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In mid-June, 2016, President Barrack Obama, his wife, Michele and daughters Malia and 
Sasha made a three-day visit to Yosemite. In addition to his official duties, Including comment 
on the threat posed by climate change and emphasis on the need for renewed attention to the 
nation’s conservation agenda during the National Park Service centennial year, the President 
and his family hiked to the summit of  Sentinel Dome, passing close to the campsite used by 
Theodore Roosevelt and John Muir more than a century earlier, down the Four Mile Trail from 
Glacier Point to the valley, and up the Mist Trail that leads past Vernal and Nevada Falls. They 
were, for these personal moments, typically enthusiastic park visitors. . 

The NPS and concessionaire staffs be-
come conditioned to adjustments when ce-
lebrities visit the park, ranging from brief  re-
configuration of  priorities to assure as much 
leisure and privacy as possible for special 
guests to full-blown safety precautions and 
crowd-control procedures. Many celebrities 
just want to enjoy the park like any other 
visitor. When I presided in 1984 at the dedi-
cation of  the Ansel Adams Wilderness on a 
gorgeous day at Tuolumne Meadows, one of  
the featured speakers was Robert Redford. 
He knew the park well, first visiting with his 
mother as a 10-year-old, and, in the summer 
of  1951, at age 15, working briefly in the 
park as a waiter/dishwasher, with empha-
sis on the dishes. He has kept his eye on the 
park ever since, crediting Yosemite with his 
keen and activist environmental awareness. 
Just before the appointed time, Redford, al-
most unnoticed, eased through those in at-
tendance and stood off  alone for a moment 
admiring the view. Later he told me that he 
was just happy to be back in the park, his 
moment of  return only slightly unsettled by 
the speeding ticket he had received from a 
highway patrolman on the east side of  the Sierra Nevada en route to the event.

By comparison to other celebrity moments at Yosemite, the royal visit was at the high end 
of  Intensity. Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip were coming to the United States to officially 
express gratitude for President Reagan’s support during a brief  but sharp territorial dispute in 
1982 between England and Argentina. The conflict was over control of  the remote Falkland 
Islands in the South Atlantic Ocean. 

For the royal visit, California was the primary destination. Yosemite was included on the 
itinerary at the request of  Prince Philip who especially wanted to see the celebrated park. As 
preparations began at Yosemite, the first order of  business was contact between United States 
Secret Service agents, their British counterparts, National Park Service law enforcement person-
nel, and select members of  the Yosemite Park & Curry Company concessionaire staff. Security 
would be paramount. In any such visit, everyone involved has to assume that someone out there 
might, for whatever reason, attempt to do harm to the dignitaries. 

In the same year that Priest was rescued, 151 search-and-rescue operations were conducted 
in Yosemite. All told, 162 people were rescued, 96 of  them injured. Eighteen people lost their 
lives. Not included in these statistics are the scores of  children who wander off  momentarily 
from parents or guardians and are found by park rangers. On an average summer day in the 
park, multiple searches may be underway simultaneously. The sheer SAR caseload at Yosemite, 
and therefore the deep experience of  Dill and others, meant that Donnie Priest had a chance 
despite the almost impossible odds against him. 

But the accidental tragedy suffered by Donnie Priest and his family, and the statistics each 
year at Yosemite that record other harrowing moments, are the exceptions to a generally stellar 
safety record. National parks are high on the list of  the nation’s safest places, and that includes 
the most wildly rugged sections of  parks that hold such fascination for so many. My respect for 
the rangers and maintenance personnel who keep it that way is immense, and so should be the 
respect afforded them by every park visitor. 

HER ROYAL HIGHNESS,  
QUEEN ELIZABETH THE II OF ENGLAND 

In early 1983, while routine preparations were underway in anticipation of  another heavy travel 
year, an entirely different demand on the park staff  suddenly popped up out of  the blue, or, more 
accurately, out of  the tricolor. My office assistant alerted me to a telephone call from the White 
House. “THE WHITE HOUSE?!” I asked. The caller was an Air Force Colonel assigned as li-
aison to the White House staff  wanting to know if  “forest rangers” might be available to help 
provide security for an unnamed high level dignitary who wished to visit Yosemite. I confirmed 
that we were staffed with park rangers highly competent in security procedures. Soon after, the 
telephone rang again. This time the call was from the NPS Regional Office in San Francisco. The 
message was that Her Royal Highness, Queen Elizabeth the II of  England, and her husband, 
Prince Philip, the Duke of  York, intended to visit the park during a trip to California in March. 
Moments after this call, Ed Hardy telephoned to confirm that he, too, had learned of  this pend-
ing, extraordinary visit. 

Celebrity visits to Yosemite are quite common, many occurring without fanfare. Movie stars 
and politicians, sports heroes and pop idols, protégés of  science and the arts, esteemed writers, 
radio and television performers—unusually successful people from all walks of  society regularly 
are counted among Yosemite’s annual visitors. Recently, Oprah Winfrey came to Yosemite Val-
ley on her first-ever camping adventure. She was followed into her tent by a television camera 
technician and, metaphorically, by thousands of  her loyal viewers. 

Several United States presidents have come to visit. James Garfield (1875), Rutherford B. 
Hayes (1883), Theodore Roosevelt (1903), William Howard Taft (1909), Herbert Hoover (1927), 
and Franklin D. Roosevelt (1938) are on the list. While still serving as Commander of  the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Dwight D. Eisenhower visited Yosemite just before he 
was elected President in 1952. In 1962, John F. Kennedy stayed overnight at the Ahwahnee Hotel 
and was treated to an especially vigorous display of  burning “fire fall” embers pushed from Gla-
cier Point. While serving as Governor of  California, Ronald Reagan, accompanied by his wife, 
Nancy, rode their horses into the backcountry and, much more recently, Laura Bush and some 
of  her friends were escorted on a High Sierra hike by Park Ranger Laurel Boyers. As a gesture of  
thanks, Mrs. Bush later invited Boyers and her spouse to a White House dinner, a considerable 
change in menu from backpacker food.

 Robert Redford and Bob Binnewies, Dedication of  
Ansel Adams Wilderness, 1984
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The agents and park rangers were obligated to review a host of  contingencies, trying to 
imagine possible attack modes and how to take the necessary steps to prevent them from hap-
pening. Communications procedures were confirmed, surveillance locations identified and as-
signed, patrol routes analyzed, scheduling coordinated, and site safety critiqued, especially at 
the Ahwahnee Hotel where the royal couple would be staying. Only hours before their arrival, 
special identification buttons would be issued to those who were to be in close proximity to 
the Queen and Prince to assure that no imposter spoiled the event. All roadways were exam-
ined to determine the best access options and to identify possible alternative emergency routes. 
Background checks were run on NPS and concessionaire employees. Individuals in surrounding 
communities with known records of  criminal violence or histories of  mental instability were 
given special scrutiny. 

The Queen’s traveling party numbered fifty-six, a diverse group which included the British 
Secretary of  State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, the British Ambassador to the United 
States, the Mistress of  the Robes, the Master of  the Household, the Equerry-in-Waiting to the 
Duke of  Edinburgh, the Flag Officer of  the Royal Yachts, the Captain of  the Queen’s Flight, the 
Private Secretary to the Minister-in-Attendance, the Queen’s Page, the Lady Clerk to the Assis-
tant Private Secretary to the Queen, the Sous Chef, the Queen’s Hairdresser, the Page of  the 
Presence, and the Medical Officer to the Queen, to name a few. One of  the visiting dignitaries 
was listed as the Right Honorable Sir Philip Moore, K.C.B., K.C.V.O, and C.M.G. His initialed 
titles never were explained to the park staff, but we gathered that he was important. 

The party would also include footmen, porters, cooks, secretaries, and personal travel-
ing-companion friends of  the royal couple. President Reagan would be represented on the Yo-
semite leg of  the trip by John J. Louis, United States Ambassador to the United Kingdom and 
Northern Ireland, Michael Deaver, Reagan’s Chief  of  Staff, Selwa Roosevelt, U. S. Chief  of  Pro-
tocol, and her spouse, Archibald Roosevelt, Jr., the grandson of  Theodore Roosevelt. This was 
definitely not going to be a normal park event. 

Preparations were made for media coverage. We were told that privileges would be given to 
a “pool” of  reporters assigned by the White House and that local media representatives would 
be confined to a secondary status, apparently a standard security precaution in metropolitan 
areas, but unusual at Yosemite. Gene Rose of  the Fresno Bee, who frequently covered Yosemite 
issues and was highly respected for his devotion to the park subsequently had to scramble under 
the imposed media constraints, but nonetheless got his story including excellent photographs. 

Beyond the control of  anyone Involved during the visit was a rowdy and uninvited phenom-
enon known as El Niño, a major weather disturbance in the North Pacific Ocean periodically 
caused by an unusual rise in surface water temperature. The result is disruption to overlying 
air pressure that pumps one moisture-laden storm after another into southern California, caus-
ing flooding in the lowlands and heavy snowfall in the Sierra Nevada. On the occasion of  the 
Queen’s visit, Yosemite was right in the El Niño bull’s-eye. Two days prior to the Queen’s antic-
ipated arrival, park visitors and non-essential employees were encouraged to voluntarily leave 
the park for their own safety due to flood and road-closure threats. 

The official visit by Queen Elizabeth to the U. S. began on February 26 in San Diego. After a 
star-studded gala in Los Angeles, the Queen and Prince originally planned to travel up the coast 
aboard the royal yacht, Britannia, a 412-foot ship manned by 19 officers and 27 crew members, 
but El Niño was right there to greet them, making the prospect of  travel by ocean going vessel 
too risky. The yacht churned north toward San Francisco with only British officers and crew on 
board while the royal visitors traveled by car to the Reagan Ranch outside of  Santa Barbara and 
then by air to San Francisco. 

Queen Elizabeth II of  England, Superintendent Robert Binnewies, 1983
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The arrival was carefully orchestrated. When the limousine pulled to a stop, Burgen and 
I took a few steps forward, about halfway to the automobile, and stood while the Queen and 
Prince were escorted to us for introductions. The mood was somber. Graciously reserved, the 
Queen seemed entirely in control of  the moment, certainly a reflection of  the countless times 
she had been greeted under all kinds of  circumstances around the world. As coached in advance, 
I escorted the Queen to a predetermined spot only a few steps away, then we turned slightly, 
our backs to the view that makes Inspiration Point so famous. With the scene as backdrop, I 
pointed up toward the far less impressive tree-shaded slopes above. The Queen, knowing her 
part exactly, followed my gaze with apparent rapt interest, prompting a veritable cacophony of  
shutter-clicking cameras erupting from the nearby media bleacher. The resultant photo images 
captured a weather-washed Yosemite Valley with Bridalveil Fall and El Captain prominently on 
display. Queen Elizabeth was resplendent, her ever present purse in hand, and I was armed with 
a furled umbrella. These images soon would be on the wire services, racing around the world. 
After this brief  photo opportunity, the next destination for the royal couple was the Tresidder 
suite at the Ahwahnee Hotel; the entire hotel had been reserved exclusively for the Queen and 
her traveling party. 

Ranger-Naturalist Ginger Burley was not in attendance among the spectators at Inspiration 
Point. Her duties were down in Yosemite’s ranger ranks as a “fulltime-subject-to-furlough” em-
ployee. In essence she was a bargain-basement employee, a person of  proven skill and experi-
ence who could step in seamlessly in the busy seasons and disappear quietly when the budget 
purse was empty again. Burley and her peers, living this subject-to-furlough lifestyle, might have 
felt like fiscal victims, but accepted a routine that included roughly coequal parts of  cherished 
work in Yosemite and opportunities to travel, explore, and pursue educational interests or avo-
cations in the off  seasons. 

Sometimes, when budget dollars allowed, Burley’s work year was extended by assignment 
in Yosemite Valley before moving to her regular summertime post at Tuolumne Meadows. By 
chance she was on the payroll during the Queen’s visit and found herself  sitting on the rear seat 
of  a van that had been dispatched from park headquarters to the Ahwahnee Hotel to provide 
transportation services for the visiting royal party. Word had it that some of  the special visitors 
had requested an afternoon valley tour. Two vans were sent to the hotel, both driven by security 
officers unfamiliar with the park. Burley’s supervisor, Jim Sano, was in the lead van, she in the 
second. 

Neither of  the rangers expected to have any contact with the Queen since their duties were 
to provide regular informational services for park visitors and media representatives who re-
mained in the valley despite storm warnings. But when the unscheduled request was made 
for tour vehicles, Sano and Burley, knowledgeable and adaptable, were nearby and in uniform. 
Their supervisor, Chief  Naturalist Len McKenzie, assigned them to the task. 

Rangers must learn to adjust quickly to everything from medical emergencies and sched-
uling mix ups to inebriated adults and gifted children. They learn to handle the exuberant, the 
officious, the befuddled, the combative, and pretty much everything in between. Requests for 
educational services are part of  the mix, so Sano and Burley were trundling along in their vans 
not knowing exactly what services were being requested or by whom. At the hotel, the lead van 
with Sano aboard was waved away because it had tinted windows, apparently not to the liking 
of  the waiting passengers. The driver of  Burley’s van pulled up in front of  the Ahwahnee’s 
porte cochére. “They both got in,” Burley later said, the “both” referring to Elizabeth and Philip 
Windsor, the Queen and Prince. No one else climbed aboard. Apparently all other members of  
the royal group were finding the hotel so comfortable that they had opted to bypass the tour. 

With the weather-beaten Britannia now safely tied up at a Bay Area dock, President and Mrs. 
Reagan were welcomed aboard by Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip, along with two hundred 
additional invited guests, to celebrate the Reagans’ 31st wedding anniversary. The next morn-
ing, as reported by Catherine Wilson of  the Associated Press, the Queen and her group left San 
Francisco after a dockside celebration attended by several thousand people: “Caterers dressed in 
Elizabethan costumes dispensed Cheerios cereal and doughnuts to those who braved rain to say 
‘Cheerio’ to the royal couple.” A spokesperson for the Queen said that the next stop, Yosemite, 
was for the purpose of  “rest and relaxation,” echoing the wish expressed eight decades earlier by 
Theodore Roosevelt. Air transport was provided to Castle Air Force Base in the Central Valley 
near the town of  Merced. 

Due to the storm, Secret Service agents made an abrupt, last-minute change in the road 
route that would be used to reach Yosemite. The original route was to have been along Highway 
140 through the Town of  Mariposa, then down the winding road into the Merced River Canyon, 
and into Yosemite via the Arch Rock Entrance Station. After quick consultation with local offi-
cials, the Secret Service agents chose to avoid the narrow Merced River Canyon, infamous for 
its rock slides when heavy rains create instability on the steep canyon slopes. Instead, the agents 
chose a narrow two-lane country road that wiggles up into the Sierra foothills from the Central 
Valley until it intersects with Highway 120, a more northerly course at higher elevation that pro-
vides entry into the park via the Big Oak Flat Entrance Station. This change in plan sent local law 
enforcement officers who were to help provide security for the Queen’s fifteen-car motorcade 
scrambling to their new posts. 

