


Opposite: Tioga Lake, still covered with patches of ice. Some years it is still like this in the first week of July
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   t 9,945 ft. this is the highest auto 
pass in California. It also marks the 
entrance of Yosemite National Park. 
On average it is open 166 days a year. 
In Chapter Two I explained why this 
pass is closed for such a long period 
of time and how to find out when it 
opens. 

Often the road towards the park from 
US 395 opens before the section inside 
the Yosemite does. In this chapter we 
visit interesting spots located outside 
the Park itself. In the next chapter we 
explore  the Yosemite High Country 
inside the Park.

From June Lake it is a short drive to 
Tioga Pass. You can either go around 
the loop or straight to the June Lake 
junction and then turn left on US 395, 
which is faster. Fill the tank, if needed. 
After about 10 miles, just before the 
town of Lee Vining is the turnoff for 

and look back east: you can see the 
Mono Craters, Mono Lake and moun-
tains in Nevada in the far distance. 
After one turn to the right you will 
reach Ellery Lake. The road curves 
around Ellery Lake and continues on 
towards the Park. As you drive on you 
will notice a large parking lot on your 
right marked Nunatak Nature Trail. 

This is a great opportunity to stretch 
your legs for 15 minutes by walking 
this trail and look at the  educational 
and informative displays along it. A 
nunatak is an area, like the top of 
Mount Dana, the peak you see on the 
left side of the road, that remained free 
of ice in the midst of the surrounding 
glaciers during the Ice Period. 

A little further up the road there is 
a turnoff to the right. A short paved 
road will lead to a parking lot near a 
bridge across  Mill  Creek. Next to it is 
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Tioga Pass. Turn left onto SR 120, 
the Tioga Road. By now you should 
have seen at least two signs telling you 
whether the pass is open or not. On 
the left side of the road is the Mobil 
station, that doubles as the local gour-
met food attraction: lobster taquitos at 
a gas station! 

After five miles you pass the gate that 
is closed in winter. The next six miles 
you climb 3000 vertical feet, going 
through Lee Vining Canyon. 

Notice how there is nothing growing 
on the right hand side of the road. 
Watch out for rocks! This part of the 
road, called Blue Slide, is dangerous 
during a thunderstorm or heavy rain. 
Do not drive here in severe weather 
conditions. 

The road then curves to the left. There 
are a few pullouts where you can stop 

A



 Tioga Road, east of the pass. This section is called Blue Slide. A 3000 ft. drop in six miles.
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a dirt road, that, when it is open,  can 
take us  to Saddlebag Lake. 

We will come back to this spot but 
first drive to Tioga Pass itself. The road 
curves along the Tioga Pass Resort and 
then opens up for a great view of 
Tioga Lake. It now makes its final 
ascent and as you approach the Park, 
turn around by the upper Tioga Lake 
vista point. We will cover 20 miles of 
the inner part of the Park in the next 
chapter. 

In this chapter I walk you through a 
few areas just outside the Park. The 
walk to Bennettville and the Twenty 
Lakes Area on the other side of 
Saddlebag Lake are some of my all-
time favorites. 

Early on in the season, when Tioga 
Pass is not yet open, but the gate five 
miles from US 395 is, there may be 
nice weather so you can do some of 
the walks described here. The water 
taxi across Saddlebag Lake will not yet 
be available though.

History of Tioga Pass

This should not be a surprise but the 
first road to Tioga Pass was established 
because of mining and the Gold 



    East of the Pass - Memorial Day

Shell Lake, one of the many lakes beyond Bennettville

    Information kiosk - Tioga Overlook- Memorial Day
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Rush, or should I say Silver Rush? In 
1881 the Great Consolidated Silver 
Company was established and they 
built mining camps along what is 
now Tioga Pass: the Tioga Mine and 
Bennettville. This was before Yosemite 
National Park was created. 

     

 
 
 
    

 

A road was needed to reach the mines 
from Big Oak Flat, and became the 
Great Sierra Wagon Trail. When the 
road was completed in 1883, the Tioga 
Mine itself was already closed. 

