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  INTRODUCTION




  When first-time visitors enter Yosemite National Park, they sometimes ask the rangers at the gateway booths to recommend an experience that will put the park in perspective. In response, rangers often recommend an overlook only a few miles from the park’s western entrance. It offers a sweeping view of Yosemite Valley out toward El Capitan and beyond, and most find it so breathtaking that they cannot find words to describe what they are seeing. They invariably pull out their cameras, hoping that pictures may succeed where language is likely to fail. Probably it never occurs to them that by taking a picture they are preserving a view of Yosemite that is essentially unique. What they see today will look just a little different tomorrow. What they see tomorrow will have changed by the time the next day comes.




  Nearly everyone who gazes out over the Yosemite Valley imagines that it is eternal. They believe that the valley has always looked much the way it does today and that if a reasonably determined effort is made to protect this national treasure, then it will never change. Certainly, there is much that has been and is yet to be done to preserve the beauty and natural integrity of this extraordinary place, but the notion that Yosemite is unchanging is completely mistaken. There is nothing static about Yosemite. It is a creation of nature and every bit as dynamic as nature herself. The only constant in Yosemite is change.




  Yosemite did not begin as a canyon or even a river valley. It was born at the bottom of a primeval ocean a billion years ago or more. The land that is now Yosemite was lifted up when the floor of the Pacific began to push beneath North America, forming mighty mountain ranges, among them the California Sierra. And no sooner had the mountains begun to grow than rain, wind, and erosion began to tear them down again. As part of this process, the Merced and Tuolomne Rivers formed, cutting down into the Sierra granite. During the Ice Ages, these valleys were deepened and widened by the grinding action of ice sheets more than a mile thick. When the ice melted about 10,000 years ago, it left behind the spectacular canyons known to us today as the Yosemite Valley and Hetch Hetchy.




  These transformations took place over a vast time span that may seem nearly infinite to a human being. It may take millions of years to create a canyon, but it takes only eighty years or so to live a human life. So compared to the processes of geology, our lives are hurried. People measure time in seconds, minutes, hours, days, years, or decades, and the changes we bring to a landscape take place over similarly short time periods. This explains why the pace of change in Yosemite increased drastically once people came onto the scene.




  The first humans arrived in Yosemite a few thousand years ago. They were Native American peoples such as the Miwok, who lived mostly in harmony with their natural surroundings. However, neither the Miwok nor other Native American tribes who frequented the area left the land untouched. Often, they set fires to clear away forests and create open meadows to increase the population of game and improve hunting. They also planted crops and cut trees to build shelters or to burn in their campfires.




  The pace of change increased yet again when people of European ancestry started filtering into the Sierra during the nineteenth century. The first such visitors to the Yosemite region are believed to have accompanied the famous trapper and mountain man Joseph Walker when he explored the area in 1833. Walker and members of his expedition are said to have stood atop a lofty cliff and peered down into a great Sierra chasm. This may or may not have been Yosemite Valley or the nearby canyon of Hetch Hetchy.




  Walker and his companions could not find a way to climb down onto the floor of valley he described in his journals. Less than twenty years later, the armed troopers of the Mariposa Battalion had far less trouble finding their way into Yosemite Valley when they became its first official visitors. The battalion was not sent to explore Yosemite Valley, but rather to invade the homeland of the troublesome Ahwahneechee Miwoks and drive them out. Having completed their violent mission, however, they briefly surveyed the valley and were stunned by the grandeur of its scenery. The stories they told once they returned to the more settled parts of California generated an avalanche of interest in Yosemite, which soon came to be regarded as a land of stupendous natural wonders. And indeed it was. Yosemite had giant trees, mile-high cliffs, and waterfalls that plunged more than half a mile.




  The big trees especially would fire the imagination of the public. Interest in these giant sequoias was so great that even as the Civil War raged in the East, Abraham Lincoln signed papers establishing a federal grant to protect them and the magnificent scenery that surrounded them. The grant, established in 1864, planted the seed from which one of America’s most popular national parks would grow.