Mariposa County sheriff  deputies Rod Sinclair and Rod McKean were racing down into the 
foothills to intercept the motorcade and provide escort service when Sinclair’s patrol car round-
ed a curve just as a Secret Service vehicle was approaching from the opposite direction. In the 
resulting head-on collision, agents George LaBarge, age 41, Donald Bejeck, age 29, and Donald 
Robinson, age 38, instantly lost their lives. The main convoy of  vehicles, including the Queen’s 
limousine, was several miles behind when the accident occurred. When the motorcade drove 
around the scene of  the accident a few minutes later on a quickly arranged bypass through a 
rancher’s field the mangled vehicles were visible 100 yards away. 

At the Big Oak Flat Entrance Station to the park, the Queen and Prince Philip were informed 
of  the calamity. After some hasty discussion among White House and British officials, the de-
cision was made that the Yosemite visit should proceed as planned, in part, as an expression of  
respect for the agents who had been doing their duty. Ranger-Naturalist Bob Rooney joined the 
royal couple in their limousine for the drive into the park. 

At Inspiration Point, a classic viewpoint at the Wawona Tunnel, Assistant Superintendent 
Bill Burgen and I were waiting with umbrellas to officially welcome the Queen and Prince while 
simultaneously processing the awful news of  the Secret Service Agent tragedy. A small bleach-
er had been erected to accommodate the thirty or forty media representatives awaiting arriv-
al of  the motorcade. Several dozen reporters and photographers, who had not yet learned of  
the tragedy, were adjusting and readjusting their equipment to compensate for wind noise and 
changing light patterns in the swirl of  patchy clouds that had descended below the valley’s rim. 
El Capitan was partially obscured by mist. Flood-swollen Bridalveil Fall had exchanged its usual 
lacy appearance for a plunging torrent. Off in the far distance, Half  Dome kept appearing and 
disappearing in the clouds. Fortunately, no rain was falling. Burgen and I were standing by a 
small stone wall at the edge of  the Inspiration Point parking lot when the Queen’s limousine 
appeared. 
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mittently and when the royal couple stepped out after the service onto the lawn sprinkled with 
pine needles, Julia Parker was there to greet them. Julia Parker is a Kahia Pomo/Coast Miwuk 
who visited the park throughout her childhood. In 1948, she settled in Yosemite at age seven-
teen as the bride of  Ralph Parker, a member of  the park maintenance staff  and a Mono Paiute. 
Julia began to master the art of  weaving baskets by learning from her paternal grandmother, 
Lucy Telles, and weavers Mabel McKay and Elsie Allen. The making of  baskets is a precise and 
eloquent act of  marrying a cultural practice to earthly gifts. In the Sierra Nevada region, grasses 
and twigs have long been gathered by Native American women for use in weaving the baskets 
that become both practical containers and finely crafted works of  art. Not content just to meet 
utilitarian needs, they wove intricate designs into their baskets that tell of  the history, traditions, 
legends, and hopes of  their people. Many of  these baskets have found their way into museums 
and private collections. 

Julia Parker learned well the skills of  basketry, so much so that she is an acclaimed master 
of  the art who, in 2006, received an honorary doctorate degree from the California College of  
the Arts in recognition of  her work. For many years she demonstrated her skills and described 
meanings hidden in basket designs to audiences at the park Visitor Center, and, in so doing, 
brought Native American history alive. Parker’s philosophy is: “Take from the earth and give 
back to the earth, and don’t forget to say please and thank you.” 

On the morning that Parker met the Queen in front of  the chapel, she was holding a large 
basket made of  plant materials carefully gathered in the valley, the product of  many hours of  
her crafting skill. In a fine moment of  honored history, Julia Parker presented this basket to 
Queen Elizabeth II. The gift was graciously accepted. It was a dreamlike and touching moment, 
this meeting of  two important women at Yosemite, each representing customs and times past, 
cultural pride, lessons taught and learned, conflicts subdued, and human dignity celebrated. 
More cameras clicked and this image, too, went round the world.  

Later that day, Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip specifically requested that Ginger Burley 
accompany them on another outing, this time to visit Mirror Lake, a small wetland tucked 
neatly between the bases of  Half  Dome and Basket Dome where Tenaya Creek, tumbling down 
from the High Sierra, changes from a whitewater cascade into a stately mountain stream. This 
time there was more enthusiasm for the tour among members of  the royal traveling party and 
three vans were required to carry the group. Burley led her visitors on an easy walk to the upper 
end of  the wetland, describing geological and biological phenomena as she went, and answering 
questions that are typical on a Yosemite nature stroll. On these occasions, Burley keeps in mind 
the lessons taught to her by Bob Fry, one of  her favorite ranger-naturalist mentors: “He could 
talk about details of  the life cycle of  moss and intertwine humankind’s connection to the whole 
universe.” 

After the guided walk at Mirror Lake the visitors clambered back into the vans for the ride 
back to the hotel, one person the exception. Prince Philip wanted to walk back and so he did, 
Ranger Burley at his side continuing to comment on the Intricacies and delights of  the park and 
answering his questions during the two-mile saunter, security agents trailing closely behind. She 
said later, “He would make a pretty good naturalist.” 

Ironically, it was El Niño that nudged Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip a few inches closer 
to life as it is lived by the rest of  us, not simply by introducing unexpected changes into their 
schedule, but by upending it altogether. The next leg of  the royal trip was cancelled, giving the 
royal couple an extra, unscheduled day in Yosemite Valley. Suddenly, there were no places that 
they had to be or people they had to meet; no clock ticking away toward the next event. On this 
extra day, the royal party was treated to occasional rays of  sunshine peeking through the over-

The Queen and Prince settled into the middle seat of  the van. Burley was sitting behind 
them. As the van pulled away and started meandering along the park road network, the Prince 
asked the driver questions while Burley remained silent, as instructed. She described the awk-
ward situation: “After about five minutes of  confusion, the driver could not drive and look at the 
park map at the same time, I spoke up and said that I was their guide, but that Secret Service 
agents had told me not to speak unless spoken to, so I was sorry, but I really needed to speak. 
The Queen and Prince looked around at me for the first time and smiled.” 

Burley took control and made sure that the royal couple had a slow and satisfying drive-by 
view of  El Capitan. When the van looped around past Bridalveil Fall, Burley directed the driver 
to stop at a pullout along the roadway so that the Queen and Prince could step out of  the vehi-
cle, enjoy the scene, and hear the roar of  the waterfall. 

On Sunday morning the royal couple attended church service at the little New England-style 
Yosemite Chapel, the oldest structure still in use in Yosemite. The chapel was constructed in 
1879 close to the base of  the Four-Mile-Trail and then moved some years later to its present lo-
cation, a photo-perfect setting near Sentinel Bridge. That Sunday morning, the sun shone inter-

Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip, meeting Dr. Julia Parker and her daughter, Lucy, 1983
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P E N C I L E D  O N T O  M Y  C A L E N D A R  two days after the royals left was a 
meeting with Charles Cushman, “Mr. Rent-A-Riot.” Ironically, this meeting was to lead to my 
downfall from Yosemite. Journalist Margaret L. Knox, later describing in Wilderness the man with 
whom I was about to meet, said, “Big Chuck Cushman paces the stage like the huggable host of  
a kiddie TV show. ‘I generally just like to have a good time with people,’ he booms, spreading 
his hands and rocking back on his heels with a gravely laugh. ‘I’m not trying to scaaaaaare you.’ 
This is the Captain Kangaroo of  the movement against public lands—he pushes away from the 
pesky podium, scratches his beard with a hand the size of  a catcher’s mitt, leans forward, all 
270-jean-clad-towering pounds of  him oozing sincerity.” 

The American Land Rights Association that Cushman founded is described as “a public inter-
est advocacy organization that works to protect landowners across America who are affected by 
various growth management schemes as well as the Endangered Species Act, Clean Water Act 
(wetlands) and other Federal land use regulatory laws.” The roots of  this organization trace back 
to 1978 when Cushman gave up his job as an insurance salesman and formed the National Park 
Inholders Association. When I met with him in 1983, the name of  his organization had changed 
to the National Inholders Association, representing the wide net he tossed across the nation to 
people who were aggrieved by government land issues. He also served at the time of  our meet-
ing as a Reagan appointee to the National Park System Advisory Board, an entity established 
in 1935 under the Historic Sites, Buildings, and Antiquities Act to provide expert advice to the 
NPS Director on matters of  history, archeology, anthropology, historical and landscape architec-
ture, biology, ecology, geology, marine science, social science, and management of  national and 
state parks, protected areas, and cultural resources—certainly a full plate. My impression is that 
Cushman viewed himself  as a highly knowledgeable expert on most if  not all of  these subjects. 

13

Mr. Rent-A-Riot

cast to light up the valley. The Queen and Prince took full advantage of  the unanticipated free-
dom to go for leisurely strolls, relaxed security agents tagging along at a discrete distance. Or, on 
one occasion, in panic. The Queen went on a bird walk and, in good birder style, wandered off 
for a moment on her own, out of  sight. The park radio network came alive with the voices of  
secret service agents and park rangers in frenzy until the Queen reappeared. 

At dinner that evening at the Ahwahnee Hotel, she told me that she almost never had such 
opportunity except on her private estates in England where she enjoyed “putting on my rubber 
boots and being a farmer.” She seemed to relish the feeling, too, of  being almost an “average 
visitor” at Yosemite and asked thoughtful questions about how the park functioned, even sug-
gesting good-humoredly that she might do well as a host at the park’s information desk. Across 
the table, Prince Philip and my wife, Midge, fell into long conversation about horses as only the 
equine-addicted can do. Part of  the conversation that evening focused on the historic visit by 
Theodore Roosevelt to the park, obviously of  interest to Archibald Roosevelt, who, along with 
his wife, Selwa, and Ed and Jackie Hardy, sat at the table-for-eight. The dinner and conversa-
tion lasted for about two hours. The following morning, after the Queen and Prince formally 
expressed their gratitude to park and concessionaire staff  members in a receiving line at the 
Ahwahnee, they departed the park, leaving in place the melancholy of  the loss of  the Secret 
Service agents, an easing of  tension among the park rangers that no security breach occurred, a 
high-profile mark on park history, and a return to business as usual. El Niño stayed right where 
it was. By late spring, snow depths near Tuolumne Meadows reached eighty feet. 
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the meeting, a park ranger who I held in the highest regard (and still do) suggested that a tape 
recording be made of  the discussion with Cushman so that an accurate after-the-fact transcript 
of  the proceedings would be in hand. Translation, we did not trust Cushman. In hindsight, I 
realize that I should have either declined this suggestion or, if  a tape was to be made, asked in 
advance for Cushman’s permission. I did neither. Instead, without giving the suggestion the 
thought that it deserved, I contacted Yosemite’s senior law enforcement officer who assured 
me that such a recording would be entirely legal. Regardless, had the tables been turned and I 
walked into a meeting without knowing that a tape machine was running, I would have been 
insulted and angry, yet I kept Cushman in the dark. This was a gross lapse on my part. The meet-
ing took place, the recording was made, and Cushman did nothing afterwards to misrepresent 
our conversation. 

I never listened to the tape, just tossed it in a desk drawer and almost forgot about it. I did 
not see Cushman again until many years later at a Congressional hearing in Washington, D. C., 
when I was working to acquire 20,000-acre Sterling Forest that became a state park in New York. 
He was at the hearing on other matters and we very briefly acknowledged each other. But the 
tape made that day in my office unknowingly marked the midway point in my tenure at Yosem-
ite and would come to light three years later, used as a blunt instrument that caused my abrupt 
departure from the park. My suspicion of  Cushman prompted the stumble on my part, but he 
had nothing to do with the blunt instrument. That was left in the hands of  a park ranger right 
there on the Yosemite staff. 

LOOKING FOR MONEY

With the Queen on her way and the Cushman meeting concluded I turned my attention back 
to the daily park challenges, including the snow piled high in the mountains. The rule of  thumb 
for park snowplowing crews is to open the cross-Sierra Tioga Road to public travel on the Friday 
before Memorial Day weekend. Vendors in the tourism-dependent eastside Sierra Nevada com-
munities of  Lee Vining, Bridgeport, and Bishop are so anxious for the road to open that they 
recruit local pilots to monitor the snowplows’ progress. In 1983, the winter’s accumulation of  
snow was so deep that bulldozer operators, positioned in their machines atop the snow pack, 
struggled to push snow down into the jaws of  the snowplows. Giant spinning blades in the jaws 
of  the snowplows would blast the snow back up, out, and sideways in a brilliant arch, a literal 
fountain of  white pouring into the tree line parallel to the road. The result was a continually 
extending roadway chasm, framed by vertical walls of  snow that did not melt away for weeks. 
That year, Tioga Road did not open until the Friday before the 4th of  July weekend, stretching 
patience in the small communities on the east side of  the High Sierra and the dollars in our 
operational account. 

Yosemite was not destitute; sufficient funds were being provided to keep staff  in place and 
maintenance standards adequate, but in terms of  seeking a better future for the park through a 
refined human presence, we were spinning in place. Then a serendipitous opportunity presented 
itself  from a resource close at hand. The not-for-profit Yosemite Association, founded in 1923 
at the urging of  Stephen Mather, was the first of  scores of  such entities now operating in areas 
of  the National Park System. This public-private alliance has proven to be a great success. By 
1983, these associations principally functioned as publishing houses, producing and marketing 
high-quality, well-vetted books, maps, and informational materials in support of  NPS education-
al needs. Profits from the sale of  these publications allowed most associations to be self-funded, 

The genesis of  the National Park Inholders Association was Cushman’s reaction to a forceful 
effort in 1972 by the NPS to acquire private properties in “Section 35” in Yosemite’s Wawona 
District. A cabin there that had been owned by his father now was his. Section 35 had not been 
acquired by the NPS in 1932 when over 8,000 acres, including the nearby hotel, was added to 
Yosemite holdings. The section land, about 640 acres, was originally patented in the late 1800s 
by Albert Bruce and a few other early pioneer settlers and eventually subdivided into 240 small 
parcels completely surrounded by parkland. It was a somewhat self-contained mountain com-
munity similar to others scattered through the Sierra Nevada where early ramshackle cabins had 
given way for the most part to more substantial weather tolerant structures. Predominantly the 
properties were used for vacation purposes, but some residents lived there year around either 
as owners or renters. Section 35 was labeled an “inholding,” a term commonly used to describe 
islands of  private property encompassed by federal, state, or local public holdings. 

Cushman had stepped forward among his apprehensive Section 35 neighbors as a staunch 
defender of  their property rights. There was deep suspicion among the lot owners that NPS 
tactics to acquire inholdings might include the use of  eminent domain (condemnation) author-
ity, a federal government means to acquire privately owned land despite owner objections. This 
authority has been widely used throughout the nation to create highway and utility corridors, 
airports, military installations, water reservoirs, canals, and educational and medical institu-
tions. When eminent domain is used, private property owners are compensated at “fair market 
value,” but cannot decline to sell. In the National Park Service, this authority was used to ac-
quire holdings of  the Gettysburg Electric Railroad Company that led in 1933 to creation of  the 
Gettysburg National Military Park. Other Civil War battlefield sites, similarly acquired, include 
Chickamauga, Shiloh, and Vicksburg. The immensely popular, 1,700-acre Rock Creek National 
Park in Washington, D. C., was acquired in the 1930s in part by using eminent domain authority, 
as were portions of  Shenandoah, Great Smoky Mountains, and Mammoth Cave National Parks. 
More recently, a significant portion of  Cape Cod National Seashore was so obtained. Use of  this 
authority was also considered, but ultimately not required for establishment of  the National 
Memorial in Stonycreek Township, Pennsylvania, to honor victims of  the September 11, 2001, 
terrorist attack on United Airlines Flight 93.

