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High up in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, a snow� ake falls. When spring’s warm 
sun turns winter snows to water, that snow� ake takes a circuitous route, through 
mountain streams winding across wild� ower dotted meadows, through tributaries like 
the American and Tuolumne rivers and eventually ends up in either the Sacramento 
or the San Joaquin rivers, � owing through a giant expanse of wetlands known as the 
Bay-Delta. Eventually, the snow� ake � ows into the San Francisco Bay and passes 
under the Golden Gate Bridge to reach the Paci� c Ocean. � is tiny snow� ake, and 
unfathomable numbers of its companions, water two-thirds of California.

On this road trip, you’ll trace the snow� ake’s route backwards. From San Francisco’s 
shores, decide whether to visit Yosemite by rail or car. If you take the train inland, 
you’ll pass through one of the country’s most productive agricultural regions. By 
car, journey through towns like Livermore where you’ll � nd a laidback wine region, 
with grapes nourished by that snow� ake. In Oakdale, explore Gold Rush history 
and a delicious culinary scene before continuing to towns like Pinecrest, where you 
can paddle on a peaceful, snowmelt-fed lake or Tuolumne where you’ll � nd apple 
orchards producing cider.  

When you make it to Yosemite, be sure to visit the Hetch Hetchy area, where less than 
1% of park visitors ever venture. � ere’s a gorgeous, historic lodge to stay in nearby 
and you can hike around the reservoir and discover its history, which you’ll learn 
more about on pg. 76. What was once a lush valley is now a reservoir holding water 
for the city of San Francisco. 

A� er Yosemite, wind your way back through beautiful farmlands and orchards, 
stopping in Modesto where you’ll � nd a sea of lovely white blossoms in the spring, 
thanks to the city’s groves of almond trees. 

As you make your way towards the coast, consider that little snow� ake and its 
incredible journey. All the wine you’ve sipped, streams you’ve hiked along and 
produce you’ve eaten along the way are all thanks to Sierra Nevada snowmelt. 

From the Golden City, wind your way through 
unpretentious wine country, orchards and historic 
towns to reach Yosemite. 

PHOTOS: Del Valle Regional Park (Derek Gaumer Photography / Courtesy Visit Tri-Valley), 
Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias (Grant Ordelheide)
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Merced
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Rail to Trails
Avoid Bay Area and Yosemite tra�  c when you take the train.

By Tori Peglar

W ant to avoid tra�  c, ride seamlessly into Yosemite National 
Park, and enjoy California cra�  beer and regional wines 

along the way? Hop aboard the Amtrak San Joaquins train from 
San Francisco, Sacramento, Los Angeles (and Fresno seasonally) 
for the safest way to travel to the park. It’s also an exciting 
adventure with rare views of California’s breathtaking landscapes 
along the way.

On board you’ll catch gorgeous views of the San Francisco Bay 
before you enter the San Joaquin Valley, one of the world’s 
most productive agricultural regions. � rough big picture 
windows, you’ll spot almond orchards and peach trees, along 
with carrots, tomatoes, grapes and more.

You also have the freedom to walk around, stretch your legs 
and dine. Stop in at the train’s Café Car, which is stocked 
with vegan tamales, Snack Packs, hot dogs, hamburgers, 
Blue Diamond California almonds and San Joaquin cra�  beers 
and wines. If you want to check on your vacation reservations 
or the kids want to watch a movie, there’s free WiFi on the 
train and on Amtrak’s � ruway buses.

For the last stretch into the park, you’ll board the YARTS bus line in 
Merced into the heart of Yosemite. Bypass the tra�  c lined up as you 
coast by the crowds. From your window, you can enjoy the views 
rather than stress about navigating the roads and the cars. Plus, you 
don’t have to look for a parking spot because YARTS will drop you 
o�  at variable locations in the park From there, you can transfer to 
the park’s free shuttle system which covers Yosemite Valley. Learn 
more about YARTS on pg. 84.

While your total travel time is around six hours, it could take you 
just as long if not longer by car, considering the infamous Bay Area 
tra�  c and the number of laps you’d do in the park, trying to � nd 
that elusive parking spot.