  In the early days of the grant, when Yosemite was operated as a California state park, only a handful of visitors were able to make the arduous journey into Yosemite Valley and the nearby giant sequoia groves. Over time, a few rustic hotels were built and a few crude dirt roads opened to make access easier for horses, wagons, and tourists. Yet even after Yosemite was made a national park in 1890, visitors were still not flooding its roads and hostelries. Modern tourism was slow in coming to Yosemite, but by the twentieth century it had arrived. The first car—a version of the Stanley Steamer—chugged into Yosemite in 1900, the first airplane landed here in 1919, and the first truly modern hotel—the Ahwahnee—opened in 1927.




  The park hosted its first visit by a U.S. President when Theodore Roosevelt spent four days here in 1903. Roosevelt did not stay in a swank hotel, but rather slept out under the stars with his guide, the noted conservationist John Muir. The experience made a powerful impression on the “Bull Moose” president and gave the cause of conservation a tremendous boost. Roosevelt would later sign legislation creating five more national parks and providing federal protection for millions of wild acres.




  Roosevelt would not be the only president to see the park. John F. Kennedy visited the Ahwahnee in 1962 and brought the White House telephone switchboard with him! It is said by some that Kennedy’s ghost still occasionally settles into a rocking chair at the hotel, producing nocturnal squeaks that cannot necessarily be explained as loose floorboards or creaky ceiling beams.




  Yosemite is haunted by the memories of many other famous people—conservationists like Muir, scientists like Josiah Whitney, promoters like Oliver Lippincott, or nature photographers like Ansel Adams. It is probably safe to say that each has made an indelible impression on Yosemite while gaining something invaluable from it. However, the visitors who have brought the biggest changes to Yosemite are not presidents, intellectuals, artists, or celebrities of any stripe. They are average visitors who stream into Yosemite winter, summer, spring, and fall to behold the wonders that have captivated generations of Americans.




  Approximately four million people visit the park each year. On an ordinary summer weekend the number of visitors in Yosemite Valley, once home to no more than a few dozen Native Americans, can reach 10,000 or more and rival the population of a small city. With all those people on hand, a lot of things are likely to happen, some delightful, some terrible, some fascinating, and some tragic.




  In a nature park with so many high elevations, so many narrow trails, and so much winter ice and snow, accidents are common. A considerable number of people have been swept over waterfalls or slipped on loose rock and fallen over cliffs. There have been fatal plane crashes and deadly traffic accidents. There have been a number of murders in Yosemite and quite a few suicides as well. And there have been an extraordinarily large number of disappearances. Sometimes in Yosemite hikers wave goodbye to their friends, head off down a trail, and simply vanish. Rangers search for them but never find a trace.




  But most of the people who visit Yosemite don’t get lost, at least not permanently. In fact, they may very well find something they’ve lost in the rush of their day-to-day lives back in more civilized places—themselves. Yosemite is a mirror capable of reminding us of our humanity and of our close ties to nature. It performs this miracle countless times each day in each and every tourist season.




  As you’ll discover as you read the following chapters, Yosemite is a priceless monument to glories of granite, water, and life, but it is by no means unchanging. A lot happens in Yosemite, some of it for better and some for worse. And in each story that is told concerning this grandest of all American national parks is a hint of the lessons and wisdom that can only be learned from nature.




  
PARADISE SCULPTED BY ICE



1,000,000 B.C.





  Nobody knows exactly when it began, but about a million years ago the Yosemite area, along with vast stretches of North America, was hit by what scientists describe as a “snow blitz.” The northern half of the continent grew colder, and so much snow fell during the winter that the sun could not melt it all before the end of summer. Over the years, the snow accumulated to great depths until it had buried the Yosemite region under a mountain of ice more than a mile thick. Inevitably, the ice sheet began to move, and mighty glaciers cut deep into the underlying rock. In time, the ice carved out the valley we see today, giving it the characteristic U-shape of a typical glacial valley.




  Little else concerning Yosemite and its spectacular scenery could rightly be described as typical. There is no other place like it on earth. To make this clear to first-time visitors, Yosemite National Park rangers often send them to the Wawona Tunnel Overlook on Highway 41 only a few miles from the western park entrance. It’s a great spot to take photographs, and plenty of people—droves of them, in fact—do just that. Others are too astounded by the view to use their cameras. They stand and stare with their mouths open as if they are about to recite a poem or deliver a philosophical speech on the marvels of nature, but most of the time, they say nothing. Indeed, is there any suitable thing that could be said? The view of Yosemite Valley from this place defies description. It cannot be put into words or, for that matter, captured on film unless, of course, your name happens to be Ansel Adams.