At Yosemite in 1972, eminent domain authority was recommended for use in Section 35 as 
one means of  acquiring private property, prompting Cushman to rally owners in protest. The 
NPS backed off, continuing to rely, instead, on volunteer willing-seller transactions. I favored 
this approach or, even better, donation of  property to the NPS. For example, Acadia National 
Park, a fabulous 47,000-acre unit of  the NPS is created entirely by donations of  private land. Aca-
dia is atypical in that many of  the donors, Including John D. Rockefeller, Jr., were exceedingly 
well to do, but donation of  Inholdings in any park always is an option and possibility if  the own-
er is looking for a good tax benefit, wants to support the purposes of  the park, or both. My view, 
shared by the NPS hierarchy In the 1980s, was that the use of  eminent domain In Section 35 was 
not justified. But suspicion was entrenched and fear of  eminent domain was used as rhetorical 
fuel for the property rights flames. Cushman had positioned himself  as the unwavering guardian 
of  inholders and, by the time of  our meeting, had made a career of  demonizing government 
land conservation initiatives. 

I assumed that Cushman asked for the meeting with me to measure my attitude about cur-
rent acquisition efforts in Section 35. I knew him slightly, and knew of  his reputation as a su-
per-salesman for his cause and of  his habit of  lambasting public agencies, “preservationists,” 
and “subversive” environmental organizations. He would become very adept at orchestrating 
vocal protests at press events and public forums, thus his moniker, “Mr. Rent-a-Riot.” Prior to 
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they took a deep breath and, led by their chairperson, Dana C. Morgenson, agreed to further 
explore the idea. Others serving on the Board at that time were Thomas J. Shephard, Dr. Harvey 
S. Rhodes, Jeannie Falk Adams, Gene Rose, Dr. Frederick Harper, and Sterling C. Cramer, all 
highly knowledgeable of  the history of  Yosemite and concerned about the park’s future well-be-
ing. The ebullient and very able attorney, Tom Shepard, who would succeed Morgenson at the 
helm of  the Association the following year and serve onward for many years, proved to be es-
pecially supportive. My own earlier fundraising experiences with the National Audubon Society 
and Maine Coast Heritage Trust probably caused me, on that day, to be the most comfortable 
person in the room about the idea. 

More discussion followed at subsequent Board meetings, and, despite inevitable changes in 
Board membership, the Association remained steadfast, finally retaining the services of  David 
Rice, a professional fundraising consultant from the San Francisco Bay Area. Rice became a 
regular at Board meetings, listened carefully, provided encouragement and solid advice, and 
proposed the Return of  Light Campaign for Yosemite, a catchy play on the words of  John Muir, 
who referred to the High Sierra as the “Range of  Light.” Berrey and Chief  Park Interpreter Len 
McKenzie collaborated on putting together a wish list of  projects that totaled $52 million, a leap 
upward of  considerable height, one might say, from half  the cost of  a small cabin. 

This was to be the first major organized fundraising campaign in a national park, a fact not 
lost on some in the NPS hierarchy in San Francisco and Washington, D.C., who took a dim view 
of  such a tactic. They worried that charitable giving might result in demands by private donors 
to dictate how the money should be spent in the park. To safeguard against this tail-wagging-the-
dog concern, a mechanism was set up whereby the park Superintendent would annually submit 
a list of  projects to the Yosemite Association for funding consideration. The projects and cost 
estimates would be prioritized in advance by the superintendent, leaving the Association Board 
to determine how far down the list it could stretch any charitable dollars that might be available. 
While this discussion was still in its infancy, and to our collective surprise and delight, employees 
of  American Savings & Loan, Inc., a financial services company based in Stockton, California, 
contributed $150,000 to the Return of  Light Campaign, no strings attached, and pledged even 
more. 

Building on the momentum of  such a pleasantly surprising start, Rice counseled that prom-
inent individuals who had a special affinity for Yosemite should be recruited to serve voluntarily 
on a fundraising committee. He put me in contact with his associate, Dr. Herbert Moffitt, who 
lived on Nob Hill in San Francisco, just across the street from the Pacific Union Club, a bastion 
of  high achievers and comfortably wealthy heirs. Moffitt was a well-connected member of  the 
club who was not shy about explaining the Yosemite fundraising initiative to his associates. 

In a series of  luncheons at the club and through telephone contacts with other businesspeo-
ple in the Bay Area known to have a strong interest in the park, the committee was formed. Typi-
cally, Moffitt and I would be at the club during the lunch hour. In laser-like fashion Moffitt would 
spot a potential committee recruit and drag me over to be introduced. At the first mention of  
the word, Yosemite, most would smile and begin to reminisce about trips to the park. Usually 
only a verbal nudge was required to move from reminiscence to a willingness to help, either by 
joining the committee or signaling readiness to write a check, or both. 

One example was a project high on the park’s preferred list to try to reintroduce Sierra Neva-
da Bighorn Sheep into the Yosemite ecosystem. In the High Sierra, especially in the Lee Vining 
Canyon region just east of  Tioga Pass, bighorn sheep once had numbered in the hundreds, but 
hunting during the gold rush and disease transmitted from domestic animals had been ruinous 
to the species. In all of  the Sierra Nevada mountain range only two small herds, about 250 

with enough money left over each year to distribute to the host park in support of  various laud-
able projects. 

Over the many years of  its existence, the Yosemite Association had generated hundreds of  
thousands of  dollars that were reinvested in the park, affirming Mather’s vision. The Yosemite 
Association was also a membership organization that counted close to 11,000 active participants 
who especially valued Yosemite. The annual park membership gathering was a time to hear 
from renowned speakers, learn more of  the human and natural history of  the park, exchange 
ideas and concerns with park executives, and rekindle Yosemite-inspired friendships. 

A Board of  Trustees, elected by the Association membership and on which the park super-
intendent and Yosemite’s chief  of  interpretation served as ex-officio members, met quarterly to 
guide the affairs of  the organization. At my first such meeting with the trustees in 1979, Henry 
Berrey, the Association’s executive director, asked the Board for permission to raise money for 
the construction of  a cabin at Tuolumne Meadows to house summertime Association employ-
ees. Despite the close working relationship between the Association and the park staff, housing 
at Tuolumne Meadows was always a problem. When staff  counts ballooned during the months 
of  heaviest visitor travel, the scramble for housing was intense. The available tent cabins at Tu-
olumne Meadows were barely sufficient to meet NPS needs. Yosemite Association employees 
were in competition for even the most meager spaces. Another concern was temperature. Most 
Association employees arrived as soon as the road opened in the spring and stayed until snow 
started to fly in the autumn. In the high alpine setting of  Tuolumne Meadows, the tent cabins 
assigned to staff  for the season could be very chilly. A snug cabin would be much better.

Berrey knew of  the interest among park managers for a year-round cabin at Tuolumne so 
that a patrol ranger could live there and keep an eye on the ski-borne adventurers who reached 
the meadows in the depths of  winter. He reasoned that a new cabin could fulfill a dual purpose, 
providing winter quarters for the ranger and housing for YA staff  members the rest of  the year. 
Berrey proposed that half  the money needed for the cabin project might be obtained through 
fundraising efforts by the Association and the other half  squeezed from the NPS budget. At first, 
the Board members were wary. They were not accustomed to fundraising other than the low-
key variety occasioned by unsolicited donations from grateful park visitors. Dependent almost 
entirely on book sales for financial stability, they were not at all sure that such deliberate fund-
raising, or “begging,” as one of  the members expressed it, would be good for their small, stable, 
and uncontroversial organization. 

Berry was only asking for a small cabin at Tuolumne, but as the debate continued the initial 
kneejerk reaction against fundraising began to change and his idea started to expand to include 
other much needed park renovation and educational projects, including reenergizing the School 
of  Field Natural History, absent from the park scene since before World War II. Although new to 
the Y. A. Board, I was already well aware of  the chronic limitations of  the park budget. Jumping 
at the chance provided by Berrey’s initiative, I was among those who urged that we should up 
the ante and go for a fundraising program to benefit the entire park. This was a leap in strategy 
that pushed the usual one-hour meeting well toward three hours. There was talk of  deteriorated 
trail systems, struggles to acquire and protect historic objects and art works, lack of  mainte-
nance of  historic structures, and a general consensus that the natural values of  Yosemite were 
in need of  much more scientific and recuperative attention. Finally, the Board members agreed 
that if  a bold fundraising effort was to have any chance of  success it should be tied to the park as 
a whole, not just to the cabin project. 

They still worried about entering into fundraising that might be a distraction from the or-
ganization’s core sales activities, but as defenders of  their beloved Yosemite first and foremost, 
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servancy, they are signaling a trust in astute custody of  a national park by our government that 
is bright with promise. When the few of  us were sitting at the Girls Club that day to launch 
fundraising, we certainly had in mind the pocketbook, but the larger benefit is proving to be a 
constancy of  support for the national park concept, bringing fresh strength to this “best idea.” 

The risk, though, in private fundraising for national parks is that success might give a tight-
wad Congress even more excuse to cut park budgets. There is a disconnect between the Increas-
ing popularity of  national parks and miserly keepers of  the purse strings in Congress. Main-
tenance backlogs are huge and growing. No fundraising organization ever will be capable of  
meeting basic operating needs in parks -- maintaining the roads and utility systems, providing 
for safety and education, refining resource stewardship, serving generations yet to come. The 
Yosemite Conservancy Is a bright asset, but no substitute for Congressional responsibility for 
the public’s parks. 

On a daily basis, the test in any national park is to work through a maze of  contradictory 
demands to conserve environmental treasures while at the same time nourishing memorable, 
perhaps once-in-a-lifetime recreational experiences for visitors that bring personal meaning to 
the “best idea.” One example is that for the last century-and-a-half, humans, fearful of  loss of  life 
and possessions, have routinely suppressed forest fires in the Sierra Nevada. When wildfires blast 
from control in combustible California the result can be shattering. A recent example in the Yo-
semite region was the horrific “Rim Fire,” brought to roaring life in August, 2013, by the sense-
less human folly of  an untended campfire. The small circle of  flame and embers got a monstrous 
grip on drought stressed vegetation and did not let go until it became the third largest forest fire 
ever recorded in the state’s history. The fire started in the lower foothills outside of  Yosemite 
and burned for weeks, incinerating over 400 square miles of  timbered and meadowland habitat, 
including more than 60,000 acres when the unstoppable fire front crossed the boundary into 
Yosemite. No human was burned to death, but the cruel impact on wildlife was immense. The 
permanence of  rare species in the region, such as the Great Gray Owl, Sierra Nevada Red Fox, 
Pacific Fisher, and Black-backed Woodpecker, Is severely threatened as a result. Bobcats, moun-
tain lions, deer, bear, chipmunks, squirrels, frogs, turtles, butterflies -- innocent wild victims of  
all kinds—were destroyed along with cattle grazing on nearby national forest lands. The water-
shed was left raw and highly vulnerable to flooding. The Rim Fire stands in the record book as 
a devastating example of  why the red lights go on, the sirens scream, and trained crews, often at 
military strength, rush to suppress forest fires in the Sierra Nevada as soon as they are detected. 

But wildfire also is a life-sustaining force in the natural environment. The Giant Sequoias in 
Yosemite have survived for centuries by being incredibly fire-resistant, their thick, dense bark 
adapted to act as insulation against flames and heat. Wildfires that historically passed through 
the groves kept undergrowth at the base of  the trees in check, allowing tiny sequoia seeds to 
flutter down, find nourishing soil and germinate. But in the 19th and 20th centuries human 
suppression of  wildfires in the groves, aided by better trained manpower and more effective me-
chanical equipment, allowed undergrowth to flourish and become increasingly dense, forming a 
human-induced barrier to the lifecycle of  the sequoias. The undergrowth captured the seeds in a 
bushy net, preventing them from reaching ground. The heavy undergrowth fuel load also was a 
ticking time bomb, awaiting only a spark to explode into atypically fierce fire that adolescent se-
quoia trees, struggling to join their ancient elders, could not withstand. Evidence became clear 
that well intended human interference was preventing regeneration of  the groves. 

To safeguard and perpetuate the sequoia groves, specially trained park crews began deliber-
ately to set fires that were allowed to creep along at ground level, so-called “cool” fires, in imita-
tion of  the natural conditions of  old. The tradeoff  was that unlucky park visitors found portions 

animals in total, still existed by the mid-1980s, but none in Yosemite. Wildlife biologists were 
anxious to establish two or three more herds to increase population numbers and ensure the 
species’ survival. From an aesthetic perspective, the reappearance of  bighorn sheep in and near 
Yosemite would offer park visitors an especially memorable experience should they be lucky 
enough to catch glimpses of  these agile animals on the high mountain slopes. 

During the early stages of  the campaign, I telephoned Richard N. Goldman, who was the 
founder of  Goldman Insurance Services in San Francisco. Goldman was known to be a keen 
environmental advocate and admirer of  wildlife. Only one short telephone conversation with 
him was required to win his enthusiastic pledge of  financial support to bring back the bighorns 
when the time was right. That time would not arrive for another three years, but Goldman was 
steadfast. 

At the first official gathering of  the Return of  Light committee, hosted in 1983 by the Yosem-
ite Association at the Wawona Hotel, David Rice had a surprise. Byron Nishkian, a prominent 
member of  the committee, was a highly successful consulting engineer in San Francisco known 
particularly for his expertise in the use of  concrete and steel in major construction projects. He 
and his wife, Ellie, had a strong allegiance to the park that was confirmed when, prompted by 
Rice, the Nishkians stepped forward and announced a $200,000 gift to the fundraising campaign, 
thereby implicitly challenging fellow committee members to do the same. The list of  donors, 
large and small, began to grow. Among them, Ed Hardy handed over a $500,000 check on behalf  
of  the Yosemite Park & Curry Company. In a sense, fundraising took on a life of  its own at Yo-
semite, so much so that the Association agreed that the effort should be spun off  into a separate 
entity in 1988 that became the Yosemite Fund, a charitable nonprofit organization with offices in 
San Francisco. This led, finally, to an outright merger between the Fund and Association in 2010, 
prompting another name change to the Yosemite Conservancy, bringing full circle a connection 
begun almost thirty years prior when a few Yosemite old timers voted to raise charitable dollars 
with the hope of  building a cabin, having no idea what the response would be. 

The Conservancy has chalked up millions of  dollars in donations to the park, and still count-
ing. In just one year, for example, the audited Conservancy financial statement showed over $14 
million in revenue and aid to Yosemite of  more than $8 million. The large Conservancy staff, 
most now based in San Francisco, is a far cry from Berrey’s day when he counted himself  among 
his staff  of  four tucked in cramped space at the park Visitor Center. Charitable giving for the 
park has funded hundreds of  worthy projects so far, including a major reconfiguration of  facil-
ities and improved pedestrian access at Glacier Point, realignment of  the foot-trail approaches 
to Yosemite Falls, and habitat restoration of  valley meadows. Support also flows to scientif-
ic research, preservation of  cultural and historic objects, acquisition of  rare books, paintings, 
photographs and related Yosemite reference materials, and protection of  archeological values. 
Backcountry trail maintenance has benefitted and even the old water fountain in front of  the 
Wawona Hotel, moribund for many years, spouts happily again just as it did when Theodore 
Roosevelt’s traveling party happened by. The Conservancy partnered with the Trust for Public 
Land to acquire 400-acre Ackerson Meadow and added it to park holdings. Ackerson is a vibrant 
wildlife area that had been on the park’s wish list for years. 

