National Parks of California

By Christopher Oleata

     Car camping is a lot of fun, it gets together people that haven’t seen each other in a long time and brings them to a place of fresh air and big trees. For some, car camping is a way to experience the wilderness, the deep wilderness, without having to put it all on your back and do a hard hike. For others, car camping is for relaxing and getting to know your friends, a new area or a recipe for the BBQ. For me car camping is all these things and more. I like it because you can have all your gear, lots of food and still are able to go on day hikes to mysterious and wonderful places. Right now I am in Northern California, experiencing the wonders of the Cascade Mountain Range camping at Lake Almanore for a family reunion, so I’ll tell you about another well known wonderland that I hope you’ll visit.

     Living in California, I hope you know, there is a great mountain range that crosses the entire center. The Sierra Nevada boasts fifteen peaks over 4,200 meters, numerous big rivers, Giant Sequoia trees, the famed Yosemite Valley, a few small glaciers and the hidden and often forgotten treasures of Kings Canyon.

     Kings Canyon is a series of massive gorges formed thousands of years ago as the ice cap and glaciers melted. The Sierra Nevada Mountains were already there, they were just buried beneath the ice cap and when it melted and slid off the mountains the ice carved great canyons and steep faces off the peaks. This is the magic of Kings Canyon. The canyon is so deep there are sheer granite walls over 1,500 meters high, crested with a forest of pine trees leaning off great cliffs.

     The wonderful thing about the National Park is that you have to drive through another world famous park to get to it. Kings Canyon is in the Southern Sierra, just a little north of Bakersfield and then east. The mountains rise quickly changing from the dusty valley to thick shadowed forest. The first park you come to is Sequoia National Park with the largest trees in the world, some over 5,000 years old. The Kings Highway enters the mountains and curves through many groves of the Giant Sequoia trees. There are great campgrounds near the General Grant Tree and the General Sherman tree. You must stop to take the short walk through these groves. Their size and beauty are indescribable.

     Across the street from one grove, high up in the forest, is a short walk to a viewpoint. It is easy to find, just look at the map the ranger gives you when you enter the park and follow the signs. From the viewpoint you see the forest drop away and sink down into a great gorge shaded and hidden below. This is Kings Canyon, where the mighty Kings River flows off the big peaks and Sierra Crest and flows west. You can see across to the crest and with a good eye pick out Mount Whitney.

     Just after the groves and viewpoint the road drops down and chases the Kings River upstream into the park. After a very narrow entrance through a twisted small canyon with big walls and a raging river the land opens up into the park, the forest and campgrounds of the sanctuary. The walls are so high they often block the sun and you get a chance to relax in the coolness of the forest after the hot drive.

     The campgrounds are in a dense forest and near the wide river. You can go swimming but it is shallow, swift and cold. There are several great waterfalls nearby. Some you can walk to and others are just a short drive away. It is very fun to lie in the pools below Grizzly Falls and feel the spray. If you want to see the big and powerful Mist Falls, you have to take a long fun hike all day to see it.

     Just up from the campgrounds, the road ends and the hiking begins up Kings Canyon towards the High Sierra Backcountry. There are several trails to choose from but the most popular is the Bubbs Creek Trail up Paradise Valley. This is a rough creek cascading down a steep gorge with sheer walls a thousand meters high on both sides. A four-hour walk up Paradise Valley brings you to the amazing and powerful Mist Falls where the river squeezes through a small opening and explodes off a fifty-foot cliff. It is a little dangerous to swim in the water for you can get sucked into the rapids and drown, but if you are careful you can wade in the shallows away from the rapids.

     I don’t know what to say, as my sights are on something new in the Cascades of the north, but to visit Sequoia and Kings Canyon is to enter a dream and a wonderland beyond expression. Read some of John Muir’s books and you’ll begin to understand. If you get the chance, book a site at a campground and go see an ancient and deep gorge and the biggest trees in the world in another of California’s treasures within the Sierra Nevada Mountains.