  The Wawona Tunnel Overlook doubles as the trailhead for the steep hike up to Inspiration Point, but the less poetically named overlook provides inspiration enough for most. Mixed in with the inspiring view and the feeling of elation it engenders is a yearning desire to answer a single, simple but profound question. What great hand could have created all this beauty?




  Scientists have a word for that hand. They call it geology. The slow geological processes that created Yosemite began long before the Ice Ages. In fact, the colorful rocks seen along the walls of the Yosemite Valley were deposited in sedimentary layers on a primordial seabed between 500 million and a billion years ago. The entire Sierra region, including Yosemite, was covered by an ocean at this time. Eventually, extreme pressures compressed the sediment into dense rock. Then, about 100 million years ago, the Pacific continental plate began to slip beneath North America, lifting the entire Sierra region and forming mountains. At the same time molten rock under the region began to solidify, creating huge blocks of granite. Today, one of those blocks stands guard at the western end of the Yosemite Valley and is so impressive it has been given a name. They call it El Capitan.




  Originally, the land destined to become Yosemite National Park was made up of low, rolling hills and quiet streams, including the Merced River. The Merced is an old river, so old, in fact, that dinosaurs may once have relied on its slow-moving waters to ease their thirst. In time, however, the character of the once gentle Merced would change dramatically. As the Sierra Nevada range rose, the river grew into a destructive torrent, slashing at the rocks along its banks and carrying them in bits and pieces down toward the Pacific Ocean. Over millions of years, the Merced carved out a canyon as much as 3,000 feet deep. Then came the snow blitz and the Ice Age glaciers that cut even deeper into the rock, forming at last the valley we now know as Yosemite. When the ice finally receded about 10,000 years ago, the Merced River tributaries were left “hanging in the air,” thus creating Yosemite’s many spectacular waterfalls.




  Of course, the snow blitz and glacial erosion theory is not the only explanation put forward for the creation of Yosemite and its many wonders. Yosemite’s geological story has been told in a number of very different ways. Some have said Yosemite’s mighty cliffs and canyons were left behind by a series of great floods, some of them of Biblical proportion. Others have argued that Yosemite’s most prominent and rugged features were the product of repeated earthquakes.




  During the mid-nineteenth century, the eminent geologist J. D. Whitney argued that the sheer cliffs and vertical walls of Yosemite Valley were the work of faulting. In Whitney’s view, the earth had split apart, perhaps during a mighty earthquake. Whitney described this process in cataclysmic terms as a “wreck of matter and crush of worlds.”




  John Muir, who first visited Yosemite during the 1860s, saw its creation as a more gradual process. Muir was among the first to look upon the scarred walls of Yosemite Valley and conclude that they had been scoured by ice. Some say it was Muir who first proposed the glacial theory of Yosemite’s formation.




  There have been other theories as well. Recently, some geologists have proposed that glaciers played only a minor role in forming the Yosemite Valley. They argue that rockslides and erosion can account for most, if not all, of the valley’s most prominent features.




  To this day scientists remain uncertain of the processes that created Yosemite. What we know for sure is that, during the Ice Ages, the valley looked very different than it does today. Then, when the ice finally released its grip on the Sierra Nevada, broad meadows began to fill the uplands and dense forests spread across the valley floor. With the grass and trees came the beaver, bear, and bighorn sheep, the deer, opossum, and chipmunk, the gray fox, woodpecker, and spotted owl. Eventually, people would come here, too, some with tomahawks, some with Bowie knives, some with cars, and some with cameras. No doubt, they’ve all brought along their questions as well. How could it be, they’ve asked? How could rock, ice, water, and time have sculpted this masterpiece, this paradise for speechless poets and philosophers?