“Driving up the winding roads of Yosemite can be daunting, 
especially in the winter. Riding the train and connecting YARTS 
service takes the burden o�  so you can relax and enjoy the gorgeous 
scenic views,” says David Lipari, marketing and outreach coordinator 
of San Joaquin Joint Powers Authority. “Plus, you can let your 
Yosemite vacation experience start even earlier by taking the train.”

Learn more at AmtrakSanJoaquins.com.

No train goes all the way from San 
Francisco to Yosemite, but your 
Amtrak ticket provides you 
stress-free, seamless bus and train 
transportation into the heart of the 
Yosemite Valley.

Your ticket includes a ride on the 
Amtrak Thruway bus from downtown 
San Francisco to the Emeryville train 

station. Once you arrive at the train 
station, you’ll wait no more than 10 
minutes to board your train.

From the train, your views of the San 
Francisco Bay will transition to the 
green fi elds and orchards of the San 
Joaquin Valley. Choose between two 
stops to exit the train and board a 
YARTS bus that brings you into 

Yosemite. 

Get o�  at the Merced train station 
where you’ll catch your YARTS bus 
straight into Yosemite via the Arch 
Rock Entrance or get o�  farther 
south at the Fresno train station and 
take YARTS through the South 
Entrance of Yosemite.

One 
Ticket

Amtrak train through vineyards 
(Courtesy of San Joaquin Joint 

Powers Authority)
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SKIP THE PARKING HASSLE AND ENJOY THE RIDE

PURCHASE ONE FULL-PRICED TICKET AND RECEIVE  UP TO 5 TICKETS AT 50% OFF

USE CODE V302
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Once home to Al “Scarface” Capone and 
other notorious criminals, Alcatraz 

Island is a National Park Service site located 
1.25 miles o� shore of San Francisco. It was 
one of the country’s most infamous federal 
prisons for a short period of its history. While 
the federal prison only operated from 1934 to 
1963, its legend has only grown with time.

� is small island o�  the coast of San 
Francisco also has a lesser-known history: it 
was occupied by the Indians of All Tribes for 
19 months in the name of Native American 

civil rights, beginning in 1969. � e group 
demanded reparation for the lands taken 
from tribes and treaties broken by the United 
States government. � eir 19-month stay 
sparked the Indian Red Power Movement 
and led to major changes in federal policies.

Travel to the island via Alcatraz Cruises, the 
only authorized concessionaire for ferrying 
passengers. It’s a 15-minute ferry ride to 
Alcatraz, and visitors can stay until the last 
ferry. Check out the ranger programs at the 
dock when you disembark on the island.

Back on the mainland, explore this metropolis 
known as the “Golden City” by taking 
an unforgettable walk across the famous 
Golden Gate Bridge. It’s a 1.7-mile one-way 
walk or bike across the bridge painted 
“International Orange,” so ships can see it in 
the fog. Speaking of fog, your views from the 
bridge might be dampened (literally) by the 
persistent weather phenomenon locals call 
Karl, named a� er the misunderstood giant in 
the movie Big Fish. � e city has, on average, 
108 days of foggy weather a year. 

Head to PIER 39 where you can stroll the 
pier full of shops and restaurants and watch 
the resident herd of California sea lions at 
K-Dock. While the population � uctuates 
depending on the season, the record was 
1,701 in November 2008. From PIER 39 
you can stroll along the Embarcadero and 
� nd lots of other tourist attractions from 
the much-loved Boudin Bakery where 
sourdough has been made since 1849, to the 
Ghirardelli Chocolate Factory.

Don’t miss heading inland on one of the 
city’s famous cable cars to Chinatown. � e 
largest and oldest Chinatown in North 
America, this area of San Francisco is a fun 
place for tourists to shop, eat and experience 
a wide variety of Chinese culture, but it’s not 
a tourist attraction. � is area is the home 
and community of 15,000 residents, 81% 
of which identify as Asian. Turn to page 
88 to learn about California’s little-known 
Chinese history. 