The Conservancy is a mirror image of  the larger NPS program at the park, perhaps best 
viewed as the polish put on a gemstone. It is a lively example of  how government and its citi-
zens, united together in a worthy cause, and with private purse strings loosened, can provide a 
strong vote of  confidence for the future wellbeing of  a place like Yosemite or for that matter, any 
urban, suburban, or rural setting where wildscapes and manufactured America shoulder against 
each other in competition for prized open space. When individuals donate to the Yosemite Con-
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sell’s plea was strong recognition that hardheaded, objective scientific inquiry is essential if  the 
National Park Service is to determine “what it is protecting, and what it must protect against.” 

Russell and his scientifically inclined colleagues were keenly aware that several of  the NPS’s 
prewar policies were difficult to defend in the name of  park conservation. In Yellowstone, bison 
and elk had been fenced in so that visitors could readily see them. NPS-sanctioned “reductions” 
of  wolves, mountain lions, and coyotes were routinely implemented in many national parks on 
the mistaken premise that predators must be eliminated in order to allow more attractive, less 
frightening, visitor-worthy species to thrive. One of  these predators, a mountain lion cub that 
survived the extermination of  her family in Yosemite by a government-paid hunter, was kept on 
display in the park for several years. Her cage and the cages of  several other incarcerated species, 
including unlucky bears, deer, and other lions, made up a small zoo, fortunately closed for good 
in 1932. 

BEARS AND THEIR NEIGHBORS

The mosquitoes in Yosemite probably are more aware and appreciative of  human visitors than 
any other of  the hundreds of  wildlife species that are found in the park. Black bears and jays, 
known respectively for their food-raider prowess, are inclined toward similar near encounters 
with humans, although not quite so close as mosquitoes. Deer are adaptable to the nearby pres-
ence of  humans and frequently provide photo opportunities, but they are wary and ready to flee 
if  humans intrude too abruptly into their personal space. Hawks, eagles, falcons, and owls surely 
take note of  human interlopers and make strategic avian adjustments to their hunting territories 
if  humans become too disruptive. The raptors and owls seem to conclude that humans are too 
heavy to carry away for dinner and, therefore, they are uninteresting. Fish and frogs scatter and 
hide if  a human presence is detected, and even the tough species—badgers, mountain lions, bob-
cats, coyotes, rattlesnakes—avoid what they sense to be the extreme and threatening danger of  
humans. At Yosemite, and in any nature preserve, the living creatures that humans judge to be 
“wild” are trying to mind their own business, defend themselves and their young against preda-
tion, find food, shelter, and comfort, and rest when they can. The best wildlife news at Yosemite 
is that most park rangers and visitors have come to understand that they are safe in the company 
of  the homegrown beings that share the park with them. Ferocious beasts can be left in comic 
books, video games, and movies. In the real world of  Yosemite wild creatures and tame humans 
have found a truce, and the park lives. 

Within the wilderness concept, visitors to our national parks are expected to respect and 
accommodate the many wild species, but adaptability flows both ways. Other species adapt 
themselves to our curious habits. The champion among them is the lovable black bear. The 
omnivorous bear diet consists of  roots, berries, bugs, carrion, nuts, fish, and the occasional un-
lucky small mammal. Black bears easily learn and are always willing and eager to supplement 
this menu with the exotic foodstuffs many humans believe they must have to thrive—chips, tuna 
fish, soda pop, pizza, marshmallows, peanut butter, jam, eggs, bacon, and all the other good 
stuff  in the human larder. By contrast, grizzly bears and their impressive cousins, the Alaskan 
brown bears, barely tolerate human interlopers in their realms and in some cases tolerate them 
not at all. In the lower forty-eight states, grizzlies are rare and found only in a handful of  national 
park environments, primarily at Yellowstone and Glacier National Parks. They were eliminated 
from Yosemite country and throughout California decades ago when gunned down in a grossly 
uneven match by anxious humans with powerful rifles. Black bears are more ubiquitous, playful-

of  the Giant Sequoia groves temporarily off-limits and smoke-filled while NPS crews went about 
their flaming ecological work. “Prescribed burning” has gone well beyond the sequoia groves to 
include thousands of  acres of  oak and conifer habitat. The program was initiated at Yosemite in 
the 1970s through the watchful leadership of  Dr. Jan van Wagtendonk, a careful student of  the 
technique during his university years and a person willing to take the risk of  putting theory into 
practice. He was mentored by Dr. Harold H. Biswell, a pioneer educator in fire ecology at the 
School of  Forestry, University of  California, Berkeley. A burn “prescription” is a measurement of  
several factors including moisture content in forest fuels and soil, weather patterns, terrain, and 
density of  undergrowth. The trained crew that carried out the program in the park was small 
compared to the much larger contingent of  fire suppression crews stationed in Yosemite Valley 
and elsewhere to instantly respond to structural fire emergencies and out-of-control forest fires. 

There was a definite stress point between the two programs; even a physical separation. 
Yosemite Fire Chief  Don Cross maintained his substantial cache of  large fire trucks, emergency 
generators, chain saws, breathing apparatus, protective clothing, communications equipment, 
and tools at the park maintenance yard. His proud crews were easily identified by their vivid 
yellow shirts and hardhats. The handful of  nondescript prescribed burn experts, equipped with 
a couple of  pickup trucks capable of  carrying slip-on water tanks and some hand tools, operated 
from the superintendent’s old house far from Cross’s domain. Even when prescribed burns were 
underway, flames crawling along, the “turf  problem” persisted. Woe to a prescribed burn person 
who might need to borrow a piece of  equipment or ask for additional help from the Fire Chief. 
Cross made crystal clear to me and others that his job was to put fires out, not nursemaid them. 
I had to step in more than once and order cooperation. 

In microcosm, Cross represented a split in attitude that exists in many land management 
agencies. Prescribed burning has had its ups and downs, sometimes tragically so when con-
trol has been lost. Specialists in fire suppression often take a dim view of  other specialists who 
deliberately walk through the forest with dripping fire torches. But at Yosemite, van Wagten-
donk, Steve Botti, Charisse Sydoriak, and their like-minded contemporaries were immensely 
successful, so much so that we started referring to the “asbestos forest,” those portions of  the 
park wildscape where the combustible underbrush fuel load had been set back through cautious 
“cool” burning. For several years thereafter, any subsequent fire that might be caused by light-
ening or human error in the prescribed burn zones could not grip enough fuel on the ground to 
gain hazardous momentum. In the meantime, the natural cycles of  the forest were renewed and 
energized. Over the years, more than 55,000 acres of  forest habitat in Yosemite have been suc-
cessfully burned under prescription control, bringing laudable health to the park’s ecosystem. 

NPS personnel also must be sensitive to the competing demands of  visitors and wildlife. 
More than 250 wildlife species are found in Yosemite, absent one magnificent creature, the Cal-
ifornia Golden Bear (grizzly bear), resplendent on the state flag but eliminated by the gun. The 
last known grizzly in California was shot and killed in the Sierra foothills in the 1920s, not far 
from Yosemite. Other species cling to tenuous existence aided by the safety of  parklands. They 
are susceptible to habitat disruptions and lethal practices unconsciously or consciously brought 
into the mountains by humans. NPS resource managers try to restore and maintain suitable 
habitat for wildlife, attempting to enlist park visitors as their enlightened partners. 

The Yosemite Conservancy is proving to be an active pathway for volunteer involvement as 
are nature programs, museum displays, literature, and volunteer projects oriented toward the 
need to help nurture and perpetuate indigenous species. Richard West Sellars, in his book, Pre-
serving Nature in the National Parks, reports that Dr. Carl Russell, Yosemite’s superintendent from 
1947 to 1952, called for a “full understanding of  our responsibilities as trustees.” Implicit in Rus-
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chassis. When the bear crawls into the culvert and pulls on the baited trigger, a heavy metal door 
at the entrance to the trap, held in place by a rod attached to the trigger, is released and slams 
down to block escape. The captive bear is then usually hauled off  to a remote corner of  the park, 
sedated, equipped with a high-tech tracking collar, and turned loose. The hope is that the bear 
will find succor in natural habitat far from its former raiding territory, or at least not get back to 
the point of  capture before the ranger does. 

In designated wilderness areas, the bears and other wild creatures and plants within are 
judged by humans to be at home. Humans have placed themselves outside the perimeter, defin-
ing their status when visiting as that of  a guest. Former Secretary of  the Interior Stewart Udall 
(1920-2010) made a salient point about inscribed naturalness when he said, “Plans to protect air 
and water, wilderness and wildlife are in fact plans to protect man.” Within this context, it can 
be said that if  allowed to falter, national park areas across the country and around the world, 
these bastions of  wildlife almost free, will signal a danger to all of  us that may prove irreversible. 

The call by Dr. Russell and other ecologists for more science-based decision-making as a 
professional salute to the natural landscape and its wild, indigenous residents has been taken up 
vigorously by the NPS. An article of  professional faith is that the national parks can serve as vital 
“field laboratories” for the study of  natural processes, not only what was happening within the 
parks, but also what was taking place around them. A 1961 report by Howard R. Stagner (chief  
of  the NPS Branch of  Natural History) entitled “Get the Facts, and Put Them to Work,” cap-
tured the anxieties of  Russell and others by contending that the parks were “rapidly becoming 
islands” in a developing landscape of  logging, mining, hunting, grazing, water control, farming, 
and swelling rural settlement. Park perimeters were no guarantee that environmental threats 
could be held at bay or, for that matter, entirely understood. 

During the Mission 66 era, even as the battle was being fought over the Tioga Road, park 
crews were instructed to spray the toxic poison, malathion, in Tuolumne Meadows to control 
mosquitoes and the invasive needle miner insect that was attacking the Lodge Pole Pine. Mala-
thion is considered by scientists to be a low-toxicity pesticide that may be used in areas of  human 
habitation, but it eventually breaks down into malaoxan, which is sixty times more toxic. Use 
of  Malathion in urban centers is suspected to cause high mortality in aquatic species once it 
enters the water supply. Tuolumne Meadows is a water-supply sponge in the high headwaters 
of  the similarly named river, and the source of  San Francisco’s Hetch Hetchy water. At the time, 
pesticide poisoning was a popular tool throughout the United States and routinely used in the 
national parks. Park crew members who were assigned the spraying task were issued no protec-
tive clothing or respirators. As Jay Johnson, one of  my colleagues at Yosemite who had worked 
as a young man on one of  the Malathion crews, reminisced, “We walked through clouds of  the 
stuff.” 

The entire nation would learn in Rachel Carson’s seminal book, Silent Spring, how we were 
poisoning ourselves. Within its pages rested a stunning indictment of  chemical industry officials 
and their surrogates in the U. S. Department of  Agriculture for ignoring scientific proof  that the 
nonchalant use of  the long-term synthetic pesticides DDT, Dieldrin, Toxaphene, and Heptaclor 
were poisoning life forms dependent on the sanctity of  the land. Carson said of  the message in 
her book, “What I discovered was that everything which meant the most to me as a naturalist 
was being threatened, and that nothing I could do would be more important.” A Time Maga-
zine report stated, “Carson was violently assailed by threats of  lawsuits and derision, including 
suggestions that this meticulous scientist was a hysterical woman unqualified to write such a 
book.” This particular “hysterical” woman kept going, delivering scientific facts in a manner that 
swept the nation with her message. Other scientists supported Carson and use of  many of  the 

ly at home in many parks and known to happily ignore the official legislative line that separates 
designated wilderness from developed areas. 

For many years, bears in the parks were treated almost as circus animals. Open-pit garbage 
dumps became theaters for the daily bear performance, complete with bleachers and platforms 
for the convenience of  spectators who came to watch the show. Just such an open pit dump ex-
isted in the west end of  Yosemite Valley until the 1940s. Visitors were encouraged to watch the 
bears, especially those cute little fuzzy cubs, feed on garbage. Park rangers were on hand to act 
as masters of  ceremony, describing bear habits. The eventual discontinuation of  the shows, and 
the much more delayed closing of  the dumps, surely must have come as a disappointment to the 
generation of  bears accustomed to these sites. But human food is still in the parks and bears are 
still tempted to try to get their share.

There is good reason why bears historically have been so popular in circuses. They are intel-
ligent and trainable, and in the wild they have been known to train themselves. Snappy automo-
bile convertibles are a case in point. In national parks like Yellowstone, Yosemite, and Glacier, 
bears learn that by placing their three or four hundred pounds of  weight on a fabric top, often 
enhanced by a few tactical claw incisions, the result will be a quick, gravity-induced entry into 
the car’s interior. Then the treasure hunt for that stray apple or bag of  chips begins. If  nothing 
of  interest is found in the initial search, the trunk space often holds real promise. For a bear in 
the interior of  an automobile the challenge is to rip out the back seat in order to gain access to 
the trunk. This can be an untidy business, but not an insurmountable test of  skill. The real dis-
appointment usually comes when a human appears on the scene and starts yelling at the bear to 
leave. Bears, frightened of  people, typically retreat.

My wife and I had exactly this experience with a black bear when I assumed my first park 
ranger duties in Yellowstone. We had arrived in the park in our canary-yellow 1955 Ford Fairlane 
convertible, not exactly the kind of  car for Yellowstone country. On an autumn day, we parked 
along the edge of  a park road and hiked into the woods to a small pond known for its aquatic 
beauty. On return, using a different trail route, we reached the roadway about a half-mile from 
where the car was parked. In a light rain, we started walking toward the car. Just then a motorist 
happened by. He slowed to a stop, rolled down his window, and asked, “Do you own that car 
up the road?” I said, “Yes.” “Well, there’s a bear in it,” he reported, then rolled up his window 
and drove off. When we reached the car, the bear was gone, leaving only the evidence behind, a 
caved-in convertible top, claw marks on the black-and-yellow pseudo-leather seats, and puddles 
of  rainwater on the floor boards. 

A modern national park campground in bear country is equipped with chest-sized, bear-
proof  iron lockers strategically located for use by visitors. The lockers are supplemented by 
garbage containers with heavy iron lids and mailbox-style pivoting deposit slots that prevent 
bear-paw entry. When visitors are away from their campsites, they are directed to put their ex-
cess food in the lockers for safekeeping and not to leave garbage lying around. The campground 
at White Wolf  in Yosemite on the road to Tuolumne Meadows and Tioga Pass was known 
during my tenure as a particularly favored location for bear invasions. After the park mainte-
nance workers put the iron food lockers and bear-proof  garbage cans in place, the calculating 
bears decided to spend their time elsewhere. Similarly, backcountry trekkers have learned to 
use portable, pipe-like canisters that, on a much smaller scale, serve the same purpose as the 
campground food lockers. 

