Where Should I Camp?

I am most familiar with southern Mono County, the area south of Conway Summit, so my recommendations are based on this.

First, do you have a place you want to be near; the Town of Mammoth Lakes, the June Lake Loop, Lee Vining, Crowley Lake, Rock Creek?  If you are visiting someone staying near one of these areas, that narrows the search down.

Do you want to be near Yosemite, but not quite in the park because of the congestion?

Second, do you have to camp where there are certain services within the campground or near the campground, such as an RV park with full hook-ups, TV, Electricity, etc., or near a hospital, such as the Mammoth Hospital?

Once you have answered these questions, you can make better choices from the many campgrounds available.

Let me give you my recommendations, based on different areas of the county.

Regarding Reservations:  Many of the Forest Service operated campgrounds have reservations available via http://www.recreation.gov/.  The reservation service knows next to nothing about the area and campgrounds, as it is a national service.  They also only reserve a portion of the total number of campsites located in each campground.  The balance of the sites are given out on a first-come, first-served basis.  Also, the companies that manage the campgrounds and determine which sites should be on the reservation program often only give them the sites that do not rent quickly on the first-come, first-served basis.  In other words, the less-than desirable sites; not always the case, but often. 

Mammoth Lakes:


Remote but relatively near the town;

  Red’s Meadow campground, located near the Devil’s Postpile Monument, or Agnew Pass Campground, located ½ way down to the Devil’s Postpile Monument.


Red’s Meadow Campground has a natural hot spring where showers have been built.  It is a small campground, with 52 sites, about 8 designated for tents only.  It is near Mammoth Lakes, within a short drive or bus ride, but remote enough to not have too many people wandering around, such as bus loads of tourists.  There are hiking trails that lead from the campground to great spots, such as Rainbow Falls and Devil’s Postpile.  It is close enough to Red’s Meadow Pack Station to walk there, enjoy a home-cooked meal and buy some groceries (pricey) or rent a horse for a ride.  Lots of trees, grassy areas, great rock formations and views also make this an attractive place.


Agnew Meadow Campground is also located near a pack station, but is more remote because no one seems to use this area, even though it is beautiful.  Very shady with trees, next to the river, and nice wide-open campsites, many fewer than Red’s Meadow.  There are some horse campsites and further up the canyon, there are several small group campsites.  A short walk back out to the road and you are at a bus stop for the mandatory bus to get in and out of the area during the day.


Both of these campgrounds are on a first-come, first-served basis and the Forest Service kiosk at Minaret Summit knows whether or not there are available sites, as they closely monitor all cars going down into the valley to camp.  However, once you are down there, you are only allowed to drive on that road before 7am and after 5pm; the rest of the time, you are required to take the shuttle bus in and out, so plan your shopping and day trips accordingly.


Somewhat near the town of Mammoth Lakes:

  Twin Lakes Campground and Coldwater Campground are in the lakes basin, which is through the town and higher in elevation than the town, about 9000’.  They are both located about 3 miles away, a nice bike ride back into town, as it is all downhill, but a hard ride back.  The advantage is that you can come and go at will; no restrictions.  The disadvantage is that they are generally more crowded.  Both campgrounds do take reservations via http://www.recreation.gov/ website.


Twin Lakes is beautiful, near the lakes (3 small), heavily wooded and has a small store for supplies.  Horseback riding is just up the road, slightly further than walking.  Lots of trees, good fishing, boats available for rent and the campsites are pretty nice.


Coldwater is a short walk from Lake Mary, but has a creek on either side of the campground, with fishing, and is rarely full.  Less traffic through this campground and great hiking trails lead from the upper end.  Lots of trees, the sound of a creek rustling by, lots of animal life…one of my favorites.


Further away from the town but with access:

Sherwin Creek Campground is 2.5 miles outside of town off of a mostly paved road.  Very quiet with nice large campsites.  Lots of trees and fairly close to a stream with fishing.


Very near the Town of Mammoth Lakes:

A real “sleeper” is the Shady Rest Campground.  Sits just off the road and just at the entrance to the town.  Nearly across the street from a McDonalds, which may at first turn people’s heads at how this can be a nice spot.  But, in fact, it is very quiet, secluded, lots of trees, just behind the Forest Service Visitor center, and within walking distance to anything…a real plus.


