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Thanks to Dr. Greg Graves, Professor Randy Bergstrom, and Professor
Stephan Miescher for their guidance through this project. Most importantly
to my parents for their support and for giving me their love of the outdoors.

Everybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play in and pray in,
where nature may heal and give strength to body and soul alike.

John Muir, The Yosemite (1912), page 256.

Cover photo: John Muir circa 1890, Sierra Club John Muir Exhibit



R oM B e e i

TABLE OF CONTENTS

TIRTOAUCTIONE . ¢ s« s swmms s sromeis & ssssrmcn s » siumes 3 sosomre 3 3 Soaiks s xasmsuse & s febisie 8 § @oehdios & o wnmms o & 1-8

Section One: John Muir’s Environmental Advocacy Conversion............ 8-22

Section Two: Close of the Frontier and Changing Perceptions of Wilderness
.................................................................................... 22 -37

SPBLENL. . ..eov o o s ccwers e woxwmm w s wmsarin o 0 smcisios 5 $5655 § 308.8 § 39705 & EEWERLEE 37-43
Final Notes: America’s Natural Landscape Redefined.......... 43 - 48
Bibliography.......cccoiiiiiiiiii i 49 - 51



N . E——— R R R R RO R R R R RN

John Muir’s Growing Beard: The Impact of Yosemite National Park on
America’s Natural Landscape

Yosemite National Park in the California Sierra Nevada Mountain range is
considered one of the world’s natural wonders. Massive granite walls surround a
picturesque valley. Yosemite Falls plunges into the Valley floor from 2,425 feet above.'
Giant rocks like Half-Dome and El Capitan soar into the sky and are favorites of every
visitor. Winter brings snow to the Valley and peaks. Spring temperatures melt the snow
and the Merced River and surrounding waterfalls spew water. Summer months bring
throngs of visitors who enjoy hiking in the sunshine. Fall colors the Valley with intense
oranges and reds. Anytime of the year, it is gorgeous to visit the glorious Yosemite
Valley. No visitor leaves the Valley without questioning how something so magnificent
on such a grand scale could be formed.

Millions come to Yosemite every year. In 2005, 3.38 million people traveled to
the spectacular Yosemite Valley.” Yosemite National Park offers a wide host of
activities. Visitors may hike, swim, climb, backpack, horseback ride, ski, snowshoe, and
camp. Yosemite offers fun recreation for families and individuals from California and
from around the world. Legends of Yosemite’s natural beauty and grand scale invite
visitors to go on a pilgrimage like experience. John Muir is largely responsible for our
enthusiasm about Yosemite’s natural beauty. Muir’s articles and speeches about
Yosemite’s natural wonders generated vast public support in 1905. Preservation of

Yosemite helped to found Yosemite National Park in 1890,

Yosemlte National Park, www.nps.gov, viewed November 12, 2006.
? Mark Grossi, “Yosemite Visitors Count,” Fresno Bee, January 13, 2006.



Fig 1.: Tunnel View at Yosemite National Park. El Capitan to the left, Bridalveil Falls to
the right, and Half Dome in the distance.

In 1864, Abraham Lincoln granted the Yosemite Valley to the state of California.
Yosemite was then designated a California State Park. The boundaries of the park were
limited to only the Valley floor and the Mariposa Groves. The surrounding wilderness
was left unprotected. Squatters, logging, and sheep grazing left lasting scars on the
protected valley and most apparently on the surrounding areas.

John Muir entered the Yosemite Valley in 1868 and continued to live amongst
the trees for most of the next ten years.” Muir witnessed the degradation and

transformation of the Valley as it became spoiled by the invasion of western civilization.

* Gretel Ehrlich, John Muir: Nature’s Visionary, (Washington, D.C.: National
Geographic, 2000), vi.
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Muir was determined to protect the Valley as well as Yosemite’s outlying wilderness
areas from further destruction. In 1890, Muir wrote articles for Century magazine
entitled “The Treasures of Yosemite” and “Features of the Proposed Yosemite National
Park” in order to generate public support for the preservation of Yosemite. By 1890,
Muir and his colleague Robert Underwood Johnson convinced Congress to pass the
Yosemite General Grant National Park Act establishing Yosemite as a protected National
Park.

Scholarship on John Muir has focused on two aspects of his life as described by
Leroy Radanovich,

John Muir spent a good deal of his life bringing protection to the Sierra.