Rangers at Yosemite perform a kind of  wildland ballet with black bears that too boldly cross 
into the developed portions of  the park. The live trap commonly used to incarcerate trouble-
some bears is a large piece of  culvert pipe equipped with fragrant bait and mounted on a trailer 
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tive by robbing them of  the 
freedom and spontaneity that 
wilderness is supposed to of-
fer. 

Dr. Jan van Wagtendonk 
and his in-park scientific 
teammates, particularly Jim 
Benedict, P. R. Coho, and 
Charisse Sydoriak, decided 
to apply statistical Wilder-
ness Simulation Modeling to 
the Yosemite backcountry 
in an attempt to match the 
expectations of  wilderness 
trekkers with the ability of  
the landscape to withstand 
them. Van Wagtendonk had 
access to scientific findings 
from colleagues around the nation who were trying to solve similar problems in places like the 
Boundary Waters Canoe Area, Minnesota, and the Desolation Wilderness Area further north 
in the Sierra Nevada near Lake Tahoe. Laurel Boyers and Ron Mackie were responsible for the 
practical on-the-ground application of  these statistical signals and worked closely with the scien-
tists to develop an alternative administrative approach to Yosemite’s wilderness. 

After many months of  analysis, including detailed interviews with backcountry users, the 
team developed a simple and elegant alternative to the permit system. Quotas would, instead, 
be established at the trailheads, thereby shifting emphasis from the heart of  the wilderness to its 
entry points. Now visitors who intend to spend one or more nights camping in the backcountry 
may make reservations for use of  a given trailhead or take their chances on a first-come, first-
serve basis when they arrive in the park. Reservations are available for 60% of  each trailhead’s 
quota capacity. The remaining 40% is a daily up-for-grabs offering to the quickest of  the wil-
derness clientele. If  a quota has been reached at a particular trailhead, rangers can often refer 
prospective trekkers to alternate entry points where quota slots are still available. 

The quota system has proven to be simple to understand and easy to use. Although viewed 
skeptically in the beginning by some park visitors, it has also found wide acceptance among 
those who venture forth. Once across the wilderness line, the adventurer can go where she or 
he chooses, stopping to camp wherever fading daylight and muscle fatigue suggest, changing 
routes as desired, and wandering back to civilization when so inclined. The zones and specified 
campsites under the old permit system have been replaced by more freedom of  choice and a 
strong dose of  individual responsibility that is in keeping with the whole idea of  wilderness. This 
solution also proved that park visitors are more than willing to join in partnership with rangers 
and scientists in finding the balance between preservation and use in national parks if  the me-
chanics are judged to be fair and beneficial. 

Hikers who step across the wilderness line only for the day and those who have reservations 
at the High Sierra Camps are immune from the quotas. Many of  the beaten-down backcoun-
try campsites have been relieved of  the pressure of  constant use and are recovering to a more 
natural state. The trailhead quotas have effectively added freedom and softened use in the back-

severe poisons so casually at hand is no longer permitted. There is very good reason why these 
substances were marked with a skull-and-crossbones. I wonder what Carson would be saying 
today about global warming. 

A WILDERNESS QUOTA

Women have not had an easy time finding their qualified places in natural resources steward-
ship positions, an exclusive domain of  assumed male ruggedness for many decades. When I 
attended university in the 1950s studying to become a park ranger there was one brave woman 
in my freshman class. She did not return the following year. In my first posting to Yellowstone, 
there was one woman in the ranger ranks, a scientist who worked almost solely by herself. Park 
Ranger Laurel (Munson) Boyers was not going to let this habit of  maleness stand in her way at 
Yosemite. A proud graduate of  the Castle horse patrol school, just not quite in the dramatic style 
of  Tom Smith, her preference was to find her NPS career journey in the Yosemite wilderness, 
more often on foot than on horseback carrying essentials in a backpack, and finding the miles of  
trails to be “a match for me in a matchless place.” She did not worry about being alone, enjoying 
the trust she placed in herself, pitching camp, protecting her health, sharing space with resident 
wildlife, and enjoying the goodwill among trekkers she met along the way. Only on a few occa-
sions did Boyers experience “freaky” moments, sometimes weather-related, once or twice when 
she got lost, and sporadically when a man might pay too much unwanted attention. Mostly she 
enjoyed the kind of  friendly, informal, and satisfying alliance commonly shared in the outback 
among those eager to exchange information about trail conditions, good camping locations, 
special wilderness features, and news of  the outside world. 

Mentored by her supervisor, Park Ranger Ron Mackie, she, in turn, advanced in rank to 
become a supervisory wilderness specialist. In this management role, she supervised season-
al rangers assigned to the park’s most remote outposts, worked with the park-staff-at-large to 
improve safety and resource protection in the hundreds of  thousands of  acres under her pur-
view. She also monitored concessionaire performance in the High Sierra Camps, contended 
with the mischievous humor of  trail crews, and cheered their remarkable achievements. She 
often worked with little sleep, much practical judgment, and strong determination when emer-
gencies, primarily caused by lost or injured people, took place within her territory. In so doing 
Boyers put many miles on her boot soles and left a figurative trail for other women to follow. 

An oddity of  the Yosemite wilderness is that, despite its vastness, overuse can occur. The 
backcountry permit system that was in place when I arrived at Yosemite in 1979 was judged by 
those on the NPS staff  who had to administer it to be cumbersome and ineffective. Visitors who 
wanted to camp overnight in the backcountry were required to provide rangers with a detailed 
itinerary of  their planned routes of  travel through various “zones” within the backcountry that 
had been administratively designated by the NPS. Within these zones, the hikers and equestrians 
were directed to specific campsites. The concept was that the permit system would spread out 
use and reduce risk. In theory, the rangers would have some sense of  where to begin looking if  
a backcountry trekker failed to return as scheduled.

In practice, however, rangers found that by designating campsites, they were in effect fo-
cusing human impact. The most favored campsites suffered the result, both in trampled down 
ground and messy waste. Professional pack outfitters were also returning again and again with 
their clients to the campsites that best fit their commercial needs, and the most popular trails 
were receiving an annual pounding. Many visitors felt the permit system to be overly restric-

Park Rangers Laurel Boyers and Ginger Burley leading  
backcountry hike, Yosemite
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I N  E A R L Y  1 9 8 6 ,  Yosemite was functioning as usual. The wilderness was closet-
ed again in winter’s grip, no one was missing, fundraising results were amazing, and we were 
planning the next mini-steps to implement the 1980 plan. The only exception to the routine 
was a complex and lengthy investigation by law enforcement rangers into rumored trafficking 
and persistent illegal use of  drugs in the park, a reflection of  this corrosive problem in soci-
ety-at-large. Arrests were being made and the investigation was on-going. 

That January, I was attending a meeting at the NPS design and engineering center in Denver, 
Colorado, when my boss, Western Regional Director Howard Chapman, informed me that I 
was being reassigned “immediately” to a desk job in San Francisco. The genesis for this order, I 
learned, was the recording I had made three years earlier at the Cushman meeting.

A park ranger named Paul Berkowitz, who I did not know at the time of  the recording, had 
handled the tape equipment. Subsequently, in succeeding years, he had become dissatisfied with 
law-enforcement activities at Yosemite, so much so that he asked to testify in October, 1985, at 
a Congressional subcommittee fact-finding hearing held in the park. The hearing was intended 
to invite comment on general park management issues, including law enforcement activities. 
At the hearing, Berkowitz alleged possible misuse of  funds and tampering with evidence within 
Yosemite’s law enforcement structure, singling out his supervisors. The chairman of  the sub-
committee, Congressman Bruce Vento, was so startled that he promptly adjourned the hearing 
and called for an immediate investigation of  the allegations by the federal General Accounting 
Office. A few weeks after the hearing, in January, 1986, Berkowitz felt compelled to send letters 
to NPS Director William Penn Mott and members of  Congress tying my lapse with Cushman 
to his other severe criticisms of  park investigative activities. He claimed that he was forced by 
his supervisors to handle the recording equipment, adding the specious claim that the recording 
had been illegal. For me, the result was swift and blunt. When NPS Director Mott learned of  the 

Not So Great

14country. Boyers described the issue succinctly: “Yosemite is so heavily used, but it’s resilient if  
given a chance.”
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ing became available, so the report stung like a broken promise.” Although this “examination” 
vaguely claimed that “the Yosemite National Park of  the future” would reflect earlier planning 
goals, Gene Rose, writing for the McClatchy News Service, pointed out that the “Examination Re-
port” also claimed in seeming contradiction that many of  the 1980 goals could not be achieved 
because they were unrealistic or too expensive. 

Just as he had a decade before, Ed Hardy tried to tip the scales in favor of  the Yosemite Park 
& Curry Company by urging that its customers make their opinions known about the need 
for more and better accommodations, but once again he did not get the result he was hoping 
for. Of  the 4,250 public respondents, 87% supported the 1980 GMP; 2% thought that lodging 
in Yosemite should be increased from the existing 1,770 units while the rest were evenly split 
on whether accommodations should remain the same or be decreased; 65% thought employee 
housing should be decreased; 78% thought traffic should be limited. 

Echoing these sentiments, journalist Kevin Roderick, also writing for the Los Angeles Times, 
quoted the superintendent in charge of  the park during the centennial year, Michael V. Finley, 
as saying, “I think that the plan [the GMP] was developed with the greatest sincerity, but some 
things that seemed simple 10 years ago were not really so simple.” Roderick commented that 
lack of  action on the plan had resulted in “a storm of  protest from conservation groups, lifelong 
hikers, and cliff-scaling daredevils who keep a close eye on anything that happens here—and 
who spent the 1980s confident that Yosemite would become more wild, not more commercial.” 
In counterweight to the protest, spokespeople for the Yosemite Park & Curry Company echoed 
Superintendent Finley’s contention that “the goals of  reducing overnight accommodations and 
tearing out parking lots are out of  date.” The article concluded that “the bold plan has been left 
mostly on paper—and the future of  Yosemite Valley left not much clearer today that it was 100 
years ago.” Yosemite National Park arrived at its centennial much as it began: in controversy.

BUSINESS UPHEAVAL

The most significant change in the valley during the centennial year was not initiated by the 
NPS, but came entirely from an unexpected direction. Matsushita Electric Industrial Company 
announced that it was in the process of  acquiring the MCA Corporation. Matsushita employed 
more than 300,000 people worldwide and counted Panasonic among its many subsidiary assets. 
If  approval by financial regulators could be achieved, the $6.59 billion deal to purchase MCA 
would mark the largest Japanese acquisition of  an American company on record. 

Although the Yosemite Park & Curry Company was the largest concessionaire operation 
in the National Park Service, it was a very small part of  the pending buyout, with an estimated 
book value of  between $100 and $300 million. Nevertheless, the historic relationship between 
the NPS and the concessionaires was suddenly shaken by the image of  foreign commercial do-
minion over Yosemite. The Secretary of  the Interior, Manuel Lujan, Jr., serving in the admin-
istration of  President George H. W. Bush, publicly stated that he did not stay in foreign-owned 
hotels or buy foreign cars. He warned that a transfer of  Yosemite concessionaire services to a 
Japanese owner without government authorization might result in cancellation of  the contract. 

In the face of  this challenge, MCA and Matsushita agreed to put the Yosemite concession 
into escrow and sell it within twelve months to an American buyer. Lujan was not satisfied: “I 
thought that was very arrogant of  them. They have the attitude that they are bigger than the 
government.” As it happened, Lujan had some leverage on his side of  the argument because 
the NPS contract with the YP&CC was due to expire on September 30, 1993. The Secretary of  

recording incident, he ordered my immediate transfer from Yosemite. The newspaper headlines 
were sensational. One example was a Los Angeles Times headline proclaiming that, “Yosemite 
Chief  Firing Tied to Ranger Morale, Crime.” I was in shock and so was my family. 

A few days after I cleaned out my office, a subsequent McClatchy News Service headline, 
dated January 20, 1986, read, “U.S. Clears Yosemite Drug Probers”: As reported by Gene Rose, 
“Federal investigators have cleared Yosemite law enforcement officers of  allegations they acted 
improperly while probing illegal drug activities in the park between 1982 and 1984. A General 
Accounting Office investigation found there was no basis to any of  the 11 allegations made in 
October by Yosemite Ranger Paul Berkowitz, said Representative Bruce Vento, Chairman of  
the Subcommittee on National Parks and Recreation. The General Accounting Office has spent 
considerable time looking into Mr. Berkowitz’s charges, particularly the five specific charges of  
possible criminal misconduct, Vento said. The GAO found no evidence of  criminal conduct, but 
more importantly no basis to support such allegations.”

For me and most of  the park ranger corps at Yosemite, the result of  the investigation was 
welcome, restorative news. Unfortunately, I was receiving this news at my desk in San Francisco. 
Some months after my abrupt exit from the park, Mott, having learned more of  the facts about 
the Berkowitz allegations, and as a gesture of  support, offered me the superintendent position 
at the Santa Monica National Recreation Area in the Los Angeles basin, or, alternatively, said he 
would urge California Governor Pete Wilson to appoint me as Director of  the California State 
Park System. I considered the state park opportunity and was interviewed by Governor Wilson, 
but, instead, and still in a twit, decided on early retirement from the NPS in order to take my 
chances outside of  government. That did not last long. My wife and I were soon on the move 
again, this time all the way back across the country where I was to serve as Assistant Commis-
sioner in the New York Department of  Environmental Conservation in the administration of  
Governor Mario Cuomo. From there, I received the honor of  succeeding Nash Castro, a highly 
regarded conservation leader, as Executive Director of  the Palisades Interstate Park Commis-
sion.

POLITICAL DRIFT

Yosemite’s centennial year in 1990 was supposed to be a milepost year marking the attainment 
of  many of  the goals identified in the publicly endorsed General Management Plan. Park use was 
at an all-time high, reaching the amazing level of  four million visitors per year, double the num-
ber of  only a decade earlier when I arrived in the park. Miserable crowding in Yosemite Valley 
on the busiest days had become a given. Better news was that people of  all ethnic backgrounds 
were coming to the park, including thousands upon thousands of  visitors from other nations. 
The park’s popularity was evidence that Yosemite is firmly woven into America’s cultural fabric, 
so much so that many who visit the park assume that the preservation experiment started there 
in 1864 to be successfully concluded. 

A signal to the contrary was a 1989 “Examination Report” issued by the NPS that called 
into question some of  the planning assumptions for the park. The report hinted that restric-
tions on commercial development might be softened, a contradiction to the publicly supported 
effort to reduce development In Yosemite Valley. A front page article In the Yosemite Associa-
tion newsletter called the report “disturbing” and charged that it “effectively repudiated” the 
1980 GMP. In a Los Angeles Times article entitled “Who Owns Yosemite,” Maura Dolan reported 
that “conservationists had assumed that the 1980s plan eventually would be enacted once fund-
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partment of  Parks and Recreation, Dr. Richard Martyr, the Executive Director of  the American 
Youth Hostel Association, Dr. Edgar Wayburn, physician and former President of  the Sierra 
Club, Attorney Sarah Rockwell of  the firm Morrison & Forester, Joan Reiss, Regional Director 
of  the Wilderness Society in California, Alsup, and me. The nonprofit company was named the 
Yosemite Restoration Trust. Steve Medley could not participate due to an obvious conflict of  
interest, but he cheered us on from the sidelines.

