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The section of the Great Sierra Wagon Road that is described in this nomination is 
the most pristine of the few remaining sections of the road, known commonly as the 
Old Tioga road. This stretch still contains the fine drywall masonry retaining 
walls and culverts built by the Chinese laborers. Other sections of the road up 
to Tuolumne Meadows are used as access roads into campgrounds and are much more 
heavily traveled and impacted than this section.

The Great Sierra Wagon Road travels in a generally northeasterly direction for 
17-3/4 miles from the western boundary of Yosemite National Park to where it 
approaches tne White Wolf "Campground. " Ttie westernmost 3-3/4 miles of the 
road are paved. Two and a quarter miles beyond where ,the pavement ends, the 
road passes along the sotithern edge of Aspen Valley, site of one of the last three 
private inholdings in Yosemite, and a popular resort before the road was realigned 
in 1937.

The road then enters a densely forested section, following a tributary of the south 
fork of the Tuolumne River, up to the Hardin Lake Campground spur. This past 
section of road is extremely narrow in places and required the construction of 
the many drywall masonry retaining walls, known locally as the "Chinese walls." 
By today's vehicle standards it is strictly a one-lane road to this point. The 
forest cover opens up somewhat for the short distance to the White Wolf Campground 
where pavement begins.

The section of road from Aspen Valley to the White Wolf Campground is closed to 
all but National Park Service vehicular use as a fire road. The section between 
the western boundary and Aspen Valley is open as an access route to property 
owners in the area.

The handcrafted retaining walls and culverts benefit from the lack of vehicles on 
this road. They are the prime value and should probably be recorded, through 
photographs and drawings, as a method of preservation.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Great Sierra Wagon Road is of local significance in engineering,: industry, 
and transportation. The first category relates primarily to the relatively unaltered 
retaining walls (see description), and the additional categories were determined 
because of the road's associative history with silver mining efforts in the region 
and the "opening up" of Yosemite's spectacular high country to the public. The 
Great Sierra Wagon Road was constructed in 1882 by the Great Sierra Silver Mining 
Company for the purpose of transporting supplies to their mine on the summit of 
Tioga Hill (located on the northeast boundary of the park). The road was skill­ 
fully laid out by surveyors H. B. Carpenter and H.P. Medlicott and built under 
the direction of engineer Charles N. Barney. The construction was unusually 
permanent for a mountain road with stone abutted bridges and retaining walls built 
whenever the least necessity dictated. Chinese laborers were used to a large 
extent and paid the impressive sum of $1.20 a day; Caucasians received $1.50j 
the foreman $2.00 per day. According to one report, there were 90 whites and 
250 Chinese; another alludes to 160 Chinese out of 250 laborers. In any event, 
the road, reaching a tdtial length of 56k miles, was completed'in 130 days, .for 
a total cost of $61,095.22 - about $1100 per mile.

The road had barely reached completion when the Great Sierra Mine proved a losing 
venture and was abandoned. Use of the wagon road stopped except for a few intrepid 
travelers. The road remained in a state of neglect for over 30 years, while still 
in private hands. The Government could not meet the price being asked, although 
the Army began agitating to acquire the route shortly after the establishment of 
the national park. The importance of the road was recognized for some time, not 
only as a means of establishing a new route across the Sierra Nevada and opening 
up the northern part of the Yosemite region, but, with the advent of the auto­ 
mobile, it was seen as a link in transcontinental travel. In 1915 the road was 
acquired by Stephen T. Mather, future first Director of the National Park Service, 
and deeded over to the Government. In July of that same year, through the cooper­ 
ation of the U.S. Department of the Interior and the State of California's 
Department of Engineering, the "highway" was opened to motor car travel.

In 1937 the section of road from the western boundary to White Wolf Lodge was 
realigned, bypassing Aspen Valley for a two-lane paved road via Crane Flat, on 
the Big Oak Flat Road. Except for the section leading to the private homes in 
Aspen Valley, this section of the original Great Sierra Wagon Road remains 
relatively unchanged from its earliest days.



IMAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES
Hubbard, Douglass. Ghost Mines of Yosemite, Fresno, Awani Press, c.1958.
Trexler, Kieth, The Tioga Road, Yosemite Nature Notes, special edition. 1961.
Ditton, Richard. Self-guiding Auto Tour of Yosemite National Park, Yosemite Nature Notes,

v. 35:6, June 1956.
DeDecker, Mary. Mines of the Eastern Sierra, Glendale CA. La Siesta Press, 1966. 
Whedon, Hazel. A History of the Roads, Trails, etc. in and near Yosemite Nat'1 Park.

^GEOGRAPHICAL DATA
ACREAGE OF NOMINATED PROPERTY U/A ^7 .-.//.-'-I

UTM REFER

A|l.li
ZONE

ch n 1

ENCES

l2Ui 9l 61 "5
EASTING

I2l5.4l8i 7

i» d (A ii 19 »n|^|
NORTHING 

jj killSiSla!

n.nJ

OiQl

L934 Uiiivb!

•^"A-, /

Bh.ll 
ZONE 

Oil .1 |

'.LoJ-Ly uL ouuulit;i.ii G a. 1 Hum la..

97. V/-; 

1 2 1 5 /2'| 9i 5i o) "|& 1 1 1 R i Q I fii SL nl
EASTING NORTHING

1 1 1 c -'c 1 • f- /* r\ • - i / i-^ •• ^r\ - /> I r\ ^121 5i 51 61 61 01 14 il 18181 9i IiJ
VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

The road is described in the description section: the UTM references were determined 
with a buffer of 25 ft. out from the crown of the road on either side.

(UTM points continued on additional sheet)
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