Unfortunately, Muir’s influence failed to stop the Hetch Hetchy dam

project.’
By the time of Muir’s death in 1914, Muir was well aware that his efforts to stop Hetch
Hetchy dam from being built in Yosemite National Park had failed. Muir described
Hetch Hetchy Valley as being second in beauty only to the Yosemite Valley. Hetch
Hetchy lies within the boundaries of Yosemite National Park but was nonetheless
dammed and flooded in order to create a water supply for San Francisco following the
1906 earthquake. To this day, Hetch Hetchy dam remains a controversial issue, as many
people would like to see the dam destroyed and the valley restored. Muir should not be
merely remembered for failing to save the Hetch Hetchy Valley, but instead his crucial

influence in the creation of Yosemite National Park deserves greater attention. Losing

part of the park to flooding was an abomination to Muir, but the existence of Yosemite

% Leroy Radanovich, Images of America Yosemite National Park and Vicinity
(Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 2006), 91.
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National Park preserved a great wilderness area and set the precedent for the preservation
of additional wilderness within the United States.

John Muir’s role in the creation of Yosemite National Park was key to the
transformation of the American wilderness identity. Americans historically viewed
wilderness for most of the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries as a dark and evil
place. American thought on “wild lands” traditionally held that wilderness was a fearful
space that needed to be transformed into civilization. Manifest destiny was a wide held
belief in the nineteenth century. Americans believed it was their God given responsibility
to spread across the North American continent bringing civilization and Christianity to
the U.S. frontier. The painting American Progress famously depicts Columbia as a
personification of the United States. Columbia bringing light to the dark frontier, extends
telegraph lines across the continent and leads pioneers and railways while driving out
Native Americans and wild animals. This painting exemplifies the duties of Americans

to spread the Republic, build a democracy, and remake the world in the image of the
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Fig 2.: American Progress, by John Gast, 1872. This image of US westward expansion
sounded progress to many Americans. Preservationists fought to protect the wilderness
of the West as the frontier came to a close at the end of the nineteenth century.

United States.

Development of the West also served as a safety valve for a rapidly expanding
East. This safety valve allowed for masses of migrants to live on cheap land and provided
cheap resources for the East. In 1875, an article entitled, “Our National Resources,”
appeared in the in The Saturday Evening Post. Championing the exploitation of Western
resources, this article declared, “We have a land capable of supporting three thousand six
hundred millions of people — feeding them, clothing them, sheltering them.” Meanwhile,
“the great railroads,” would transport the newly acquired resources and, “bring the
harvests of the West down to our (Eastern) seaboards.” The transcontinental railroads
shipped timber, coal, silver, and gold, as well as agricultural products from the West to
industries and the cities of the East. The Saturday Evening Post cried, “What populations,
what enterprises, what wealth, what civilization you might argue from the coal-fields!”
The idea of manifest destiny was being circulated among Americans while the resources
of the West were being exploited. This American perception of wilderness only changed
in the late nineteenth century with Frederick Jackson’s famous proclamation about the
closing of the frontier. Now, wilderness became an important part of America’s
reformulated national identity. Muir’s time spent in Yosemite and his campaigns to
preserve Yosemite were essential to this transformation in the American understanding of

natural landscapes.



Alfred Runte’s National Parks The American Experience and Roderick Nash’s
Wilderness and the American Mind have influenced my thoughts regarding Muir and
Yosemite National Park. Runte’s work emphasizes the role of the National Park Service
in the shaping of the American landscape. Runte argues that the National Park idea was
the response to America’s need to assert its wilderness as part of its cultural identity.s I
argue that Yosemite National Park was key to the transformation formation of the
American wilderness identity. Like Runte, Nash’s study has also made a large impact on
the aims of my research. Wilderness and the American Mind explains the evolution of
American’s thoughts about wilderness since the first European settlement of the New
World. Nash’s argument that wilderness has tremendous value for Americans parallels
Muir’s ideals of preservation. Nash’s explanations about different views of wilderness in
American thought is essential to understand where Muir’s role in the creation of
Yosemite National Park fits into the broader American natural landscape.