A strong subsidiary organization, entitled the Yosemite Restoration Trust Services Corpora-
tion, was poised to step in and run day-to-day operations at the park should our not-for-profit 
initiative prevail in the bid process. Dr. Martyr was selected as chairman and CEO of  the subsid-
iary corporation and was backed by highly experienced board members including Stuart Cross, 
former president of  the Yosemite Park & Curry Company and chairman of  the Conference of  
National Park Concessioners; Robert Maynard, president of  the Aspen Ski Corporation; Frank 
Wells, president and CEO of  the Walt Disney Company; Michael Glennie, former manager of  
the Waldorf  Astoria Hotel and president of  Rockresorts, Boca Raton, Florida; Nancy Glaser, a 
specialist in equity financing in the retail industry; Thomas Klutznick, chairman and CEO of  the 
Urban Investment and Development Corporation; and Jim Sano, who had stepped away from 
his duties at Yosemite to become Vice President and CEO of  Innerasia Expeditions, a San Fran-
cisco-based company that specialized in hosting trips to the Himalayas. 

The test for competitors who wished to bid on the Yosemite contract was to prove financial 
viability and professional capability. The NPS rightly established a businesslike framework for 
bids that would avoid haphazard or purely speculative ventures. Our group knew the rules and 
tried to comply by confirming access to $12 million in minimum working capital, as required 
by the NPS. This capital was pledged by several California banks and would be made available 
within 30 days should we be notified that we were the successful bidder. Accordingly, we sub-
mitted written documentation to NPS decision makers, including a guarantee that the expected 
millions in profits generated from sales would be reinvested in park stewardship projects at Yo-
semite and, if  sufficient, in other national parks as well. We contended that experienced business 
people could be put in place to run the company, including veterans of  the YP&CC with estab-
lished track records who could be recruited to the cause. Our access to the lines-of-credit could 
be activated immediately should we win the bid. 

When the final list of  “qualified” bidders for the Yosemite contract was announced by NPS 
personnel in Washington, D. C., six for-profit corporations were approved. The Yosemite Res-
toration Trust Services Corporation was found “not qualified” and summarily dropped from 
consideration, supposedly due to a lack of  sufficient cash in the bank and no prior resort-man-
agement experience. This seemed to us to be very hazy logic on the part of  those at NPS head-
quarters in Washington, D. C., who had evaluated our bid. Our board members obviously had 
excellent business, fiscal, and legal credentials and we were ready to step in on day one to meet 
our management and financial obligations. Nonetheless, we were disqualified. 

Our consortium had little recourse other than to engage in a brief  legal tussle to try to regain 
a position in the bid process. That possibility fell beyond our reach when a judge made a prelimi-
nary review of  the circumstances and advised that, in her view, we could not prove “overwhelm-
ingly” that we had been wrongfully treated. Sadly, right before our eyes, had been the possibility 
that commercial revenue generated in parks by concessionaires could be reinvested in the parks 
on behalf  of  the users. This was a notable opportunity lost. The Yosemite Restoration Trust, 
designed to channel commercial activities to the park’s well-being, instead would become an 
advocacy group, keeping a watchful eye on events to come, and, as these events unfolded, forced 
to become a defender of  Yosemite Valley against even more commercial abuse. 

the Interior could either obstruct the MCA/Matsushita transaction by withholding approval if  
the YP&CC was part of  the deal or cancel the YP&CC contract outright, as he was threaten-
ing. 

Lujan made clear that he did not want “this Japanese company” to gain exclusive rights under 
the existing concession contract “to do business in Yosemite.” “I don’t want foreign ownership,” 
he said, prompting an observation in the New York Times that Lujan might be “flirting with rac-
ism.” The larger question, of  course, was whether any new concessionaire should have exclusive 
rights to such a lucrative contract. 

In January, 1991, Matsushita agreed to sell the YP&CC to the National Park Foundation, in 
those years a little-known charitable arm of  the NPS, at a bargain price of  $49.5 million when 
the existing contract expired. During the remaining three-year term of  the contact, Matsushi-
ta-MCA would donate $6 million to the Foundation from Yosemite profits. Using these donated 
funds as collateral, the Foundation would finance the purchase at 8.5% interest over fifteen 
years. A key factor was that so-called “possessory interest” in about 800 YP&CC buildings would 
be transferred through the Foundation to the NPS, thus breaking a hold on MCA’s claim of  out-
right ownership of  commercial facilities in the park. In essence, the National Park Foundation 
was being used as a conduit for this complicated transaction. After Matsushita was out of  the 
picture, the assumption was that a new concessionaire with American credentials acceptable 
to Lujan would step in to take control at Yosemite, relieving the foundation of  its debt in the 
process. 

Many of  us felt that this unexpected turn of  events was an excellent opportunity for the Na-
tional Park Foundation to simply hold on to the YP&CC after the transaction was completed, 
employ experienced business people to operate the company, and plow the profits, estimated to 
be $10-$15 million per year, back into stewardship needs at Yosemite and other parks. Here was 
a chance for commercial Yosemite and preservation Yosemite to find a creative merger oppor-
tunity. After all, large charitable corporations successfully operate throughout the nation. This 
would be a radical departure from business-as-usual in the national parks. Lujan was not wrest-
ing the YP&CC contract from Matsushita in order to convert National Park Service concession 
activities to not-for-profit status. He was simply eager to pass along those activities at Yosemite 
to the next private vendor and the next group of  stockholders. 

Still, the not-for-profit idea was sparked to life in the buyout deal by the involvement of  the 
National Park Foundation. What better result than to allow millions of  dollars in commercial 
income to be reinvested on behalf  of  those who spent those dollars, the members of  the public 
who are the true owners of  the park? If  the National Park Foundation was not going to claim 
the prize, perhaps another nonprofit group could do so, thereby causing a mighty shift that 
would benefit park stewardship by creating a fusion of  commercial and conservation practices 
at Yosemite. 

As other potential investors were lining up to bid on the Yosemite contract, Steve Medley, the 
Executive Director of  the Yosemite Association and a fervent believer in the national park ideal, 
telephoned me and suggested that I have a conversation with William Alsup about the nonprofit 
possibility. Alsup was a San Francisco-based attorney and a highly skilled landscape photogra-
pher. He had spent many hours roaming the High Sierra, camera in hand, capturing images that 
were reflective of  one of  his role models, Ansel Adams. 

Alsup agreed that a not-for-profit bidder for the Yosemite contract was a superlative idea and 
he took the lead in organizing a consortium to make it possible. The group included investment 
banker Bernard Butcher, Executive Director of  the Wilderness Society George Frampton, the 
philanthropist Richard Goldman, Peter Dangermond, a former Director of  the California De-
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When the floodwaters receded, the initial estimate for damage repair ranged from a low 
of  $10 million to a high of  $100 million, depending on the degree to which structures, utility 
systems, roads, campsites, and parking lots were included in the assessment. (One insurance 
adjuster placed the cost of  repair to commercial facilities at $4 million, perhaps assuming that 
squeegees and paint would suffice.) Special funding was obviously needed to restore visitor and 
administrative services in Yosemite Valley, but logic suggested, too, that the moment finally had 
arrived to honor the basic findings of  the 1980 General Management Plan, at least to the extent of  
eliminating buildings from the valley’s flood zone.

Instead, the NPS found itself  in the almost unprecedented position of  receiving millions 
of  dollars in authorized funding from the U.S. Congress to actually expand development in 
the valley. The power behind this generous windfall was Congressman George P. Radanovich. 
Radanovich is a genial man born in the Yosemite gateway community of  Mariposa, who, after 
briefly serving as a County Commissioner, was elected to the House of  Representatives in the 
“Republican Revolution” of  1994 as representative of  California’s 19th Congressional District, a 
slice of  foothill and agricultural lands extending from Yosemite to neighborhoods in Fresno. He 
proudly claimed to be the “first full-time winemaker elected to Congress since Thomas Jeffer-
son” and won an impressive majority of  votes using the campaign slogan, “Run, George, Run.” 

At the time of  the flood, only in his second term but soon to become Chairman of  the House 
of  Representatives Subcommittee on National Parks, Radanovich was in a key political position 
to seek maximum support from his congressional colleagues for Yosemite flood repair monies. 
He was a businessman whose hometown had been heavily dependent on Yosemite-generated 
commerce since the gold rush days. Similarly, the gateway community of  Oakhurst, also in his 
district, was thriving on Yosemite traffic. 

Commercial development within the park has had obvious trickle-down economic benefit 
for the gateway communities, but a reasonable assumption is that wise limits on these services 
within the park would encourage millions of  visitors to become better acquainted with the 
towns they now only hurry through to reach the valley. My own view has long been that the 
gateway communities of  Mariposa, Oakhurst, Fish Camp, Lee Vining, and Groveland would 
benefit enormously if  they became the predominant overnight destinations for Yosemite-bound 
visitors rather than second cousins to the park’s business monopoly. These communities have re-
peatedly demonstrated their ability to provide quality services and they certainly are integral to 
the history of  the Yosemite region. But habit is hard to break. Behind the inflated appropriation 
of  monies for Yosemite was the attitude that a bigger trickle was preferable to a shift in policy. 

This attitude is somewhat understandable. Far less understandable was the sudden new 
level of  development being proposed and bankrolled in Yosemite Valley after so many years 
of  seeking to soften development. In addition to urgent repair of  roads, utility systems, and 
campgrounds was a project to smoother Camp 4, the climber’s campground, with three-story 
dormitory buildings to house concessionaire employees. Tom Frost, a respected photographer, 
equipment specialist, and rockcrafter who had climbed in Yosemite and elsewhere with such 
luminaries as Royal Robbins, Yvon Chouinard, and Sir Edmund Hillary took a very dim view 
of  this gambit and brought a law suit against the NPS to stop It. In short order, he was joined in 
protest by the American Alpine Club. The dormitory project was dropped and, in 2003, Camp 
4 was added to the National Register of  Historic Places. Yosemite Lodge, hard hit by the flood, 
was to be expanded by one- hundred rooms. In the west end of  the valley, at Taft Toe, a “tem-
porary” parking lot for 1,800 cars was proposed. This was the same Taft Toe that had been so 
threatened eighteen years earlier when a similar proposal was considered and thankfully reject-

At the conclusion of  the bid process the Delaware North Corporation based in Buffalo, New 
York, was declared the winner, picking up its first-ever national park concession contract. After 
seventy-five years, including twenty years as subsidiary of  the MCA Corporation, the Yosemite 
Park & Curry Company, was no more. Delaware North received a fifteen-year contract with 
projected gross income of  $1 billion. Tucked into the details was the proviso that the new con-
cessionaire agreed to remove twenty-seven derelict underground fuel tanks left behind by the 
YP&CC, an unexciting but important step toward reclaiming environmental health in the park. 

The upset precipitated by the Matsushita buyout brought about several positive changes at 
Yosemite. Delaware North was required to pay a 4.5% franchise fee for the privilege of  operating 
the business monopoly in Yosemite, more than four times the 0.75% fee paid by the YP&CC. 
The newly empowered company also agreed to forego “preferential rights,” theoretically open-
ing the door for fresh and vigorous competition when the Yosemite contract again would come 
up for renewal. Specialists on the NPS staff  in Washington, D.C. judged that these changes were 
more in keeping with resort industry standards and Delaware North accepted. 

In a stroke of  good management judgment, Delaware North selected Dan Jensen as the chief  
operating officer for its Yosemite operation (he would later be promoted to president). Jensen 
formerly had been the controller (account executive) for the YP&CC. He was a native of  Visalia 
in the nearby Central Valley, a “local boy” who first saw Yosemite at a young age. Like so many 
before and since, Jensen was captivated by the grandeur that surrounded him. He was obligated 
to watch the bottom line for Delaware North and seek profits wherever possible, but Jensen also 
was more of  the “old school,” a Yosemite devotee, who, with his family, sought a lifestyle as well 
as a job in the park. 

THE FLOOD

Delaware North settled in and it was business as usual until 1997 when the park’s fortunes were 
altered by a commanding presence, Mother Nature. When atypical weather patterns combine 
to dump heavy early-season snow in the High Sierra followed by unseasonably warm rain, hu-
mans in the valley must scramble to elevated ground where they can only watch, marvel, and 
wait. Flooding has been part of  the Yosemite Valley scene for eons, long before people were 
around to record these events. When people did finally take note, major floods were document-
ed in 1889, 1937, 1955, and 1964. Then came the flood of  1997. Four feet of  snow piled up in the 
High Sierra during December, 1996. Heavy rain followed, beginning on New Year’s Day. Unpo-
etically speaking, Yosemite Valley is a giant tub fed by many spigots, but with only one drain, the 
Merced River. When a combination of  early snow saturated by warm rain occurs, these spigots, 
Vernal and Nevada Falls, Tenaya Creek, Yosemite Falls, Bridalveil and their many lesser kin are 
turned on full force. That January, the spigots overwhelmed the valley. 

As the flood waters swept through before plunging into the constricted downstream exit 
toward El Portal, roads were obliterated, the sewer system that connects the valley to the treat-
ment plant in El Portal was severed, all three water wells in Yosemite Valley were damaged, and 
support legs for the towers that feed 69,000-volts of  electricity into the valley were undermined. 
Three hundred guest accommodations at Yosemite Lodge filled with five-to-eight-feet of  wa-
ter and 250 units at the housekeeping camp near Curry Village did the same. Nine hundred 
campsites were inundated while picnic tables and garbage cans disappeared down the Merced 
River. The historic Yosemite Chapel held tenuously to its foundation, water splashing through 
the building. A grinding swirl of  trees, rocks, and debris of  all types churned along in the flood.
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THE NPS TAKEN TO COURT

On another front, the Sierra Club joined with the locally organized Friends of  Yosemite Valley 
and Mariposans for Environmentally Responsible Growth, made up primarily of  residents from 
the gateway communities and, in August, 1998, filed a lawsuit to stop the proposed expansion 
of  the park’s commercial facilities. On the Mariposans board was Len McKenzie, the retired Yo-
semite Chief  Naturalist. The Friends group also included a Yosemite NPS retiree, backcountry 
Supervisory Park Ranger Ron Mackie. 

The following year, in a hearing before Federal District Judge Joseph Breyer, National Park 
Service representatives wisely rescinded the proposal to add rooms and buildings at flood-prone 
Yosemite Lodge, but otherwise reserved the right to proceed with repairs and new construction 
in the park. They also refused to define how these projects related to an overall visitor capacity 
for Yosemite Valley. Soon after, sixty-one organizations represented by the public interest West-
ern Environmental Law Center issued another legal challenge, asserting that ever more people 
cannot be crammed into seven-square-mile Yosemite Valley as though the valley had infinite 
space. The litigants contended that the National Park Service was obligated under existing law 
to define logical use limits for this precious piece of  public real estate as an essential part of  any 
new planning initiative.

Before long, legal proceedings to determine the parameters for future planning and devel-
opment in Yosemite were in full swing, with the National Park Service on the defense. Gov-
ernment lawyers were in place to argue the merits of  Merced River Plan findings that seemed to 
support large expenditures of  funds to rehabilitate the flood-damaged park without grappling 
with the knotty use-capacity question. Lawyers representing the alliance of  plaintiffs wanted 
the NPS to draw a bright and clear planning line and say “no development beyond here.” The 
agency’s refusal to do so meant that many of  the very individ-
uals and organizations that normally cheered and supported 
the National Park Service found themselves in the position of  
fighting against it.

