old Mission Santa 
Barbara can’t be missed. Built in 
1786 by Spanish Franciscans, 
this beautiful building is still an 
active church. Don’t forget to 
stop by the A.C. Postel 
Memorial Rose Garden across 
the street to see more than 1,500 
rose bushes in bloom — a great 
spot for a picnic. Spring is the 
best time to see the blooms at 
their peak, but because of Santa 
Barbara’s beautiful climate, 
you’ll o� en � nd them blooming 
well into summer.

SAMPLE TODAY’S CATCH 
Head to Santa Barbara’s 
waterfront to really get a taste of 
this seaside town. Start the day 
out on the water at the harbor 
with a whale-watching excursion 
with Condor Express or a 
stand-up paddleboard lesson 
from Paddle Sports Center. On 
Saturday mornings, the 
Fisherman’s Market is a 
must-stop. � ere’s even a � llet 
station to prepare your fresh 
catch if you’re staying somewhere 
with a kitchen. Jump on the Lil’ 
Toot water taxi and head across 
the harbor to Stearns Wharf to 
sample locally caught seafood at 
Santa Barbara Shell� sh Co. 
before strolling the shops along 
the wharf.

EXPLORE LOCAL 
NEIGHBORHOODS
Check out three of Santa Barbara's 
sister neighborhoods: Montecito, 
Summerland and Goleta, each 
with its own vibe and charm. 
Montecito is the destination for 
glamorous shopping, innovative 
� ne dining and amazing hiking. 
Goleta is home to University of 
California Santa Barbara and a 
huge cra�  beverage scene. Find 
local cra�  beers at breweries such 
as M. Special Brewing Co. or 
Draughtsmen Aleworks, hard 
cider at Santa Barbara Cider Co. 
and local wine at SAMsARA 
Winery. Summerland is a low-key 
beach town with excellent 
antiquing and world-class 
horseback riding. Book a ride 
with Los Padres Out� tters.

Learn more at SantaBarbaraCA.com.

SEASIDE ESCAPE
Discover four quintessential Santa Barbara experiences.

By Mikaela Ruland
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3   SIP AWARD-WINNING 
WINES
 WHERE:  Lompoc Wine Ghetto  

and the Sta. Rita Hills 

 WHY GO:  Featuring wineries, tasting rooms 

and production facilities located off Pacific Coast 

Hwy. 1 and 12th Street, the Wine Ghetto has 20 

boutique tasting rooms. Nearby in the Sta. Rita 

Hills, you'll find gorgeous vineyard vistas and 

award-winning wines perfect for picnicking.

4   STROLL A  
SECLUDED BEACH
 WHERE:  Jalama Beach Park

 WHY GO:  Just 30 minutes from downtown 

Lompoc, remote Jalama Beach is a popular 

surfing and kite-surfing destination. It’s a great 

spot to stroll the sand and collect beach rocks, 

but the water can be rough for swimming. Grab 

a picnic table and enjoy a famous Jalama 

Burger from Beach Grill.

5   PLAY A CHAMPIONSHIP 
COURSE
 WHERE:  La Purisima Golf Course

 WHY GO:  Designed by world-renowned 

architect Robert Muir Graves, this 18-hole 

course has hosted pro tournaments from the 

PGA, LPGA and Senior PGA circuits. With 

spectacular vistas, it was recognized  

by Golf Magazine as part of the  “Top 100 Public  

Courses in America.”

1   EXPLORE A MISSION
 WHERE:  La Purisima Mission 

State Historic Park

 WHY GO:  Founded in 1787, La 

Purisima is the most extensively restored 

mission of the 21 in California. Explore the 

restored buildings, visitor center exhibits and 

25 miles of trails in this 2,000-acre park. 

2   SEE BIG ART
 WHERE:  Old Town Lompoc 

 WHY GO:  Forty enormous 

murals appear on street corners, in alley 

ways and on sides of buildings in Old Town, 

making a vibrant outdoor art gallery that you 

can stroll by. Download the art mural walking 

tour guide at explorelompoc.com or stop by 

the Lompoc Valley Chamber of Commerce & 

Visitors Bureau for a mural map.