  
MARIPOSA BATTALION INVADES THE VALLEY



1851





  Chief Tenaya of the Yosemite Miwoks, known as the Ahwahneechees, looked out at his village with great concern for his people, who were struggling to find enough food to eat. As whites moved into the areas around Yosemite, first to search for gold and then to live and work the land, rivers, and hills for food, the Miwoks and other regional tribes had found their own food gathering limited to the point of starvation. Some of Tenaya’s men had resorted to theft of livestock and had even raided trading posts in nearby white settlements. Whites had died in those raids, and Tenaya knew that all Native Americans in the area would be blamed. Yet he could not blame them for their deeds. They had been put to work in the mines by James Savage, the very same man who owned those trading posts. Savage had worked them long and hard and then refused to pay the wages he had promised them.




  James Savage had decided in early 1850, after his trading post at the mouth of Merced River’s South Fork had been raided by “Yosemite Indians,” that he would be wise to move his store to a spot along Mariposa Creek. He also opened an additional location on the Fresno River. Savage originally had come to California to serve in the war against Mexico in 1846. After the war, he settled in the Mariposa area outside of Yosemite Valley and established mines there during the gold rush. He learned the languages of the various tribes in the area and married a woman from each tribe as a means of establishing a bond between himself and the Indians and centralizing local power into his own hands. Having put many members of the Miwoks and Yokut tribes to work in his mines, he then branched out into trading.




  The destruction of Savage’s trading post was not an isolated incident. Although Savage had believed that his connections to the tribes would protect him, his native wives warned him that more attacks were coming. In an attempt to ward off these attacks, Savage took a local tribal chief with him on a business trip to San Francisco. Savage hoped that the chief would be overwhelmed by the number of people living in the city, and he would think twice about starting a war with a people who were so numerous and powerful. Once the chief saw the “big village,” he would understand that there were just too many whites for a few scattered Sierra tribes to defeat.




  However, Savage’s plan never had a chance to work. While he was away, both of his trading posts were plundered, his goods stolen, and his buildings burned. What was worse, three local white men were killed during the attacks. Fearing for their lives and property, white miners and settlers in Mariposa County appealed to both the state and federal governments for assistance. These cries for help raised considerable alarm in Sacramento where, on January 24, 1851, Governor Peter Burnett authorized a military force, that would become known as the Mariposa Battalion. It consisted of 200 armed riders, each of them determined to put down the uprising.


  Meanwhile a team of three federal “Indian commissioners” arrived, and in an attempt to defuse the situation, they began negotiations with the tribes. Most of the tribes participated in these talks, but not the mountain tribes of Yosemite, who mistakenly believed their fortress-like homeland was impregnable to invasion. Ignoring calls from both sides for peace, the governor ordered the battalion to advance on Yosemite and remove the Indians living there.




  Having been given the rank of major and placed in command of the Mariposa Battalion, Savage sent an emissary to the Ahwahneechees demanding their surrender. They must leave the Yosemite Valley peacefully, he said, and come to a reservation established on the plains of Mariposa County where they would live among other tribes. Chief Tenaya refused and, pleading his people’s case, made it clear that they would not long survive out on the plains far from their beloved Yosemite. His pleas fell on deaf ears, however, and Savage remained adamant. He threatened to destroy the Ahwahneechees if they did not comply with his demands. So, seeing no alternative, a deeply saddened Tenaya brought his people out of the Yosemite Valley and headed for the town of Mariposa, where, it was agreed, he would meet with the federal commissioners.




  The evacuation got off to a rocky start as Savage noticed there were no young men amongst those who were leaving—only old men, women, and children. This strongly suggested that the tribe’s young braves were forming a war party. Hoping to head off trouble, Savage took a small group of battalion troopers up the Merced River to search for the missing Ahwahneechees. This detachment entered the Yosemite Valley on March 27, 1851, and thus became the first whites to see the beauty and majesty of the Yosemite cliffs and waterfalls from the valley floor.




  Dr. Lafayette Bunnell, a medical officer serving with the Mariposa Battalion, suggested they call this amazing place Yosemite, after the name given to Ahwahneechees by other tribes. Possibly the name was derived from a Miwok word meaning “grizzly bear.” The name stuck as would the names Bunnell gave to many of the now familiar sights and features in the valley—Half Dome, for instance, or El Capitan.
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