The word “Tioga” is Iroquois, not 
Paiute,  and means “where it forks”. 
East Coast prospectors probably chose 
this name. The Tioga road is west-east.

For a very long  time there was no  
road from Mono Lake to Tioga Pass.. 
Not until 1909 was there a road 

coming from the east side. It was a 
good road for automobiles, although 
before 1913 no one could legally enter 
Yosemite by car. Once this was legal, 
there was more traffic in the park, cre-
ating a need to widen and reroute the 
Tioga Road. The road, as we know it 
today, was opened on June 24 of 1961.

Bennettville

An adorable walk, with a little bit of 
history to think of, is the walk to 



  Restored building at Bennettville
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Bennettville. You can reach a couple 
of lakes further up the trail. Park  near 
the Junction Meadow Campground, 
which  we mentioned earlier, right 
before the Saddlebag Road. If no spots 
are available, find suitable parking 
along Tioga Road. Do not park at the 
campground. These spaces are for 
paying campers. 

Cross the bridge. You will see a large 
bulletin board  with a map of the area 
and a hiker’s sign-in register (sign in!). 
This is the trail head. The trail will go 
through  switchbacks above the camp-
ground,  take you into a lodge pole 
pine forest and follow Mine Creek. 

Note that all the creeks  encountered 
in this chapter, Mill, Slater, Saddlebag 
and Tioga, eventually merge into Lee 

Vining Creek and that a lot of its water 
will not reach Mono Lake, but: Los 
Angeles. In the next chapter, all the 
bodies of water we encounter  are a 
water source for: San Francisco. What 
a difference a mile makes!

After passing a small gorge where Mill 
Creek turns into a waterfall you will 
reach the site of the old mining town 
of Bennettville. The two buildings 
were restored in 1993 by the Forest 
Service, trying to match the originals 
of around 1880. Just imagine what it 
was like living here in 1881: no real 
road, no real anything, but maybe I 
will find silver tomorrow ?

If you decide to move on, follow the 
trail for another five minutes until 
it forks: swing right. The easy trail, 
following Mill Creek, will take you to 
several lakes: Shell, Mine, Fantail and  
Spuller Lake. Turn around when you 
feel like it - just enjoy the walk and 
the backdrop of Mount Dana on your 
return. 
   
Depending on which time of the year 
you are taking this walk, there may 
be some negotiating between  getting 
your feet wet or climbing on a few 
rocks, to get to the first or second lake, 
but it is mostly fun. All I got out of it 
were wet socks!

Saddlebag Lake and the 
Twenty Lakes Area

I consider this by far the most amazing 
place in the entire Eastern Sierra, if the 
time is right. The road to Saddlebag 
Lake usually opens two weeks after 
Tioga Pass does, but that is just the 
road itself. Then the Saddlebag Lake 
Resort opens a week or two after that. 
Saddlebag Lake has an elevation of 
10,087 ft. To give you an example, 
in 2006 Tioga Pass opened on June 
17, but the road to Saddlebag only 
after 4th of July. The only picture I 
could take was one of the parking lot 
covered with snow. The water taxi was 
still weeks away. Once it is available, it 
operates until September 30th.

Don’t let the words Saddlebag Resort 
fool you: it is a place where you can 
have a burger or a sandwich, pay for 
a spot on the campground and, most 
importantly, buy a ticket for the water 
taxi. 

To get there, from the Junction 
Meadow parking lot off Tioga Road, 
is to take the mostly dirt road for two 
miles to  get to the Resort. Park near 
the Resort or at the overflow parking. 
The superb attraction of the water taxi 
is that you can, for $10, be taken to 



  Wasco Lake - My personal favorite picture of 2006. I sat down on a rock, took another picture: Voila!
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the other side of the lake, tell them 
when you want to be picked up, 
adding some sense of security that 
they might be looking for you if you 
do not show up for the return, and 

cut 45 minutes each way out of your 
hiking time.

