Treacherous Trails
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Yosemite National Park, CA –  14 people have died so far this year (first 8 months) in this park.  Most were entirely unnecessary deaths.  Although the numbers are higher than normal, deaths here are not uncommon.  From 2006-10, 38 people died from accidents, and over 1200 had to be rescued by park rangers at a cost of over $3 million.  It is not a place to be underestimated in terms of danger.
Many of the deaths have taken place in the raging waters of Yosemite’s rivers and spectacular waterfalls.  Due to unusually heavy winter snowfalls, the water pouring over the waterfalls and down rock strewn rivers here has been at near-record levels.  For example, the water flowing over Vernal Falls is sufficient to fill a large gasoline truck every 4 seconds!  These are truly hydraulic wonders, with the power to sweep away virtually anything in a second.

In spite of the obvious dangers around these rivers and falls, each year overly adventurous – some would say insanely foolish – visitors choose to ignore warning signs, guard rails, and even metal barricades to venture in or near the rapidly flowing water.  Sometimes, as was the case recently here at Vernal Falls, the motive of a young woman in a church group from central California was to get a better photograph.  She slipped on a rock, went into the river, and was swept over the falls to her death. As of a month later, her body was still not recovered.  Even more tragically, two other members of her group also fell into the water and to their deaths attempting to rescue her.  Only one of these bodies has been recovered.

Just two weeks later, a female hiker was descending the popular, but dangerous, Half Dome mountain, a sheer 2000-foot cliff cut by Ice Age glaciers (as was much of Yosemite’s cliffs) when she slipped in a thunderstorm on the wet rock and plummeted to her death on the rocks below.  Although there are cables on the rocks to assist climbers, for some unknown reason, she still fell.  

Of course, every piece of literature provided to visitors explicitly warns of the dangers in the park.  In the case of the hiking map, the section on Half Dome specifically warns:  DO NOT BEGIN THIS TRAIL if there is any chance of rain (moisture makes the granite too slick for safety.”  The park brochure handed out by rangers as one enters the park is entitled “Wild Yosemite.”  It lists 5 specific dangers, including bears and mountain lions, but the first states, “Rivers and waterfalls are beautiful but treacherous, especially in the spring and early summer high water.  Be alert for undercut banks and slippery rocks.  Fast currents and cold water are a deadly combination.”
Unfortunately no amount of warning can trump the stupidity of a small minority of the 4 million annual visitors.  Most folks enter the park (which is insanely crowded during the summer with visitors not only from North American, but all over the world) and have a wonderful visit.  A few choose to ignore the warnings or to attempt to push the limits.  For example, we rode one of the park’s shuttle busses to the trail to Mirror Lake.  It is formed in a broad spot on Tenaya Creek.  The lake is shallow, but has very cold, and fast moving water.  Most visitors choose to take off their shoes and wade a few feet into calm pools to enjoy a break from the hot afternoon sun.  However, a couple, apparently in their 30’s stripped off their outer clothing and, in their underwear, swam into the lake/creek to a large (maybe 12 foot high) rock in the middle.  After climbing up the rock, the man decided to dive into the water below, even though it was obviously quite shallow.  To our collective relief, he executed a very nice shallow dive and survived.   Then the woman (who was interestingly attractive in her wet underwear) also dove into the water.  Again, she also survived.  These two could easily have been deaths 15 and 16 for the summer in Yosemite.
If you do happen to visit Yosemite, just keep in mind that it is literally a walk on the wild side!
I thought you might like to know.
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