Ron Mackie did not expect to find himself  actively involved 
in the legal proceedings against his former employer. He had 
served in Yosemite for thirty-seven-years, starting on a trail 
crew before finding his first ranger job at the South Entrance 
to the park near Wawona. He subsequently moved up through 
the ranks until he was exactly in the right place at the right 
time to secure what he describes as “the best job in the world” 
when he succeeded his mentor and friend Roger Rudolph as 
Yosemite’s wilderness park ranger. Mackie held that position 
for twenty-two years. <IMG 11.2>

When he retired in 1997 he assumed that he would main-
tain a general, arm’s length interest in National Park Service 
activities until he learned that the flood was being used as an 
excuse to push more development into Yosemite Valley. The unwritten NPS protocol has always 
been to voice concerns from within and be deferential from without. The “old guard” should de-
fer to the new generation of  managers, give advice when asked, volunteer if  help is needed, pro-
vide institutional knowledge if  sought, enjoy alumni gatherings, golf  outings, and picnics with 
old friends and otherwise stay out of  the way. Certainly, that was Mackie’s intent, but he decided 
that he could not just stand by and watch his park be damaged by good intentions gone wrong. 

ed. In an astonishing exercise in reverse logic the flood was being used as a reason to enlarge 
infrastructure in the valley. 

NEW PLANS EMERGE

Coincidentally, the NPS had begun work a year before the flood on two new plans, the Valley 
Plan and the Merced Wild and Scenic River Comprehensive Management Plan, to supplement the orig-
inal 1980 GMP as the guiding blueprints for future park development. The 1980 plan had been 81 
pages. The Merced River Plan, when first offered for public scrutiny, was a forbidding 1,300 pages 
and weighed 14.5 pounds. It focused on the entire 122-mile length of  the Merced River and its 
tributaries from the headwaters in the High Sierra, through Yosemite Valley, past El Portal, and 
down the Merced River Canyon to the Don San Pedro Reservoir on the edge of  the Central 
Valley.  

Its thesis was that for planning purposes the entire river ecosystem must be considered as a 
robust natural entity, an assertion that prompted little fundamental disagreement among those 
who debate the future of  Yosemite. In the eyes of  many, the plan as presented for public review 
was heavy on new structures, tepid on traffic control, and silent on use capacity. Some thought 
it might even be intended as a smokescreen to justify a thrust toward more development in Yo-
semite Valley in conjunction with Radanovich’s funding initiative. 

The ever-watchful Jim Snyder was dismayed by the “planning frenzy” prompted by the flood, 
writing, “For all the talk of  restoration, flood response and planning signaled the demise of  the 
ability to take things as they come, to recognize human frailties as part of  the landscape, and to 
live with the landscape’s processes. The 1997 flood marked the end of  an agency conception of  
people and rivers as inseparable elements of  the Yosemite landscape, supplanted with a domi-
neering, polarizing view of  people and the land as competing, even conflicting elements of  the 
world.” The NPS’s new vision, apparently buttressed by the irresistible lure of  Congress’s prom-
ised millions, suggested a detour, if  not a complete course reversal, on the path toward eased 
crowding In Yosemite Valley. 

The Yosemite Restoration Trust, under the leadership of  Janet Cobb, Dr. Hal Browder, and 
Walter Kieser stepped forward to urge renewed public dialog In the Yosemite planning pro-
cess. Buoyed by financial support from the David and Lucile Packard Foundation, the Trust 
commended the NPS “for its continuing efforts to work with the public to develop lasting 
and enforceable protection for Yosemite,” but also lamented the “unrealized” promise of  the 
“shelf-dweller,” the 1980 GMP. The Trust Board of  Directors worried about the threat to the 
valley “glutted with more than $177 million in new visitor facilities and employee housing.” 
These messages had teeth. The Trust had found allies in nine other organizations including the 
National Park Conservation Association, the Natural Resources Defense Council, and the Wil-
derness Society collectively representing over one-million members. Cobb, Browder, Kieser and 
their Board colleagues brought particular focus to creation of  “a transit-based system for day-use 
visitors to Yosemite Valley during the peak visitation months of  June through September,” and 
urged a “day-use reservation system” to mitigate overcrowding. A grant of  $300,000 was provid-
ed by the California Department of  Transportation in support of  the transit system Initiative. 

Park Ranger Ron Mackie
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plan was being revised in response to the earlier Circuit Court of  Appeals finding, now dated 
by three years, and almost a decade after Ron Mackie and his associates had stepped forward to 
challenge plan assumptions. 

In a July, 2009, article in the Fresno Bee, Mark Gross reported that, “Nine years after creating 
a plan to limit crowds in Yosemite Valley, National Park Service officials are starting over again. 
Fresno will be the first stop on a tour from Sacramento to Pasadena where officials will seek 
public comment about protecting wildlife and the banks of  the Merced River from crowds.” In 
fact, the NPS was starting over again after thirty years, reaching out once again to connect with 
the true owners of  Yosemite, the public-at-large.

It was not until October 1, 2009 that an Associated Press article appeared in the Los Ange-
les Times and other news outlets headlined, “U. S. To Delay Development in Yosemite Valley”: 
“Ending a lengthy legal battle with environmentalists, the federal government agreed Wednes-
day to halt all commercial development in Yosemite National Park’s most popular area and to 
consider limiting access to its wilderness. The settlement was reached by the National Park Ser-
vice and two small environmental groups that sued the federal government in 2000. Under the 
agreement, the Park Service will delay all planned construction until at least December, 2012, 
when officials are expected to finish a far-reaching plan to manage and protect the [Merced] 
river. The settlement lays out a new process for park managers, consultants and the public to 
determine the maximum number of  people who can visit certain areas in Yosemite.”

Those not involved in this lengthy legal process are forgiven if  their eyes roll at the thought 
of  yet another round of  planning for Yosemite. During the succeeding process the NPS suggest-
ed a use capacity in Yosemite Valley of  19,900 visitors per day controlled by traffic diversions 
when this maximum was reached. In an attempt to emphasize low impact non-commercial uses 
in the valley, the artificial swimming pools at Curry Village and Yosemite Lodge, as well as raft, 
bicycle, and horseback rentals, were proposed to be shut down, as was the ice rink at Curry Vil-
lage. The NPS proposals were backed by 2,500-pages of  details that the public was encouraged 
(once again) to critique. 

One person not impressed with the renewed planning effort was Tom McClintock, repre-
senting California’s 4th Congressional District that, when gerrymandered in 2011, encompassed 
Yosemite. McClintock claimed that some recommendations in the plan represented the “most 
radical and nihilistic fringe of  the environmental left.” He sits on the House of  Representatives 
Subcommittee on National Parks, Forests, and Public Lands, and, as a member of  the Republi-
can majority, is in a powerful position to influence the plan’s survival as was George Radanovich 
who retired from Congress In 2011.

In February, 2014, Yosemite Superintendent Don L. Neubacher announced release of  a final 
plan for the park based on “rich collaboration between scientists, planners, American Indian 
tribes, stakeholder groups, and members of  the public.” Resting like a boulder within the plan is 
a daily “user capacity” for Yosemite Valley, pegged at 18,710 visitors. Of  these, more than 15,000 
could be staying overnight. The plan allows for a substantial increase in camping, a modest in-
crease in parking, and a slight increase in overnight accommodations. Much attention is paid to 
flood plain and rock fall safety. 

Congressman McClintock issued a statement in support, saying that, “The NPS has come a 
long way toward meeting the concerns expressed by park visitors, recreational groups, and local 
business and community leaders.” He added, “I am particularly gratified that the final report 
has rejected radical proposals to close many traditional tourist amenities at the park, including 
swimming pools, raft and bike rentals, horseback riding stables, and ice skating and lodging 
facilities.”

Many were surprised when Mackie joined the legal challenge against the NPS, but he un-
derstood that his detailed knowledge of  the park would be useful in the legal proceedings and 
he did not hesitate. He explained that he had taken to heart the language in the 1916 Act of  
Congress requiring that national parks be left “unimpaired for the enjoyment of  future gener-
ations.” Expanding the resort infrastructure in Yosemite was not Mackie’s idea of  leaving the 
park unimpaired.

Others of  course had contrary views. Congressman Radanovich held a field hearing in the 
park on Earth Day, 2003. He made clear that efforts to reduce facilities, relocate campsites, or 
boost public transit as an access alternative for the car-infested valley did not have his support. 
Charles Cushman, now the founder and executive director of  the American Land Rights Asso-
ciation, was back in the valley with a group of  demonstrators. Ever the showman, he provided 
black-and-white striped prison costumes for some of  the demonstrators apparently to imply 
that park visitors were captives in an environmental jail. Radanovich followed up the hearing 
by Introducing legislation In Congress to “block plans to slash day-use parking by one-third and 
encourage the public to swap private cars for clean-air buses to reach the valley,” as reported in 
the Los Angeles Times. The NPS was caught between Yosemite’s rocks (and floods) and the hard 
spot of  spiraling demand, trying on the one hand to reorient toward more use control while at 
the same time attempting not to tread on free-choice access to the park. 

The legal challenge to the Merced River Plan eventually moved to the Ninth Circuit Court of  
Appeals in San Francisco. In October, 2003, the court ruled in favor of  the plaintiffs, finding that 
the absence of  defined use capacities in the plan was a major flaw at odds with federal environ-
mental requirements. The judge ordered the NPS to prepare a new and revised plan based on a 
transparent and well-reasoned analysis of  limits that must be imposed in order to maintain an 
acceptable balance between use and preservation at Yosemite. 

When the court finding was announced, Mackie was quoted as saying, “this ruling is the 
greatest thing which ever happened to Yosemite. For years we have been fighting this concept 
of  planning without first determining user capacity to protect the park’s natural environment.” 
Even then, however, the NPS was unwilling to back down. The legal proceedings subsequently 
entered that dark labyrinth of  appeal that only judges and lawyers cherish, not to surface again 
for three more years. 

LEGAL GRIND 

National Park Service planners, responding to the court’s initial ruling, began to crunch num-
bers yet again in a complex process of  public input and data analysis. In 2004, “specific measur-
able limits on use” in Yosemite Valley were defined and submitted for further consideration by 
plaintiffs, defendants, and the public-at-large. These limits were remarkably similar in scale and 
intent to the numbers produced a quarter century earlier in the 1980 plan, the amount of  lodg-
ing to be maintained in the valley was almost identical, total number of  campsites somewhat 
reduced, and day-use parking numbers considerably higher. Unlike the 1980 plan, there was no 
call for elimination of  automobile congestion, but otherwise the idea of  significantly expanding 
commercial development as a peculiar cure for flood damage had been replaced by the goal of  
slightly reducing the human footprint and emphasizing environmental compatibility and safety. 

In the meantime, the legal proceedings continued to drag on. In 2008, Federal District Judge 
Anthony Ishii issued a decree that found additional fault with the Merced River Plan. He an-
nounced that legal environmental procedures had not been adequately followed, even as the 
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An indirect warning for all of  us who cherish public parks used to hang on the wall of  archi-
tect Edward Larabee Barnes’ office in New York City, a graphic of  Central Park. On this graphic, 
penciled to scale, were most of  the buildings ever proposed for construction within Central 
Park limits; art centers, educational facilities, theaters and amphitheaters, restaurants, athletic 
amenities, charming shops, places of  worship, zoos, museums, children’s playgrounds, libraries, 
parking. Had all those structures been built, Central Park would have been reduced to pleasant 
green strips between buildings. The graphic provides a stark illustration of  humankind’s desire 
to have its parks and abuse them too. The salvation for Central Park is that millions of  city 
dwellers pay close attention, defending their rights to this touchstone of  green expanse amid the 
metropolitan canyons. 

Keeping the American public aware of  the multiple and various threats to our national parks 
and icons like Central Park is a constant need. If  manipulators of  the park concept are allowed 
to nibble at the fringes and try to cash in when they sense moments of  political opportunity, they 
will eventually undermine the very foundation of  park purposes. 

PARKS AT RISK

There are people in our society who, if  they had enough political power, would do away with 
our national parks, Yosemite included. They do not represent the majority, but it is important for 
those of  us who value the parks to remember that opponents to the concept are often extremely 
vocal, highly motivated, and organized. In a libertarian sense, these Americans contend that 
almost all “rights” of  land ownership should rest in private hands. 

Their version of  an ideal nation is where individuals and corporations own and use land 
resources as they so choose, unrestricted by public controls. They tend to label our democratic 
government as an intransigent monolith that tramples on citizens’ property rights; the rights 
to fence, dig, build, cut and chop, shoot, defend, dump, graze, dam, trap, and control. In some 
instances of  mixed preferences, these “rights” are even championed in the form of  privately 
held nature preserves where seclusion and bliss are carefully secured for the favored few. Gener-
ally missing from this philosophy is a land ethic tied to the conservation of  wildland resources 
protected by law to insure that what John Muir called nature’s “good tidings” can be heard by 
everyone. 

And yet even in the face of  such opposition, a century of  vigorous political debate and leg-
islative action has led to the existence of  national parks and forests, wildlife refuges, protected 
grasslands, shielded wilderness, outdoor recreation areas, and historically significant sites. This 
evolution suggests that the benefits of  the public estate have become obvious to the majority 
of  Americans, a legacy of  noble thinking and majority rule to be handed on year-by-year as 
society’s gift to itself. 

But the history of  Yosemite teaches us that rants against this type of  public gift have been 
part of  our political dialogue from the start, and are still a strident voice in politics today. If  
Americans value their national parks and public spaces, they must continue to defend them 
vigorously. 

An example is that, in 2005, Paul Hoffman, an assistant to Secretary of  the Interior Gail Nor-
ton, attempted a stealthy attack on the NPS by attempting to alter its stated mission, prompting 
the New York Times to publish an editorial entitled, “National Parks Under Siege.” “In the past 
two months,” said the editors, “we have seen two proposed revisions. The first, written by Paul 

 The use capacity numbers are reflective of  the most crowded summer days in the valley, 
and, on this, the NPS has taken a firm stand; enough is enough! After years of  trying, the plan 
formalizes the simple notion that Yosemite indeed is finite, and that cramming its famous val-
ley evermore with people and facilities would be a grievous quality defeat for everyone. The 
capacity number, large as it is, has given all visitors a victory; a chance to befriend Yosemite and 
to let the park give back genuine gifts of  itself  that are beyond purchase. The view forward is 
toward better traffic control and an Increasing acceptance of  alternative transportation, restored 
habitat, better-quality facilities, and, finally, to a bright line that guards Yosemite from being 
overwhelmed by its very celebrity. 

In the newest version of  the plan, the superintendent’s old house (Residence #1) that I re-
fused to occupy in 1979 is slated, still, to be removed from the flood plain before it finally wash-
es away down the Merced River in some big storm. That finding gives me a buzz of  fiendish 
delight, but not so the fact that much of  the maintenance, housing, and administrative imprint 
will remain in the valley. Regrettably, the ponderous NPS maintenance yard, tucked right under 
the base of  Yosemite Falls, is slated to stay in place, including the jail which might better be 
consolidated with the county facilities in Mariposa. Still, after years of  court battles and mulish 
development pressures, the words of  Frederick Law Olmsted, written in 1865, have finally found 
anchor in a contemporary Yosemite plan, that “the rights of  posterity as well as contemporary 
visitors” should be guarded, and that the park should be treated as “a trust for the whole nation.” 