Near the June Lake Loop:

If you can get into the Silver Lake Campground, and find a spot off to the right and near the lake, it would be your best bet.  Sometimes very hard to get into and/or even get a reservation, but worth the try.  Try to reserve any sites from 9 thru 26.  Trees at this end of the campground, right on the water, secluded sites, and they just installed new bathrooms with showers.  At the time of this writing, the showers were still be connected and the campground will be closed during some of the 2010 season for these improvements.  Just across the street is a horse riding stable and a small country store and café, well known for its breakfasts.  Boat rentals also available on the lake.  Some of the most beautiful scenery you’ll ever see!

Another campground that is a “sleeper” and not well-known is the Reverse Creek Campground.  The entrance is just across the highway from the Gull Lake Campground entrance.  This campground offers 16 sites, but heavily wooded, very quiet and comfortable and an easy walk into the village of June Lake.


Near the town of Lee Vining:

You’ll probably have to drive a couple of miles up the Tioga Pass Highway (the road that leads to Yosemite) to find my best pick for this area.  I like the Aspen Campground, formally called Aspen Grove.  Turn left at the Poole Plant road, make an immediate right, then follow the road for a mile and a half to this campground.  Heavily wooded, sits right on the creek with great fishing, large campsites, quiet and nearby Yosemite and the upper lakes that you find on the way to Yosemite.

A real “sleeper” is Cattleguard Campground, which is an almost hidden road to the left off of the Tioga Pass Highway, but worth the effort to find.  Very small, very quiet, and right on the creek.


Rock Creek Area:

If you’ve read other parts of this site, you’d know that I have a special place in my heart for the French Camp Campground.  Any in reality, it is a great place as its large, next to Rock Creek for good fishing, a short walk from Tom’s Place for food and café, and close enough to Crowley to wander over there and fish.

But the prettier campgrounds are definitely up Rock Creek.  Although the sites seem to be pretty much the same, I would say that East Fork Campground is my favorite, as it is large enough to accommodate lots of campers and yet spread out enough to offer great campsites.  Reservations can be made at the forest service web site listed above.  Lots of trees, next to the creek, close enough to Rock Creek to wander over and do some fishing, and don’t forget the fresh pies at the Rock Creek Lodge Café.


RV Parks offering full hook-ups:

Mammoth Lakes – best bet is the Mammoth Mountain RV Park.  Ask for the left side upon entering, as it is more like camping than the right hand side.  Close to town and yet still in the trees.

June Lake Loop – There are 2 that are very popular, for completely different reasons.  Silver Lake Resort RV Park, located just off Silver Lake, is best situated for close-by fishing in either Rush Creek or Silver Lake.  Sites are pretty close together, but the ownership and management of the facility is one of the nicest, most accommodating and honest in the Sierras, which partially makes up for the close proximity of the RV’s to one another.

Pine Cliff RV Resort, located on the Oh Ridge road and opposite the town of June Lake on June Lake, is a little further from the water’s edge, but is hidden away in the trees.  Some areas of the park are pretty tight, with RV’s very close to one another, but there are pockets that are very nice.  The office has a well stocked store for candy and snacks.

Lee Vining Area – Hands down the Mono Vista Trailer Park, located on the north end of the small town of Lee Vining.  Very accommodating owners and operators and very well maintained facilities.

Rock Creek Area – you’d have to go north to the Crowley lake turn-off on Highway 395 to find any RV park.  But I’d travel a little further north to the McGee Creek turnoff, to find the RV park of the same name.  Do to an ownership change a few years ago, the facilities have improved 10 fold and sites have been added making it a very nice facility.


Want to be way out of the way?

Hartley Springs Campground never has anybody there except for hunting season.

Big Springs Campground has good fishing nearby and is never full.

The Deadman Recreation Area is fantastic for camping without campfires (further up the creek from the established campground) or great and quiet in the developed campground.  All of these areas are great if you have motorcycles and want to ride from your campsite.