PHOTOS: Sailboats by Alcatraz Island 
(Depositphotos), Lanterns in Chinatown (Ge� y 
Images), Cable car (Ge� y Images)

Get Ready to 
Leave 
Your 

Heart
Start your Yosemite road trip 

in one of California’s most 
intriguing cities: San Francisco. 

By Tori Peglar and Mikaela Ruland
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You don’t need to go far to get a taste of 
real LOCAL California. Nestled between 
Yosemite and San Francisco, the Tri-Valley 

is unspoiled, safe and welcoming. 
Come on by - we’re on the way!

19 breweries & tap rooms on 
a mobile-friendly digital passport

40 clean and safe lodging options

50 wineries and tasting rooms with 
award-winning wines

150 unique foodie destinations

123 regional parks, trails & 
wilderness areas

180 stores in Northern California’s 
largest luxury outlet center and 

dozens of downtown boutiques

0 parking meters

You don’t need to go far to get a taste of 
real LOCAL California. 
Yosemite and San Francisco

50 wineries and 
award-winning wines

180

a mobile-friendly digital passport

40

You don’t need to go far to get a taste of 
real LOCAL California. 
Yosemite and San Francisco

40

180 stores in Northern California’s 
largest luxury outlet center and 

dozens of downtown boutiques

0

180
largest luxury outlet center and 
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The Bay’s Sunny Side
Forty-five minutes from Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco, lose the fog and the city’s high prices  

and delve into a vibrant wine and beer scene in the Livermore area.
By Tori Peglar

T here’s a gorgeous corner of the Bay 
Area filled with vineyards, breweries 

and affordable hotels. It’s also the birthplace 
of most of the chardonnay produced in the 
United States.

In 1912, Ernest Wente convinced his father, 
C.H. Wente to import Chardonnay cuttings 
at their vineyard in Livermore. The result, 
after three decades of hard work, was the 
nation’s first varietally labeled chardonnay, 
a 1936 vintage. But Wente is also among 
2% of California wineries to be a Certified 
California Sustainable Winery, using 
energy and water-efficient techniques to 
produce its wines.  

Today, you can base out of Livermore, 
Danville, Dublin or Pleasanton and visit 
Wente Vineyards, along with more than 
50 other wineries in the Livermore valley. 
Retzlaff Vineyards is a certified organic 
vineyard. And Page Mill Winery is an organic 
winery that uses biodynamic farming to grow 
its grapes, which includes using sheep and 
chickens to control pests and weeds.  

This back-to-the-earth mentality means 
you’ll find an easygoing, unintimidating 

attitude in the valley’s laidback hills braided 
with green rows of grapes. It, along with 
affordable hotels, is what sets the area 
apart from other wine regions of northern 
California. Plus, it’s a short drive into San 
Francisco to see the city’s iconic sites.

Yet, long before vineyards scaled the hills 
and before Prohibition, the area was one 
of the nation’s largest producers of hops. 
Today, craft breweries are sprouting up. 
Explore the region and its beer scene on the 
Tri-Valley Beer Trail, a curated collection 
of exclusive deals and discounts from the 
best breweries, alehouses and taprooms 
that you can tap into on Visit Tri-Valley’s 
website. The Tri-Valley Beer Trail has 19 
stops, strung together across Pleasanton, 
Livermore, Dublin and Danville.

In addition to a wine and beer trail, the 
area also has a caffeine trail with 18 coffee 
shops, tea houses, including Boba Bliss, 
and cafes, along with an ice cream trail 
sprinkled with approximately a dozen 
locally owned ice cream shops.

Head to Meadowlark Dairy, the first 
certified dairy in California, to get seven 

flavors of soft-serve ice cream swirled 
together. Located in historic downtown 
Pleasanton, the longtime dairy has a drive-
up (or walk-up) window. In addition to 
ice cream, it sells butter, milk and cheese. 
“People love it so much they’ll wait in a 
line that goes down the street,” says Robin 
Fahr, Visit Tri-Valley’s vice president of 
marketing. 

Then, head outdoors to Del Valle 
Regional Park to cool off 10 miles south 
of Livermore. Amid oak-covered golden 
hills and the five-mile-long lake, relax 
at a swimming beach, rent a pedal boat, 
canoe or motorboat or spend the night in a 
campground. 