LOMPOC’S  
TOP FIVE

Pronounced “Lom-poke,”  

this scenic valley town offers a  

ton to see and do year-round. 

By Tori Peglar
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Learn more at ExploreLompoc.com.
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D uring the 
mid-
1800s, 

ranchers in the rolling 
hills of the Santa 
Maria Valley threw 
Spanish-style 
barbecues, cooking 
meat over the hot 
coals of live oak trees 
in earthen pits. There was a certain 
culinary magic in their seasonings, 
slow-cooked meat, salsas and 
pinquito beans.  

Nearly 200 years later, you can 
experience this legendary 
Santa-Maria-style barbecue 
centered around tri-tip, simple 
seasonings and flavorful sides when 
you visit the valley.  Longtime 
keepers of the tradition include Far 
Western Tavern, The Hitching Post 
and Jocko’s.  

But there is so much more to this 
valley than a time-honored culinary 
tradition. Drive or cycle along the 
30-mile Foxen Canyon Wine Trail, 
which is peppered with 14 wineries. 
It connects Santa Maria Valley and 
Los Olivos, providing visitors with 
an insider's glimpse into California's 
central coast wine scene. Expect to 
try award-winning varietals ranging 
from pinot noir and syrah to 
chardonnay.

Afterwards, visit the 
Guadalupe-Nipomo 
Dunes, one of the 
world’s largest intact 
dune ecosystems, 
which stretch across 
18 miles of coastline. 
At the Dunes Center, 
learn about 
filmmaker Cecil B. 

DeMille's 1923 set from The Ten 
Commandments that is being 
unearthed from the dunes. When 
DeMille built the largest set in 
movie history in 1923, it included 
21 giant sphinxes lining a path to 
an 800-foot-wide temple. He 
buried it all in the sand after the 
film.

There are 24 hiking trails and 15 
beaches around Santa Maria 
Valley.  Head to Oso Flaco Lake 
for an easy, 1.7-mile boardwalk 
trail in the Oceano Dunes State 
Vehicular Recreation Area, leading 
straight to the Pacific Ocean. If 
you're looking for a little more 
adventure, the Point Sal trail near 
Casmalia is a 9.8-mile hike that 
climbs over rolling hills before 
descending 1,200 feet to a 
secluded beach below.

Learn how you can take a three-day 
getaway here for under $500 at 
SantaMariaValley.com.

BARBECUE  
CENTRAL

In Santa Maria, experience an affordable getaway while enjoying 

award-winning wine, legendary barbecue and the outdoors.

By Tori Peglar
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25 miles, 34 minutes
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Let’s get together again in Santa Maria 

Valley, where you can untap a three-day 

trip for less than $500. Fill your plate with 

legendary barbecue and your glass with 

award-winning wines. As soon as you’re 

up for it, we’re ready to welcome you back.

Our area’s wineries, breweries, restaurants and businesses are 
observing COVID-19 guidelines from the State and from Santa 
Barbara County, so that locals and visitors alike may experience 
Santa Maria Valley safely and responsibly.

SantaMariaValley.com

RECONNECT 
WITH THE 
COAST
UNCORK AND UNWIND, 
#SANTAMARIASTYLE
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W hen you arrive in Pismo Beach, you’ll feel as if you’ve 
landed in the California beach town you’ve always 
dreamed of.

With its vibrant downtown lined with outdoor dining, value-based 
lodging and surf shops, park your car and start experiencing the 
California coastal culture you’ve seen in the movies. Don’t miss walking 
on its iconic new Pismo Pier Plaza with its Instagram-worthy neon 
sign, whale-themed playground and series of slides that lead down to 
the sand. You’ll also discover newly placed vintage Airstream trailers 
that house a restaurant, visitor information and an ocean sports shop. 