You can walk around the lake if the 
taxi is not operating, but the hike and 

the scenery is nothing compared to 
what is waiting for you on the other 
side. This is one of those few locations 
where you can drive to, and water taxi 
to, a beautiful spot that is way above 



The water taxi

  Steelhead Lake - July 18 2005 
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10,000ft. Then you can walk for miles 
with virtually no elevation gain. The 
area on the other side of the lake is 
called the Twenty Lakes Basin The 
best map for this is the (free) menu 
of the Saddlebag Lake Resort and it 
shows you many choices for a great 
hiking experience. I am describing 
only a few.  All these trails are there 
because they are old mining roads.

Twenty Lakes Basin Loop
   
Once you get to the other side of the 
lake, there are, as the name suggests, 
some twenty or so lakes, at a similar 

elevation, 10,300 ft., waiting for your 
enjoyment. If you do not feel like 
hiking five miles at above 10,000 feet, 
I recommend you take the left half of 
the loop, which takes you to Steelhead 
Lake, passing a few lakes on the way. 
Except for the first 20 minutes, the 
trail is mostly flat. 

If you want to hike the entire loop  
I  recommend  a counter-clockwise 
approach. Ask the folks on the water 
taxi about conditions on the trail. 

Plan at least four hours when you 
schedule  your water taxi return time. 

This gives  you plenty of time to stop, 
relax, admire the view and take pic-
tures.

The first half of the loop will take you 
past Hummingbird Lake and then you 
will have to walk down on slate rocks 
for a while from Odell Lake to Helen 
Lake. 

From Helen Lake there is a trail, an 
old mining road of course, going all 
the way down to Lundy Canyon, 
which is almost 2000 ft. lower.  

I would love to do this hike one day 
but this requires, at a minimum, one 
hiking buddy and two cars, as the trail 
head on the other end is more than 20 
miles from Saddlebag. Instead walk 
over the logs crossing the outlet of 
Helen Lake and follow the trail around 
the lake. You will have to walk over a 
ridge, possibly some patches of snow 



Wasco Lake in July of 2005

Tioga Pass                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                47      

(brought your hiking poles?) and then 
you reach Shamrock Lake. 

The view in either direction is mag-
nificent.  And just remember that less 
than two hours ago you were still 
inside your car. Where else in the 
world can you do this?  

The trail goes over one more ridge 
along Excelsior Lake and then takes 
you down to Steelhead Lake, where 
you need to cross its inlet. A possible 
side tour to your right is to the site of 
an old Tungsten Mine. 

The remainder of the loop is easy and 
mostly downhill. You pass Wasco and 
Greenstone Lake back to  Saddlebag to 
catch your water taxi. In the summer 
time, you will find an abundance of 
wildflowers along that section of the 
trail, so if  it is too early for your taxi, 
admire those wildflowers and take lots 
of pictures. Once you get to  the dock 
there will be an abundance of mosqui-
toes so bring insect repellent.

Conness Lake

Along the west side of the loop I just 
described, there are two peaks that 
dominate the landscape: North Peak 
(12,242 ft.) and Mt. Conness (12,590 

ft.) In front of Mt. Conness is Con-
ness Glacier. There are some lakes at 
the bottom of that glacier, surprisingly 
called Conness Lakes. 

Mountain, glacier and lakes are named 
after  John Conness who was an Irish-
born California senator from 1863 
until 1869. 

If you like the Saddlebag water taxi 
and the Twenty Lakes Basin as much 
as I do and want to go back, Conness 
Lake is another four hour gem of a 
walk. It is the only hike in the book 
without a well marked trail.

There are different ways to get to Con-
ness Lake,  one more beautiful than 
the other. Just make sure someone 
knows where you are. I describe the 
most traveled trail here.

Start with the left hand side of the 
loop until you are almost past the first 
lake, Greenstone Lake. Follow the 
trail around the lake and listen to the 
sound of a waterfall, in case you lose 
the trail. After a short cross country 
walk you should pick up a trail that 
goes along a stream, which is  the inlet 
to Greenstone Lake. 