Forgot some items for your road trip to 
Yosemite? Swing by the San Francisco 
Premium Outlets in Livermore. There’s 
a Columbia outlet for those looking for 
outdoor clothing, including raincoats, wind 
layers, base layers and more.

Learn more at VisitTriValley.com.

PHOTO: Del Valle Regional Park (Derek Gaumer 
Photography / Courtesy Visit Tri-Valley)
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Find Western Heritage
By Mikaela Ruland

T ucked along Hwy. 120, Oakdale holds 
its heritage close. From local artisan 

producers and farmers to Western culture, 
this town is a great place to spend some time 
on the way to Yosemite. 

Start your day at Oakdale Cheese, where 
you can take a tour and learn how cheese 
is made, visit a petting zoo and enjoy local 
wine, beer and snacks like charcuterie under 
the sprawling branches of the property’s 
willow trees. Don’t miss the grilled cheese, 
made with award-winning gouda. 

Next up, the small Gold Rush town of 
Knight’s Ferry. Located along the Stanislaus 
River, this historic town is home to a 
beautiful 19th century covered wooden 
bridge. Grab an ice cream at Knight’s Ferry 
Creamery or enjoy lunch and a drink on the 
patio of River’s Edge Bar & Grill overlooking 
the water. If you want to take your visit up 
a notch, book a trip with Sunshine Rafting 
Adventures to experience the town by raft. 

At the end of the day don’t miss winding 
down at one of the town’s three breweries. 

Each has its own distinct vibe. Grains of 
Virtue Brewing Company is located in an 
old movie theater and has high ceilings and 
murals adorning the walls. You’ll find lots 
of creative beers here and monthly comedy 
nights. At Dying Breed Brewing, patrons 
can discover up and coming musicians on 
Friday and Saturday nights. At Last Call 
Brewing Company, experience all that 
downtown Oakdale has to offer and swing 
by for their Tuesday trivia nights.

Learn more at VisitOakdale.com. 
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Tuolumne’s Top 6
More than half of this county—pronounced ’two-all-oh-me’—lies in Yosemite. 

Discover the top six places to visit.
By Tori Peglar

1   Columbia State Historic Park 

See what life was like during the Gold-Rush era when more than $1 
billion was mined in the area between 1850-79. Walk the charming 
streets, ride a stagecoach, browse the 1850s-era shops, dine at a 
restaurant, pan for gold or stay the night at one of two historic hotels. 
Scenes from the TV show Li� le House on the Prairie were fi lmed here. 

2   Jamestown

This quaint historic town is a great place to stop for a meal or stay the 
night, especially if you want to ride a historic train at Railtown 1897 
State Historic Park where a number of Hollywood movies were fi lmed. 
A� erwards, head to Bear Tent Brewing Co., browse shops like Nest & 
Nook, Gold Country Outfi � ers and Tiny Birds Tiny Bees or head to Arthur 
Michael Vineyard & Winery or Gianelli Vineyards’  tasting room nearby. 
The Jamestown Hotel has a restaurant and eight hotel rooms. 

3   Pinecrest

Rent a kayak or a pontoon boat when you stay at Pinecrest Lake 
Resort, a stunning lakeside area o�  Hwy. 108. At night, watch an 
outdoor movie under the stars at the Pinecrest Theater Memorial Day 
through Labor Day. 

4  Apple Orchards

Explore two di� erent apple orchards. At Cover’s Apple Ranch in 
Tuolumne you’ll fi nd family fun from sipping fresh-pressed cider to 
visiting with barnyard animals and hopping on a miniature train for kids. 
At Indigeny Reserve in Sonora, you can sample hard ciders, brandys and 
vodkas in a sustainably built tasting room. Bring a picnic to eat amid 160 
acres of organic apple orchards and hiking trails. 

5  Groveland

Twenty-four miles from Yosemite’s Big Oak Flat Entrance, this historic town 
is fun to stroll. Listen to live music on the outdoor patio of the Groveland 
Hotel or have a drink at the Iron Door Saloon, the oldest continuously 
operating saloon in the state, which opened in 1852. Groveland is the 
largest town between the park entrance and Sonora.