To get the real scoop on surfing, head to the Pismo Beach Surf Shop, 
home to the oldest surf shop on the Central Coast. Two blocks from 
the beach, you’ll find Surfside Donuts, which serves an ever-changing 
menu of fresh donuts, including maple bacon donuts and The Dirt 
Surf, a crumb donut.

On your way to the pier, check out Pismo’s newest beachfront hotel, 
Vespera on Ocean, a Marriott Autograph Hotel. It offers oceanfront 

dining and upscale beach-style rooms. Inn at the Pier, a craftsman-
style hotel with boutique rooms, is also a newcomer to the scene. If 
you’re looking for beachside RV camping without wind, head to 
Pismo Coast Village RV Resort. It’s located on 26 acres with a heated 
pool and within walking distance to town.

This iconic beach town offers more than just a laid-back vibe. It sits 
next to 27 wineries in the Edna Valley and Arroyo Grande Valley 
wine regions. And it’s home to a three-day party celebrating clams 
that attracts 15,000 people every year. Before surfing became vogue 
and the clams were overharvested, Pismo Beach was known as the 
“clam capital of the world.” 

Today, the Pismo Beach Clam Festival in October features live music, 
food trucks, a local clam chowder contest, clam bake and wine walk. If 
you miss the festival, you can still celebrate Pismo’s heritage year round 
at the Splash Cafe, known for its excellent year-round clam chowder.

Learn more at ExperiencePismoBeach.com or stop by the Visitor 
Information Center at 581 Dolliver.

CALIFORNIA DREAMIN’
Experience the best of California beach culture at Pismo Beach, Calif.

By Tori Peglar
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The newly remodeled and exciting Pismo Beach Plaza is now ready for you
to enjoy. Pismo Beach is located half way between Los Angeles and the Bay 
area and is famous for its miles of beautiful white sand beaches, outstanding 
accommodations and a rich wine region only minutes away. 
Other notable activities include surfing, kayaking, exploring the dunes
and wonderful dining opportunities. Come visit Pismo Beach and enjoy it all.
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O ne of the newest national parks, 
Pinnacles National Park, has yet to 
be discovered by the masses. But 

it’s home to dormant volcanoes, which are 
today’s pinnacles, the critically endangered 
California condor, three fault lines and 
stunning caves. 

“Hollister is the gateway to Pinnacles National 
Park and we are so close, so it’s definitely worth 
the visit to explore,” says Jen Rodriguez, 
director of tourism and hospitality for San 
Benito County Chamber of Commerce and 
Visitors Center. “From adventuring through 
the talus caves to catching a glimpse of the 
condors, there’s truly no other place like it in 
the world.” 

Just 30 miles from the town of Hollister lies the 
park’s East Entrance where you’ll find the 
visitor center, campground and a ton of trails. 
For a moderate, family-friendly hike that’s just 
2.2 miles roundtrip, take the Moses Spring to 

Rim Trail Loop at the Bear Gulch Day Use 
Area (see details on pages 34-35). 

Afterwards, explore the area’s rolling 
vineyard-covered hills along the Cienega Road 
Wine Trail near Hollister. Stop for tastings at 
Eden Rift, California’s oldest continuously 
producing vineyard, enjoy a glass of 
award-winning pinot noirs at Calera and see 
what was once the world’s largest wine cellar 
spanning 4 acres at DeRose. 

“The road is like driving through a Pinterest 
board—it’s just so gorgeous,” Rodriguez says. 

Closer to town, sit among Manzanillo olive 
trees and enjoy hip, outdoor dining at The 
Grove where fire-pit tables create a festive 
ambience. Then, stroll historic downtown 
Hollister. The Calaveras Fault meets the San 
Andreas Fault near Hollister, and you can see 
how the seismic activity has shifted sidewalks 
and curbs. Pick up a map at the San Benito 

Chamber of Commerce and Visitors Center to 
tour the fault’s slow work, including shifting a 
residential walkway two feet, so it no longer 
lines up with a house’s front door. When you 
reach Dunne Park, you’ll see the fault has 
created slight uplift in a north-south direction.