  Twenty Lakes Basin - Topographic map of the region

  Conness Lake
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Once the stream curves you should 
see the waterfall and now you will 
have to walk uphill on granite. This is 
easier than it seems, just pace your-
self because of the altitude. You need 
to get to above the waterfall, which 
will be easy if there are not too many 
patches of snow, or mosquitoes. 

Now you see the stream that feeds the 
waterfall and are in the flat meadow 
with the glacier right in front of you. 
If you walk towards the glacier you 
will reach the first of the Conness 
lakes. The color of its water as almost 
turquoise.

Do not forget to, both on your way up 
and down, stop many times to admire 
the landscape looking towards both 
Steelhead and Saddlebag Lake. Quite 
unique and breathtaking it is. 

A different way, but more of a trial 
and error path is to first walk towards 
Wasco Lake, turn around it counter-
clockwise and then climb the ridge. 

The guy from the water taxi told me 
about it. He does it in 35 minutes. I 
needed three hours as there was more 
error than trial here. But every step, 
every mile, every climb on a rock was 
beautiful and worth it! 



  Conness Lake
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Potter Lake and Cascade Lake

A nice alternative, if there is not much 
time, is the walk to Potter Lake and 
Cascade Lake. Space on the water taxi 

is limited to about a dozen people so 
the return time of your choice may not 
be available. There is a taxi every half 
hour. So if you do not have enough 
time, or do not want to walk around 

Saddlebag Lake, this is the walk to 
take. From the place where the water  
taxi drops you off take the left side 
of the loop. Follow the trail and pass 
Greenstone and Wasco lakes. As you 



    View from Potter Lake - Cascade Lake and North Peak

      Great view from the trail in Slate Creek Valley

 50     California East of Yosemite

approach Steelhead Lake, take the 
narrower trail to the left. It goes slowly 
uphill, then swings left just before the 
lake. After a few switchbacks the trail 
faces the direction you came from. Do 
not continue on it,  as it is another 
trail to Conness Lake. Instead, take the 
path to the right. Potter Lake is right 
there. At the lake you have great views 
of Steelhead Lake and beyond, North 
Peak and Mount Conness. 

Cascade Lake is not far away. You can 
reach it by walking over granite or by 
following the trail on the other side of 
Potter Lake. This trail goes all the way 
to Secret Lake but that would require 
more time.

Slate Creek Valley

There is another great walk in the area.
It is a great choice late in the season 
when there is no water taxi  but the 
road to Saddlebag Lake is still open. 

This hike requires crossing Saddlebag 
Creek. Its difficulty depends on the 
time of year and how much snowfall 
there was that year. I did this one in 
October and had no problem. I also 
was the only person on the trail. To get 
to the trail head, take the road towards 
Saddlebag Lake and turn left at the 

Sawmill Campground parking lot. 
In October the campground itself is 
closed for the season but you can still 
park there and walk into it.

Go straight through the campground. 
Do not get confused by the small trails 
that lead to the campsites, follow the 
main trail. As you leave the campsite it 
climbs and then curves to the left. This 
is where you have to cross Saddlebag 
Creek. When I did so there was even 
a tree across the stream to walk on 
and the runoff of Saddlebag Lake was 
reasonable slow. Once across the creek 

you go through a forest and enter Hall 
Natural Area. It is used for ecological 
research. About twenty minutes later 
you will see the remains of a building 
used for research.

From that point forward you are in 
Slate Creek Valley and you can just 
keep walking until you feel like 
returning to the trail head. You will 
approach Coyote Ridge and can start 
climbing, realizing that there should 
be another way to get to Conness 
Lakes. 



      Great view from the trail in Slate Creek Valley
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Instead you can just relax, enjoy the 
view and the mountain air. Return to 
the campground the same way you 
came. As you drive back towards Lee 

Vining this may be the right opportu-
nity to have a bite to eat at the famous 
Mobil Station. The deli part is actually 
called  The Whoa Nellie Deli and the 

chef calls himself Tioga Toomey. They 
recently changed their menu. It all 
looks “jammie”.
     
        