6  Emigrant Wilderness

Hike in solitude at this 113,000-acre wilderness area bordered by Yosemite 
to the south. Filled with placid lakes and gorgeous scenery, you’ll feel like 
you have the Sierra all to yourself. A� erwards head to Inner Sanctum 
Cellars in Sonora for live music and wine tasting or catch a play at the 
Sierra Repertory Theatre. 

Learn more about Tuolumne County at VisitTCToday.com/YosemiteJournal

PHOTOS: Trail Ride, Kennedy Meadows Pack-Station 
(Maddie Maney Photography Courtesy Tuolumne County)
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Avoid Tra�  c When 
Visiting Yosemite
Stay at either lodge to avoid 
the park’s tra�  c and lack of 
parking. At Evergreen, you’re 
close to Hetch Hetchy, the least 
visited park entrance. And at 
Rush Creek, you can leave your 
car behind to really experience 
the park. 

From mid-May through 
September, Rush Creek serves as 
a YARTS stop, the regional public 
bus system, with three trips to 
and from Yosemite Valley daily. 

And if you arrive too late in the 
day to explore the park? Stretch 
your legs on one of Rush Creek’s 
three hiking and biking trails to 
experience the beauty of the area 
from the lodge’s front door.

Unplug and 
Reconnect 
Swim or soak in the lodges’ 
saltwater pools and hot tubs. 
� en, enjoy incredible locally 
sourced food followed by 
free s’mores around an 
outdoor � repit. 

“Our approach to food is 
inspired by a genuine love for 
our surroundings and a desire 
to satisfy hearty appetites 
that are a natural part of a 
Yosemite adventure,” says 
Lee Zimmerman, one of the 
lodge’s owners. Chefs also 
accommodate vegetarian and 
gluten-free patrons. 

At the lodges, you’ll truly enjoy 
what’s absent: there are no TVs 
in the rooms. But there are board 
games and Alexa smart devices 
for streaming music.

See a New Side 
of Yosemite
Spend the day exploring 
Yosemite’s forgotten side. � e 
Hetch Hetchy area’s incredible 
waterfalls and granite domes are 
considered some of Yosemite’s 
best-kept secrets. Evergreen 
Lodge is just one mile from the 
Hetch Hetchy Entrance. 

To see the park from a new 
perspective, book a Yosemite 
Flight Tour through either 
lodge. An o� -duty � re-� ghting 
plane will take you soaring over 
El Capitan, Half Dome and 
Yosemite’s backcountry. 

Both Evergreen and Rush Creek 
o� er guided services, be it hiking 
or touring, or their professional 
guides will o� er you free advice 
on what to explore.

Relax at Rush Creek
Treat yourself to a relaxation day 
at Rush Creek Lodge, starting 
with their new full-service spa 
focused on the natural elements 
that make Yosemite so special: 
water, wood and stone. � ere are 
warm waterfalls to sit under, a 
mineral hot tub, aromatherapy 
and sensory rooms and more.

Flex your creativity with a 
glassblowing class on the Pool 
Bar deck, perfect for adults 
and even kids, ages eight and 
up, where you’ll make a piece 
of glass art to take home. Both 
Rush Creek and Evergreen also 
o� er energy work, massages 
and yoga. Boga board workouts 
take place seasonally at the Rush 
Creek pool. 

Learn more at EvergreenLodge.com and RushCreekLodge.com

A Tale of Two Lodges
Looking to recharge? Stay at Evergreen Lodge just a mile from the park’s Hetch Hetchy Entrance 

or Rush Creek Lodge less than a mile from the Big Oak Flat Entrance.
By Mikaela Ruland and Tori Peglar

Wapama Falls at Hetch 
Hetchy (Kim Carroll 

Photography / Courtesy of 
Rush Creek Lodge)
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For best rates and service: 
209-379-2373  
RushCreekLodge.com  
info@rushcreeklodge.com

For best rates and service: 
209-379-2606  
EvergreenLodge.com  
info@evergreenlodge.com

EVERGREEN LODGE
The Evergreen is a newly expanded historic 
resort with 88 cabins spread throughout 20 
acres of woods, just 1 mile from Yosemite’s 
Hetch Hetchy entrance. 