Don’t miss Hollister Hills State Vehicular 
Recreation Area, which offers four-wheel 
drive, ATV and motorcycle opportunities, 
along with hiking, biking and equestrian trails, 
picnic areas and camping. It straddles the San 
Andreas Fault in the Gabilan Mountains. 

Mission San Juan Bautista, California’s largest 
mission founded on June 24, 1797, is on the 
main plaza of San Juan Bautista. It was the 15th 
mission of California’s 21 mission churches 
founded by the Spanish to settle California and 
to convert Native Americans to Christianity. 
The church still holds Catholic mass.

Learn more at DiscoverSanBenitoCounty.com.

THE PINNACLE OF A GETAWAY
An undiscovered national park, gorgeous wine trail and historic areas await. 

By Tori Peglar
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Pathway to Pinnacles National Park
Discover the perfect road trip, endless outdoor adventures, some of the state’s best wineries 
and an abundance of natural beauty. Just under an hour from Silicon Valley, a wide variety of 

charming shops, boutiques, restaurants and hotels await your visit.

www.DiscoverSanBenitoCounty.com
Hollister  |  San Juan Bautista  |  Aromas  |  Tres Pinos  |  Paicines
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PINNACLES 
NATIONAL PARK 
TOP SIX
Here are some of our favorite things to do 

from gorgeous hikes to exploring a cave. 

1
EXPLORE A CAVE

On the 2.2-mile Moses Spring to Rim 
Trail Loop at the Bear Gulch Day Use 

Area, you’ll pass rock formations, 
a reservoir and even Bear Gulch Cave 

that’s open seasonally. You’ll need a 
� ashlight for the cave. 

2
ADMIRE THE HIGH 

PEAKS
Head to the High Peaks to Bear 

Gulch Loop that’s a strenuous 6.7 
miles round-trip with 1,425 in 

elevation gain. You’ll hike into the 
High Peaks and then descend the 

ridge, passing through meadows and 
stands of sycamore and oak trees. 

3
ATTEND A RANGER 

PROGRAM 
� e park o� ers fun, educational 

programs done by rangers, so check 
in at the visitor center to see if a 

program will be happening while 
you are there. 
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4
SEE ICONIC ROCK 

FORMATIONS
From the Pinnacles Visitor Center, hike to 

Balconies Cave, a 9.4-mile, round-trip 
moderate hike. You’ll see Balconies Cave 
(bring a flashlight) and the largest rock 
formations in the park along the way.  

6
CAMP IN THE PARK

Spend the night at Pinnacles 
Campground that can only be 

reached from the East Entrance  
of the park since there are no 

connecting roads between the two 
park entrances. The campground 

offers tent and group camping,  
along with RV sites.

5
SPOT A CONDOR   

The park’s California condors live in 
rocky cliffs in the High Peaks area, 

and early mornings are the best time 
to see them roosting there. 

Otherwise, look up toward the sky. 
Condors have a 10-foot wingspan, 

the largest in North America. 
Elsewhere, try to spot any of the 181 

bird species that live in the park. 

PHOTOS: Pinnacles National Park (Depositphotos), Bear Gulch Cave, Hiking High Peaks (Daniel Hartwig), Park Ranger (Courtesy Pinnacles National Park),  
Pinnacles National Park rock formations (Courtesy Patrick Rodden/ San Benito County Chamber of Commerce & Visitors Center),  
California Condor, RV camping (Depositphotos)

MyYosemitePark.com  .  35

BEST OF THE COAST
PINNACLES NATIONAL PARK

Variable miles and time

YOS2021_RoadTrips_Best-Coast_13.indd   35YOS2021_RoadTrips_Best-Coast_13.indd   35 10/29/20   9:56 AM10/29/20   9:56 AM



N ot far from the giants of Silicon 
Valley sits a quaint town named 
Gilroy where you can drive to 

friendly boutique wineries, explore a gorgeous 
children’s theme park and dine in what is 
known as the “Garlic Capital of the World.”