In using interpretation proposed by Runte and Nash, this project differs from the
way scholars have typically looked at Muir’s influence on the American natural
landscape. Most scholars, such as Frederick Turner, have focused on Muir’s work in
fighting to preserve the Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park from damming.
Muir was unable to prevent Hetch Hetchy Valley from flooding and Yosemite National
Park was damaged forever. Although this is an important turning point in early twentieth
century American environmentalism, I argue it is not as significant as the creation of
Yosemite National Park. Even though Muir was unable to save Hetch Hetchy from

damming under the protection of Yosemite’s National Park status, the presence of

5 Alfred Runte, National Parks The American Experience, Third Edition, (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 11.
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Yosemite National Park has had a lasting impact on the American landscape. This
project stresses the impact of Yosemite National Park on the American natural landscape
rather than the lasting effects of the Hetch Hetchy controversy.

In order to understand the origins of wilderness key to America’s national
identity, one must understand John Muir’s accomplishments. The first section of this
project highlights Muir’s conversion process in Yosemite becoming an environmental
advocate. Yosemite National Park would not have been created had it not been for John
Muir’s efforts. Muir’s memoirs such as The Yosemite and The Life and Letters of John
Muir provoke insight into Muir’s conversion process. Muir’s writings created boosterism
for national parks. “The Treasures of Yosemite” and “Features of the Proposed Yosemite
National Park” in Century magazine in 1890 and “The Glacier Meadows of Yosemite,”
published in 1879, in the Scribner’s Monthly, used Romantic literary prose as a tool to
attract readers to the rare beauty of Yosemite in order to inspire them to want its
preservation.

The next section, addresses the transition of Yosemite from a state to national
park and the impact this transformation had on the way Americans viewed wilderness. I

use periodicals such as the Sacramento Bee, San Francisco Chronicle, and Los Angeles

Times, as well as the New York Times to gain local and national perspectives about
public land use.

After the second section, I address the lasting impact of Yosemite National Park
on the American natural landscape. This includes large wilderness areas preserved by
President Theodore Roosevelt and the passage of the 1906 Antiquities Act. Alpine Clubs

sprouted up all over the nation and the sport of mountaineering emerged as Americans
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became more interested in the outdoors. Additionally, I posit the preservation success of
Yosemite as a powerful tool for groups like the Sierra Club to fight against environmental
conservationists in the pitched preservation v. conservation battles of the early twentieth
century. Finally, I deem the birth of the National Park Service in 1916 as tantamount to
the efforts of preservationists to expand access to the national parks by linking up with
transcontinental railroads.

The transformation of Yosemite from unprotected and degraded wilderness to the
national treasure millions of Americans visit every year was a long and difficult process.
Yosemite National Park created the spark necessary to shape the debate over public land
use in the early twentieth century. The life work of John Muir was to preserve this
amazing American landscape so that posterity may enjoy it in an unspoiled condition
forever. In order to understand the lasting impact of Yosemite on the American natural

landscape one must understand the ideologies and motives behind its famous advocate,

John Muir.

Section One: John Muir’s Environmental Advocacy Conversion

John Muir is responsible for creating the national fervor necessary for
preservation of wilderness areas traditionally thought to be valuable only if cultivated and
civilized by society. Muir’s lifelong writings stressed the intrinsic value unspoiled nature
held for American society. President Theodore Roosevelt commented after camping with
Muir in Yosemite,

Not only is (Muir) the author to whom all men turn when they think of the
Sierras and Northern glaciers... but he was also... a man able to influence



contemporary thought and action on the subjects which he had devoted his
life.®

Fig 3.: John Muir, (early twentieth century). Muir the father of the preservation
movement sits pondering the Sierra landscape at Mirror Lake in Yosemite.

Early in life, Muir was a successful inventor and craftsmen, but after a terrifying
industrial accident that nearly left him blind, Muir decided to pursue his greatest interest,
the American wilderness. While recovering from his accident Muir wrote to his lifelong
mentor Jeanne Carr, “I am going to spend my life studying the works of God in nature.”’

In 1867 Muir embarked on a 1000-mile botany walk from Indiana to Florida with the

¢ John Muir, The Yosemite, quote by Theodore Roosevelt, (1892; reprint San Francisco,
CA.: Sierra Club Books, 1988), cover photograph.

7 Bonnie Gisel, Kindred and Related Spirits, (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press,
2001), 4.
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goal only of exploring “any wilderness southward.”® Muir was interested in continuing

l his trip to South America, but contracted malaria in the Florida swamps and was forced to
recover in Cuba.® Upon regaining his strength, Muir decided to sail from Cuba to
Panama and from Panama to San Francisco where he wished to see the Yosemite Valley
he had heard about while at the University of Wisconsin. In 1868, Muir arrived in San

Francisco by Panama steamer.’