See for yourself why it’s a Fodor’s Guide 
“Favorite” and why Frommer’s Guide calls it 
“the classic Yosemite experience.”

RUSH CREEK LODGE & SPA
Rush Creek provides a relaxed yet 
sophisticated experience inspired by its  
20-acre hillside setting near the Highway 120 
West entrance to the park. The lodge features 
a tastefully appointed mix of 143 rooms, 
suites and villas, and a new Spa filled with 
amenities reflecting the nature of Yosemite. 

Restaurants • Taverns • Pools & Hot Tubs • Daily Activities 
Guided Tours & Outdoor Adventures • General Stores

EXPLORE YOSEMITE IN STYLE
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By Mikaela Ruland

oday, when the 1% of Yosemite 
visitors who make it through the 
Hetch Hetchy Entrance look out 
at the landscape, they see a vast 

expanse of blue water, ringed by granite 
mountains with waterfalls tumbling down 
their faces. A hundred years ago, however, 
the view looked a little di� erent. 

When naturalist and conservationist John 
Muir � rst visited the valley, he wrote that it 
was “a grand landscape garden, one of Nature’s 
rarest and most precious mountain temples.” 

In Muir’s day, Hetch Hetchy was a wide, 
grassy valley with the Tuolumne River 
winding its way along the � oor. Trees dotted 
the river bank and wildlife was abundant. It 
had been the summer home of the Miwok 
and Paiute people for more than 6,000 years 
and the tribes had periodically burned 
the � oor to maintain the lush meadows. 
It looked a little something like Yosemite 
Valley. Some argue, even more beautiful. 

Muir was one of the strongest voices in the 
lobby to make Yosemite a national park, a 
designation codi� ed by Congress in 1890. 
At this point in history, national parks 
were a newly minted concept and weren’t 
yet regulated. In those days, bears were 
being fed to delight visitors in Yellowstone, 
antiquities were being taken from Mesa 
Verde and San Francisco had its eye on the 
Tuolumne River.  

Damming Hetch Hetchy 

Following the devastating 1906 earthquake 
and the subsequent � res where 80% of the 
city was destroyed, San Francisco’s need for 
a more-robust water source became crystal 
clear. In 1908, the city applied for development 
rights to dam the Tuolumne River at the 
most ideal spot (as far as engineers were 
concerned): the Hetch Hetchy Valley.

� e U-shaped valley with its hard-to-erode 
granite walls and natural narrowing gave 
it the potential to store 117 billion gallons 
of pure Sierra snowmelt. Muir and his 
conservation organization, the Sierra Club, 
fought ardently against the damming of one 
of his favorite spots in the world. 

“Dam Hetch Hetchy?” said Muir. “As well 
dam for water-tanks the people’s cathedrals 
and churches, for no holier temple has ever 
been consecrated by the heart of man.”

� e � ght that’s been credited with starting the 
environmental movement ultimately failed 
when, in 1913, Congress signed the Raker Act 
allowing a single city to dam a river on federal 
land for its individual use. � e O’Shaughnessy 
Dam was completed in 1918 and the valley 
was completely � ooded by 1923. 

� ree years a� er the Raker Act was passed, 
President Wilson signed the National Park 
Service Organic Act giving the newly created 

National Park Service the purpose to conserve 
the parks “by such means as will leave them 
unimpaired for the enjoyment of future 
generations.”

While it was too late for Hetch Hetchy, the 
new act safeguarded other national parks 
from similar fates.  

In the hundred years that have passed since 
the reservoir’s completion, water in the Bay-
Delta (the o�  cial name for the watershed 
encompassing all the rivers that feed into the 
San Francisco Bay from the Sacramento River 
in the north to the San Joaquin River in the 
south) hasn’t lost its controversy. 