Get a taste of Gilroy’s garlic scene year-round 
by following its Road to Garlic map. It covers 
where to eat, drink and shop all things garlic. 
Opt for garlic soup and ice cream at the 
casual Garlic City Cafe. At Old City Hall, 
you’ll find fine dining, great garlic dishes and 
restrooms that have jail bars from the days 
when the building housed the city jail. The 

Milias Restaurant, which opened in 1922, 
also offers great dining with dishes 
containing garlic.

Then admire the gorgeous landscape as  
you tour the beautiful Santa Clara Wine 
Trail with tasting opportunities at 35-plus 
wineries. Or head to the seasonal Gilroy 
Gardens Family Theme Park, which  
includes more than 40 rides and attractions, 
the super splashy Water Oasis play area, 
majestic gardens and wildly shaped trees 
known as “circus trees.” The rides here are 
shaped into fantastic artichokes, apples  
and bananas.

If you still need some gear for your Yosemite 
stay, shop and save on top designer brands at 
Gilroy Premium Outlets. Save 25-65% on 
outdoor recreation gear from Columbia, 
North Face, Eddie Bauer and Timberland. 
And stock up on healthy snacks and sweet 
treats for the road at Casa de Fruta, the 
iconic roadside attraction with fresh 
produce, wine tasting, an antique carousel 
and 24-hour restaurant.

Get more information at VisitGilroy.com or 
stop by the California Welcome Center 
Gilroy, 8155-6 Arroyo Circle, in the Gilroy 
Premium Outlets Building A near Forever 21.

LOCAL FLAVOR
A gorgeous wine trail, beautiful family theme park and designer shops await in Gilroy, Calif. 

By Tori Peglar
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Y
osemite ranger Shelton Johnson 
was walking among outcrops of 
grey metal � ling cabinets and 
cascading rows of books in the 
Yosemite Research Library when he 

caught sight of a black-and-white photograph.

He stopped and leaned in closely. It was 
from 1899. He peered at the � ve Black men 
sitting up straight on horseback wearing 
Army uniforms. � ey were lined up along 
a trail in Yosemite, their matching hats 
bearing a striking resemblance to his own 
ranger hat. Frozen in time, they stared 
back at him.  

“A lot of stories make it sound like I was 
Indiana Jones knocking down a sarcophagus 
to discover this photo, but it was hanging on 
the wall,” Johnson says, laughing out loud. 
“Research librarians like people to think 
deeply about the past, and a historic image 
that goes against the grain of Hollywood’s 
version of the American West can make a 
provocative statement.” 

Still, Shelton was stunned. While Althea 
Roberson, the � rst African American 
female ranger in Yosemite, had told him 
Black soldiers were among the � rst 
protectors of the park, he was struck by 

how he felt seeing their faces. Yosemite’s 
well-known, early stories of the park o� en 
centered around conservationist John Muir 
and his work that led to the creation of 
Yosemite National Park in 1890. But 
standing before Johnson were people that 
looked like him, protecting the park.  

It turned out the � ve men were part of the 
24th Infantry. Known as Bu� alo Soldiers, 
they and Black troops in the 9th Cavalry 
carried out mounted patrol duties in 
Yosemite and Sequoia national parks, 150 
miles away, in 1899, 1903 and 1904. Many 
were from the South and enlisted as a way 

Yosemite ranger Shelton Johnson brings to life the stories 
of the Black soldiers who served as the park’s fi rst rangers. 

By Tori Peglar
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to escape the narrow job 
opportunities confined to 
sharecropping and the like. 
Records indicate that many fought 
in the Philipine-American War.

“The Buffalo Soldiers were citizens 
of the country because of the 14th 
Amendment,” Johnson says. “They 
had the right to vote because of the 
15th Amendment. But as “Colored” 
men living in the South, they knew 
those rights only existed on paper. 
The end of slavery, as a result of the 
13th Amendment, created just 
another phase of systemic 
oppression and struggle. 
Consequently, they were not just 
fighting for themselves. They were 
fighting for their people.”