Legend has it that upon arriving in San Francisco, Muir inquired from a stranger

on the street about the nearest way out of town. The stranger asked, “But where do you
want to g0?” Muir responded, “To any place that is wild.”'® This began Muir’s ten year
long odyssey in the Yosemite wilderness and the beginnings of a relationship with the
Sierra landscape that would transform the way Americans perceived wilderness.

Muir’s entrance to the Yosemite Valley in 1868 was marked by his extreme
enthusiasm and exuberance for its natural beauty. Muir described the Yosemite Valley’s
“striking and sublime features on the grandest scale.”'' Muir was overcome by the size
of the rocks surrounding the valley, stating the mountains were so,

Sheer...and so completely and harmoniously arranged on a level floor,

that the Valley comprehensively seen, looks like an immense hall or
temple lighted from above. '

Muir’s initiation to the Yosemite Valley was a sort of conversion process. Muir

learned about the transcendental teachings of Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo

® William Frederic Bade, The Life and Letters of John Muir, (New York: AMS Press,
1923), 156.

® Ibid, 173.

? John Muir, The Yosemite, 4.
19 Ibid.

" bid., 7.

2 1bid., 8.
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Emerson while at the University of Wisconsin. He had also completed a long botanizing
adventure. But it is during Muir’s initial entrance to the Valley that his interest in
everything about nature became his life’s ambition. His biographer, Frederick Turner
notes that Muir’s conversion to environmental advocate at the age of thirty gave his life
meaning. Muir confessed that so far his life would be described as one lived by a “tramp”
wandering from wilderness to wilderness, with limited accomplishment. Entering the
Yosemite Valley, Muir decided the only thing he believed he would enjoy doing would
be to “preach Nature like an apostle.”’* In Yosemite, Muir discovered that he did not
have to live under the modern constraints of the world and was free to botanize and
theorize about Yosemite’s geological formation.'*

In his 1912 memoir, The Yosemite, Muir remarked that by 1868 the Sierra
wilderness, had not yet been scarred by cattle and cultivation."> Muir’s entrance into this
m(;stly unspoiled wilderness contrasted sharply with his employment as a shepard that led
him to the valley. Muir’s employment during his initiation to the Yosemite Valley as a
shepard marked his transformation from his agricultural roots as a Wisconsin farm boy to
holding staunch hatred of the effects of cultivation and grazing on the Yosemite
wilderness. Muir became disgusted by the business of sheep herding because of the

damage sheep had done to the meadows of the Yosemite Valley.'® Muir wanted more

" Frederick Turner, John Muir: Rediscovering America, (Cambridge, MA: Viking
Penguin, 1985), 166.

" Ibid.

5 John Muir, The Yosemite, 4.

' Turner, 182.
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from life than to lead the life of a shepard. He believed this vocation would lead him to

become stagnant, or as he described of other sheepherders, “sheepish.”!”

Muir took a job at a sawmill in the Valley cutting lumber from only fallen trees
allowing him to spend most of his days hiking and to spend winter in the Yosemite
Valley."® By 1871, Muir’s nature saunterings and knowledge of the Valley made him a
sort of Yosemite celebrity as visitors yearned for his knowledge of the landscape.'® Muir
became so famous within Yosemite that when in 1871, Ralph Waldo Emerson visited
Yosemite he sought to speak with this “John of the Mountains”."’

Although Muir a self-proclaimed tramp had little money, and was half the age of
Emerson he described the experience of wandering the Mariposa Groves as if they were
true brethren.! Emerson would live only another ten years, but managed to form a
relationship with Muir in which the two shared ideas and writings. Correspondence with
the famous Boston intellectual gave credence to Muir’s lifestyle and influenced his
intellectual formation. In a letter to Muir, Emerson expressed,

I have everywhere testified to my friends, who should also be yours, my

happiness in finding you — the right man in the right place... you were to

bring ripe fruits so rare and precious into waiting society.*

Emerson had been a founding father of Transcendentalism, but Muir was leading a truly

transcendental life. Emerson invited Muir to move into his home in Cambridge,

Massachusetts but Muir declined favoring his home in Yosemite.” This friendship threw

7 Turner, 168.
18 Bade, 207.
1% Bade, 241.
19 Bade, 252.
2! Bade, 258.
22 Bade, 259.
23 Bade, 261.







{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}