� e 2020-22 water years (which ended Sept. 
30, 2022) were the three driest years on 
record for the state of California and the term 
“mega-drought” has become common-place. 
While the dialogue around the West’s water 
wars has been concentrated on the Colorado 
River and the alarming decline of Lake 
Powell and Lake Mead, watersheds across the 
Western United States are feeling the e� ects of 
a rapidly aridifying landscape due to climate 
change. As of October 2022, Hetch Hetchy 
was at 77.5% of its capacity.

The Fight for the Bay-Delta

One example of these controversies is the 
current proposal for the Delta Conveyance 
Project by the California State Water 

One hundred years a� er fl ooding Hetch Hetchy, central California’s water struggles have only intensifi ed.
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View across Hetch Hetchy Valley, from the southwestern end, showing the Tuolumne River flowing through 
the lower portion of the valley prior to damming.  (Wikimedia Commons/Isaiah West Taber)

View of Hetch Hetchy Reservoir after damming.  (Getty Images)

1908: 

2016: 

MyYosemitePark.com         77

YOS2023_RoadTrip_SanFrancisco_09.indd   77YOS2023_RoadTrip_SanFrancisco_09.indd   77 11/1/22   11:23 AM11/1/22   11:23 AM



Project that would build a tunnel diverting 
millions of acre-feet of fresh water from 
the Sacramento River in the north near 
the communities of Clarksburg, Hood 
and Courtland and carry it to the Bethany 
Reservoir, southeast of Stockton.

Two-thirds of the state of California’s water 
originates in the Sierra Nevada mountains 
as snow and � ows through a network of 
rivers, crossing the Bay-Delta through natural 
channels to provide water to California 
residents and farmlands. 

� e main reasoning behind this project, 
according to the California Department 
of Water Resources, is that the current 
system of relying on the natural channels is 
vulnerable to earthquakes and sea level rise. 
� e department is concerned that aging 
infrastructure could pose threats to the 
state’s water system should a natural disaster 
like an earthquake strike, or in the face of 
worsening climate change. 

A tunnel, however, would mean that millions 
of acre-feet of that fresh Sierra Nevada 
snowmelt wouldn’t � ow through the Bay-
Delta.

� e Bay-Delta is a beautiful and complex 
ecosystem with 700 miles of sloughs, 
marshes and waterways which support 
migration, local recreation and is the life-
blood for many communities. 

� e endangered Chinook salmon uses the 
Bay-Delta’s waterways to spawn and migrating 
birds, such as Sandhill Cranes, spend their 
winters in the area. Multi-generational family 
farms rely on the delta to water their crops 
and the waterways and wetlands provide 
recreational opportunities for the area’s 
residents, most of which are minorities. In the 
2020 Census, 72.3% of San Joaquin County 
residents identi� ed as non-white.    

When snowpack is low, which it has been in 
the past few drought-stricken years, water 
� ows are also low. � ese low freshwater 

� ows allow for increased salt water to 
enter and damage or destroy ecosystems. 
� ese low � ows also cause shallower water, 
which warms up faster and causes toxic 
algal blooms which pollute the waterways, 
killing � sh and wildlife and making people 
and pets sick who come into contact with 
the tainted water. A University of Michigan 
study also found that algal blooms can 
enter the air, causing not only water 
pollution but air pollution. 

� e proposed tunnel would only further 
restrict fresh water � ows to the Bay-Delta, 
intensifying the e� ects of climate change.

While water security is a heavy topic to weigh 
against environmental issues, the Sierra Club 
argues that the Delta Conveyance Project 
isn’t just a bad idea for the humans and 
ecosystems of the Bay-Delta. � ey argue that 
it also isn’t a solution to the infrastructure 
problem the area faces which triggered the 
proposal in the � rst place.

“� e project is currently estimated to cost 
$16 billion and we argue that, for this high 
cost of a project, it’s unlikely to deliver what 
it proposes to deliver,” says Sierra Club 
California conservation 
coordinator Molly 
Culton. “It won’t 
be completed 
until 2040 so 
it wouldn’t meet 
our water needs right now and 
it wouldn’t create new water.” 

Instead of the costly project that 
the club argues against, their 
proposed plan includes local and 
regional solutions like stormwater 
capture, groundwater recharge, 
conservation and e�  ciency measures 
and water recycling, as well as funding 
to repair aging infrastructure like levees.  