Inspired by the Buffalo Soldiers, 
Johnson decided it was time for their 
contributions to be known by more than a 
few in the park. But in order to tell their 
stories, he had work to do. He dug into a 
number of archives. He studied old Yosemite 
stereographs depicting the troops to get the 
right look for the outfit he would wear.  He 
enrolled in Yosemite horse patrol school to 
feel what it was like to patrol Yosemite’s 
backcountry on horseback. 

Before long, his ranger walks that educated 
visitors about the Buffalo Soldiers turned 
into a one-person play held at the Yosemite 
Theater in the Yosemite Valley. He’s been 
doing the play since 2010.

“Shelton is a treasure, and he brought to life 
this chapter that was largely forgotten and 
linked it to Yosemite,” says Frank Dean, 
president and CEO of Yosemite 
Conservancy, the non-profit fundraising 
arm of the park. “He is a gifted and talented 
performer and park historian.”

Dean says Johnson’s powerful performances 
have left him teary-eyed. And having that 

kind of impact is exactly why the charismatic 
Johnson says he does his one-act play. 

“I am still learning new things about the 
history,” says Johnson, who wrote a novel, 
Gloryland, that follows Elijah Yancy, son of 
slaves, including his time as a Buffalo Soldier 
in Yosemite.  “I am always thinking of new 
ways to keep the story alive.”

That has included coverage on National 
Public Radio, in The New York Times and 
on ABC World News. But his real break 
came when he appeared in Ken Burns’ 2009 
PBS documentary The National Parks: 
America’s Best Idea in which he described 

his work as a ranger in Yosemite and 
Yellowstone national parks. His role as 
interviewee and series advisor garnered him 
an invitation to the White House for a 
private screening with President Obama. 

He also wrote a letter to Oprah Winfrey, 
urging her to visit Yosemite National Park. 
She never responded and instead surprised 
him by showing up for her first camping trip 
ever with her friend Gayle King. And while 
Johnson’s initial reaction was excitement, he 
quickly lost the wind in his sails when he 
learned he was asked to do his performance 
on horseback at her campsite rather than in 
the theater. 

PHOTOS: Buffalo Soldiers in Yosemite National Park in 1899 (Courtesy of U.S. National Park Service), Shelton Johnson (©Yosemite Conservancy / Keith Walklet)

“When I looked into my grandfather’s eyes,  
I was looking into the eyes of someone who,  

when he was a child, looked into the eyes  
of people who had been enslaved,  
who had walked the Trail of Tears”
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“There were somewhere between 50-70 
campers wandering around her campsite, and 
I am pretty sure no one was looking at me 
because Oprah was right there,” he recalls, 
laughing and recalling the shock he felt when 
he found out she was in the park. “I am pretty 
convinced it was the worst Buffalo Soldiers 
performance I’ve ever given.”

But he had asked Winfrey to come to 
Yosemite because he saw so few Black 
Americans in the parks, and he hoped her 
star power would encourage them to hit the 
road and explore them. The overwhelming 
majority of park visitors are white with 
about 7% of visitors identifying as Black. 
African Americans represent 13% of the 
U.S. population, rolling up to a U.S. 
population that is about 40% minority, 
according to U.S. Census numbers. Often, 
Johnson meets families who have traveled 
from Japan and France, but it’s far rarer to 
see Black families from Chicago, Los 
Angeles or New York. 

If you ask Johnson why he thinks Black 
visitation to parks like Yosemite is so low, 
he’ll pause and ask with a laugh, “How much 
time do you have?” He and some of the 
greatest minds focused on Blacks in the 
outdoors today will tell you the answers are 
scattered along the dark, overgrown path to 
today that began in 1619. That was the year 
the first ship of African slaves landed in the 
United States. 

For 400 years, the thorny perception that 
Black people are threats to white people’s 
safety, whether on a hiking trail or a city 
sidewalk, has never been eradicated. 

“There’s a thread in a web that connects 
slavery all the way to Christian Cooper,” 
said author James Mills while moderating a 
panel Johnson served on called 
“Anti-Racism in Our National Parks” in 
August 2020. He was referring to the Black 
birder and New York City Audubon Society 

board member who video-recorded dog 
owner Amy Cooper in Central Park as she 
called police, claiming a Black man was 
threatening her in 2020.

 For Johnson, that thread does not stretch 
too far back in the distant past. His mother’s 
parents were Black Indians from the 
Oklahoma Territory.  

“When I looked into my grandfather’s eyes, I 
was looking into the eyes of someone who, 
when he was a child, looked into the eyes of 
people who had been enslaved, who had 
walked the Trail of Tears,” Johnson says. “I’m 
62. I can still hear my grandfather’s voice. I 
can still hear his cadence that was slightly 
Southern. It’s not ancient history.” 

And while the country and the racial climate 
is not the same one his grandfather or the 
Buffalo Soldiers inhabited, there’s still so 
much work to be done. The gaining 
momentum of the Black Lives Matter 
Movement in 2020 pushed present-day 
racism to the forefront of the nation’s 
collective conscience. 

Telling the stories of the Buffalo Soldiers is 
one of the ways Johnson feels he can educate 
visitors about the diverse people who helped 
make the park what it is today. To help 

uncover more of the park’s African American 
history, the Yosemite Conservancy, which 
donated $14 million to the park in 2020, is 
funding a grant in 2021 to research and tell 
stories about the African Americans who 
have lived, worked and spent time in the park 
during the past 150 years.

“George Monroe was a Black stagecoach 
driver who worked in the south end of the 
park in the late 1880s and brought three U.S. 
presidents into the park,” Dean says. “He 
was such a magnetic character, and there are 
so many stories like his that could be 
relevant to new audiences.”

Meanwhile, Johnson is itching to get back 
on the stage after Yosemite Theater shut 
down in 2020 because of the pandemic. 

“It’s important for people of color to know 
that this is part of their heritage and even 
though it  seems far away, it is part of what it 
means to be an American,” he says. “But we 
also need to ask, "Who was here before us?" 

There's no national park in the United States 
that's older than 150 years, Johnson points 
out, "but the land that serves as the 
foundation of our democracy is still the 
homeland of the first people."

To donate to the Yosemite Conservancy’s African American research project or any of its other initiatives,  
which range from wildlife management, youth education and habitat restoration to historic and cultural preservation, go to Yosemite.org. 
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That’s more than beautiful, it’s

There are seaside escapes.

Then there’s a gorgeous crescent of coast 

cradling secret coves, eclectic communities 

and elevated enclaves.

S a n t a B a r b a r a C A . c o m

All contents ©2021 Visit Santa Barbara. All rights reserved.

Summerland – r iding  o f f  into  the  sunri s e

G O L E T A   : :   S A N T A  B A R B A R A   : :   M O N T E C I T O    : :    S U M M E R L A N D 

That’s more than beautiful, it’s

SANTA BARBARA 
STUNNING
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W ish you had your own 
guide while touring 
Yosemite?  Download the 

GyPSy Guide App.

“We recognized that travelers prefer to 
set their own pace but still enjoy a fun, 
informative and educational guided 
experience,” says Rick Bulich, founder of 
GyPSy Guide.  “That became our inspiration.  
How do we recreate that experience for 
people who want to remain independent 
and self-tour?”

The app automatically plays a guided 
commentary as you drive, based on your 
location. The narration includes behind-the-
scenes stories, explaining the spectacular geology 
and fascinating characters associated with 
Yosemite’s past and present, along with local tips 
with directions.  It tells you about sights and side 
trips coming up, so you can decide whether you 
want to stop.  Because the app uses your phone's 
GPS signal, not cell towers, no cell network or 
WiFi is required while touring.

Learn more at GyPSyGuide.com. 

TOUR LIKE A LOCAL
Enjoy Yosemite with GyPSy Guide in your car.

By Tori Peglar

IN THE PARK 
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