“� e California State Water Project argues 
that the tunnel will help protect the Project 
from seismic risk, but it’s just one part 

of the Project,” argues Culton. “All the 
other infrastructure isn’t proposed to be 
updated or retro� tted. So there will still be 
weaknesses in the Project.”

As of October 2022, a dra�  Environmental 
Impact Report was out for comment on the 
tunnel. A� er the comment period closes, a 
� nal report will be issued mid-2023 to decide 
the project’s fate. California Representative 
Josh Harder introduced a bill to stop the 
tunnel at the federal level in September 2022.

Other Battles 
in the Water Wars

� e Delta Conveyance Project is just 
one way central California is feeling the 
squeeze when it comes to water. Along the 
Tuolumne River, which is controlled by the 
O’Shaughnessy Dam, the Tuolumne River 
Trust is � ghting for higher in-stream � ows 
to support a struggling ecosystem, including 
dwindling salmon populations. 

In Yosemite an ambitious group, Restore 
Hetch Hetchy, continues John Muir’s � ght 
against the dam and calls for its removal. 

It’s been 100 years and California is no closer 
to solving its water issues. As we look towards 
a future where climate change continues 
to intensify, Sierra Nevada snowpack will 
certainly remain at the heart of water debates 
in central California.

Yosemite’s   Water   Wars

Sandhill Cranes make the Delta their 
home each winter (Bob Wick, BLM)

To learn more about the Delta Conveyance Project and to sign the Sierra Club petition against it if you live in California, visit:
sierraclub.org/california/sf-bay-delta-protection.   
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NorCal Basecamp
By Tori Peglar

H alfway between Yosemite and San 
Francisco sits Modesto—a city 

where fresh food, outdoor adventure and 
delicious almond butter shakes come 
together to create a unique experience. 
Located 90 miles from the Golden Gate 
Bridge, Yosemite Valley and wine country, 
Modesto is the perfect basecamp for your 
next getaway to Northern California.

In town, stop at farm stands like Rodin 
Ranch, Loretelli Farms or Smith Ranch 
and pick up fresh produce and fruit. And 
then there are the gastropubs with spacious 
outdoor seating, like the hip Camp 4 
Wine Café, named a� er Yosemite’s famed 

rock-climbing basecamp, 
and owned by Damon 
Robbins, the son of the late 
legendary Yosemite rock 
climber Royal Robbins. If 
you’re looking for authentic, 
a� ordable Mexican food, head to the 
dozen or so taco trucks at Grub Hubs at 
the corner of 9th and G Streets. 

Visit mid-February to mid-March 
when pink-and-white blossoms blanket 
thousands of almond trees. More than 
75% of the world’s almonds are harvested 
in the Central Valley, and it’s worth seeing 
them in bloom. 

“It’s one of the prettiest things you’ll ever 
see,” says Todd Aaronson, CEO of Modesto 
Convention & Visitors Bureau.

Download an Almond Blossom Cruise map 
and learn more at FillYourPack.com.

Almond fl owers (Depositphotos)

MyYosemitePark.com         79

SAN FRANCISCO LOOP
Yosemite National Park to Modesto

YOS2023_RoadTrip_SanFrancisco_09.indd   79YOS2023_RoadTrip_SanFrancisco_09.indd   79 11/1/22   11:23 AM11/1/22   11:23 AM

pack
F I L L  Y O U R

TOP 5 PARKS
O N  Y O U R  W A Y  T O  C A L I F O R N I A ' S

packpack
F I L L  Y O U R

TOP 5 PARKSTOP 5 PARKSTOP 5 PARKS
O N  Y O U R  W A Y  T O  C A L I F O R N I A ' SO N  Y O U R  W A Y  T O  C A L I F O R N I A ' SO N  Y O U R  W A Y  T O  C A L I F O R N I A ' S

F I L L Y O U R P A C K . C O M

PARTIALS_YOSJ_2023.indd   79PARTIALS_YOSJ_2023.indd   79 11/1/22   3:27 PM11/1/22   3:27 PM