OLD GUARD ON GUARD AGAIN

If, in the process of  all this plan debate, Ron Mackie once seemed the exception for taking what 
seemed to be a lonely stand against the agency he cherished, he soon found out that he was not 
so lonely after all. Other NPS employees became so indignant about the environmental mischief  
surrounding the parks that custom gave way to the urgent need for advocacy to prevent the 
NPS from being driven into a ditch. In 2003, Bill Wade, former superintendent of  Shenandoah 
National Park, was, like Mackie, so aghast at shenanigans aimed at the national parks that he and 
a handful of  likeminded colleagues formed the Coalition of  National Park Service Retirees and 
convinced more than six hundred of  their contemporaries to join in defense of  the agency. The 
organization’s membership now exceeds eight hundred. 

The Coalition’s five guiding principles are:
1.  Provide a sustained level of  investment of  public funds that will insure preservation of  

the national parks.
2.  Heed and incorporate science in management decisions and planning.
3.  Insure the highest degree of  protection of  national parks consistent with the law.
4.  Preserve the uniqueness and special role of  units of  the National Park System.
5.  Respond with urgency to the growing impact of  climate change on these units.

In this age of  government-bashing, there is a strong message of  hope in Wade’s coalition, 
a signal that the fight for the national parks is not over and that even the grizzled park rangers 
whose faded uniforms now hang in the back of  the closet have not relaxed their vigilance. This 
speaks volumes about the importance of  the parks to those who have lived most closely with 
them. The existence of  Wade’s coalition is also a clarion call to others that national parks are still 
threatened, sometimes even by the very agency in charge of  their protection. 
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process despite widespread opposition.” Ninety years of  restriction against hunting in national 
parks was severely weakened. 

Fortunately, Congresswoman Capps and her California colleagues in the United States Sen-
ate, Dianne Feinstein and Barbara Boxer, fought to repeal Hunter’s amendment. Taking a page 
from Hunter’s playbook, Feinstein and Boxer attached the repeal language to an Omnibus ap-
propriations bill passed by unanimous voice vote in the Senate in late 2006. Capps made sure 
that the repeal language remained intact in final negotiations between the Senate and House of  
Representatives before the bill was sent forward to President Bush, who signed it in 2007. On 
Santa Rosa Island, NPS management initiatives were reinforced to assure that the island would 
blossom once again as an ecological shelter open always to its public owners. 

In 2014, only a month after the final Yosemite plan was announced, the House of  Represen-
tatives, by a 221 to 201 vote margin, approved HR 1459, the “Ensuring Public Involvement in the 
Creation of  National Monuments Act.” This mouthful is an attempt to sweep away authority 
of  the President of  the United States to establish national monuments to protect the nation’s 
cultural, historic, and scenic treasures, an authority first used by Teddy Roosevelt and by sixteen 
Presidents in all, eight Republicans and eight Democrats. The 108 national monuments that 
grace our land include Fort McHenry where, during the War of  1812, Francis Scott Key wrote 
the Star Spangled Banner; the birthplaces of  George Washington and his namesake, George 
Washington Carver; the site of  the 1876 Battle of  the Little Bighorn; the volcanic Mount St. 
Helens; half  of  the Giant Sequoia Trees on earth; and the Statue of  Liberty. 

The Grand Canyon was declared a national monument before it became a national park. Pres-
ident George W. Bush proclaimed a sweeping national monument to preserve millions of  acres 
of  oceanic marine resources, one of  five national monuments he established during his tenure in 
office. But when President Barak Obama used the same authority to elevate protection of  1,660 
acres of  supreme habitat along the northern California coast—land already owned by the feder-
al government—the current class of  Republicans in the House of  Representatives reacted by try-
ing to severely inhibit this authority for all future Presidents. Maurine Finnerty, speaking for the 
Coalition of  National Park Retirees, said that the House action would “make Teddy Roosevelt 
weep.” The bill had no chance in the U. S. Senate, and President Barrack Obama, a frequent vis-
itor to national parks beginning at age elven when he traveled with his mother to Yellowstone, 
has won the media tag, the “Monuments President.” He has proclaimed at least twenty-three 
national monuments ranging 
from vast marine sanctuaries 
to cultural sites honoring Ce-
sar Chavez, Harriet Tubman, 
and U. S. Cavalry Buffalo Sol-
diers, the very type of  soldier 
once among the cavalrymen 
on patrol in Yosemite. 

A living example of  great 
hope for the national parks 
are the Sierra Nevada big-
horn sheep released into Lee 
Vining Canyon near Yosemi-
te’s eastern boundary. Begin-
ning in 1986, thanks in large 
measure to financial support 

Hoffman, was a genuinely scandalous rewriting that would have destroyed the National Park 
System.” 

The Times declared that Hoffman wished to establish “essentially political screening” for 
NPS personnel who sought to advance their careers beyond middle management. He also tried 
to edit from the agency’s mission statement the finding that “conservation is to be predominant” 
when the hard management choices are made between development and protection of  natural, 
historic, and cultural resources. Todd Wilkinson, writing for New West Magazine, delivered his 
message under the headline, “National Park Service is being Skinned from the Inside-Out.” A 
headline in Vanity Fair asked, “Who’s Running Our National Parks?” Blowback against Hoffman 
from many media sources and the public forced him to back off. 

That same year, seven-term Republican Congressman Richard Pombo, representing a district 
in the Central Valley of  California, tried to use a deficit-reduction bill to “privatize” thousands 
of  old, moribund claims on public lands left over from an 1872 mining law. His idea was that 
any “valid, existing” mining claim on federal land, even if  such a claim had been abandoned for 
years, could be “patented to facilitate sustainable economic development,” meaning handed 
over to private speculators and developers. The National Academy of  Sciences estimated that 
350 million acres of  public land would thus be thrown up for grabs, including large chunks of  
national parks, forests, and wildlife refuges. 

Yosemite, born in the California gold rush and the search for silver that followed, includes 
within its boundaries several obsolete mining claims. Pombo actually won approval of  his provi-
sion in the House of  Representatives, but the language he had inserted in the Deficit Reduction 
Act of  2005 was dropped from consideration when the bill reached the U. S. Senate. Oregon’s 
Ashland Daily Tidings, covering the story, headlined its article, “Pombo’s Land Grab: It Doesn’t 
Get Any Worse Than This.”

But “worse” is in the eye of  the beholder. Congressman Duncan Hunter, also of  California, 
had his sights set on the Channel Islands National Park just off  the California coast near Santa 
Barbara. The park is made up of  five islands: Anacapa, Santa Cruz, Santa Rosa, San Miguel, and 
Santa Barbara. Hunter had never set foot on these islands, but he got the idea that the second 
largest of  the group, 53,000-acre Santa Rosa, would make an ideal hunting preserve for military 
veterans. As Chairman of  the House Armed Services Committee, Hunter had wide legislative 
discretion and significant influence among his colleagues. He used the 2006 Defense Authori-
zation Bill, which provides funding to the military, to insert language that would permanently 
open up Santa Rosa to hunting for disabled veterans and restrict general public access during 
hunting seasons. 

The Defense Authorization Bill, passed in the House of  Representatives, moved with equal 
success through the Senate, and was signed into law by President George W. Bush. Congress-
woman Lois Capps, in whose district the Channel Island National Park is located, said, “It is 
simply outrageous that this deeply misguided proposal has been inappropriately included in the 
Defense Authorization in an act of  pure congressional hubris.” She added, “Kicking the public 
off  a national park it paid more than $30 million for in order to continue indefinitely a lucrative 
private hunting operation is not good use of  public land and sets a terrible precedent for the use 
of  our national treasurers.” Even the Santa Barbara County Republican Party opposed Hunter’s 
maneuver. 

When representatives of  the Paralyzed Veterans of  America visited the island, they found the 
terrain intimidating, likely to be used only with great difficulty or not at all. Noam Levey, writ-
ing for the Los Angeles Times, observed that “Hunter’s ability to push his proposal this far vividly 
demonstrates how a single member of  Congress can muscle a pet project through the legislative Buffalo Soldiers on patrol, Yosemite, 1890s
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The claim of  ownership of  historic names at Yosemite created a furious backlash. Protest 
poured into newspapers and onto the internet, and voices of  shock are heard on radio talk 
shows and television programs. Cartoonist Mark Fiore, capturing the mood, has suggested al-
ternative names: Yosemite becomes “Yousueme,” El Capitan, “El Counselor,” the Ahwahnee, 
the “Grand Litigious Hotel,” Half  Dome, “Corporate Profits Dome,” Glacier Point, the “Intel-
lectual Property Overlook,” and Bridalveil Fall, the “Veiled Threat Falls.” The historic names 
Delaware North claims in Yosemite date to the Wawona Hotel, 1884, Yosemite National Park, 
1890, Camp Curry, 1899, the Ahwahnee in 1927, and Badger Pass during the Civilian Conserva-
tion Corp era of  the 1930s. The two contending private companies and the NPS tried to avoid 
litigation in favor of  the jawbone, attempting to hammer out a fair agreement that would per-
petuate the historic park names, but this attempt failed and the name brouhaha has drifted into 
the court labyrinth. 

pledged by Richard Goldman, twenty-seven bighorns were released into the canyon by wildlife 
experts. More bighorns were released in following years. Don Banta, owner of  the Best Western 
Motel in the village of  Lee Vining, an occasional constructive critic of  park management policies 
and my personal friend, helped the dream thrive. He became such an enthusiast for protection 
of  the bighorns that he voluntarily journeyed up into the canyon almost every day, weather per-
mitting, to monitor the condition of  the herd. Goldman and Banta never knew each other, but 
their shared personal commitment to the bighorns has passed into the hands of  other equally 
determined human allies. They would be pleased to know that in March, 2015, twelve quizzical 
bighorns were released into the Cathedral Range right in the heart of  the Yosemite backcoun-
try. These bighorn sheep join others in fragile, but growing herds in the Sierra Nevada. The 
numbers overall have increased from 125 to about 600, suggesting hope for continuing recovery. 

TRADEMARKS

Just as the park contingent of  bighorns were beginning to explore its new home on the Cathe-
dral precipices, the National Park Service in June, 2015, selected a new company to provide 
commercial services in Yosemite. In the bid competition, the Delaware North Company, holder 
of  the contract since 1993, lost to Philadelphia-based Aramark, the same company that twen-
ty-three years earlier had lost a shuttle bus contract in the park through political shenanigans. 
The value of  the new fifteen-year contract is estimated at $2 billion. Within this financial lump 
are 1,543 guest rooms, 25 food and beverage outlets, 19 retail stores, and various other less-
er venues. Aramark, a company with 270,000 employees scattered in 21 countries around the 
world, and holder of  concession contracts elsewhere within the National Park System, took over 
at Yosemite on March 1, 2016.

But “a funny thing happened on the way to the bank,” as the saying goes. Delaware North 
executives brought a lawsuit against the National Park Service contending that their company 
is owed about $50 million for “intangible” property rights at Yosemite, including trademarked 
names. These names, quietly trademarked by Delaware North in 2002, include “Yosemite Na-
tional Park” as used by Delaware North on T-shirts, coffee mugs, and various other assorted 
commercial products, and the historic names, Ahwahnee Hotel, Curry Village, Yosemite Lodge, 
Badger Pass ski area, and the Wawona Hotel. Delaware North contends that Aramark, the win-
ner of  the new contract, cannot use these names unless it buys the trademarks. 

In the absence of  binding arbitration, which was not required by the NPS to settle the dis-
pute, Delaware North turned to the courts to try to win a favorable judgment, but the clock 
was ticking toward the March 1 deadline and resolution of  exactly what “intangible” rights were 
owned by Delaware North at Yosemite, and how much they were worth, seemed a long way 
off. Faced with the pending deadline, the NPS responded in January, 2016, to Delaware North’s 
claim of  ownership of  trademarked names. If  Delaware North would not give up its demand 
for millions of  dollars in compensation for the names, the NPS simply would change the names. 
The Ahwahnee Hotel would become the Majestic Yosemite Hotel; Curry Village would become 
Half  Dome Village; Yosemite Lodge would become Yosemite Valley Lodge at the Falls; Badger 
Pass would morph into the Yosemite Ski and Snowboard Area, and the Wawona Hotel would 
be reborn as Big Trees Lodge. Michael Doyle, reporting on these details for The Fresno Bee, re-
minded his readers that the Delaware North Corporation also holds a concession contract at the 
Kennedy Space Center in Florida and is applying for trademark ownership of  the name, “Space 
Shuttle Atlantis.” 

President Obama and family visiting Yosemite in 2016
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FERDINAND

The “best idea” of  national parks is “sustained and fortified by public sentiment,” as the author, 
Freeman Tilden put It. Without this sustenance and defense cattle might still be grazing in 
the meadows of  Yosemite Valley. Instead, these meadows are being carefully restored to their 
natural splendor and the park in general, including the peregrines and bighorns, is receiving in-
creasingly sensitive care. The NPS management trajectory often zigs and zags between society’s 
complex demands, but very steadily over the many years, step by step, Yosemite is being taken 
toward to a level of  safekeeping that “matches people with a matchless place.” This is true of  all 
national parks. Tilden uses just eight words to capture the essence of  why national parks are so 
treasured: “They add to the joy of  our living.” 

At Tioga Pass, not far from where the bighorn sheep roam, is a small stone and log structure 
perched at 9,945-feet. This is the entrance station on Yosemite’s eastern boundary where Fer-
dinand Castillo, otherwise known as “Mr. Yosemite,” held forth from his podium for thirty-six 
summer seasons delivering his messages to incoming visitors. An orphan raised by Albertinium 
Dominican Sisters, Castillo was a former Marine who held college degrees in history and phys-
ical education. He was a swimming coach during school terms and, most of  all, a fixture on 
summer days at his elevated entrance station. Theoretically, his job was to collect money, hand 
out brochures, answer a question or two, and speed visitors on their way so that the next car in 
line could be processed with equal efficiency. 

These basic job requirements seem to have escaped Castillo almost from the first moment 
he was hired. No amount of  coaxing or coaching by his supervisors could convince the self-de-
scribed Aztec-American that his primary task was to collect entrance fees, with emphasis on the 
word “entrance.” For unsuspecting visitors, arrival at the Tioga Pass gate could be a surprise 
when they were greeted with a vintage Castillo monologue. 

 “Welcome. Where you from? Chicago? Do you know that in the Chicago zoo they have 
the healthiest animal in the world, the anteater, full of  antibodies. You are looking very healthy 
yourselves, and beautiful too. While you are driving watch out for the lady bighorn sheep. She’s 
known for making illegal ewe turns. Here’s your brochure, all about magnificent Yosemite. You 
kids in the back seat, memorize every word because I won’t let you out of  the park until you 
pass my quiz. This is your park, you own it, and that means you have to take care of  it, no litter-
ing, no chopping on trees, leave footprints, take pictures, don’t try to catch skunks, protect the 
wildflowers. I’m putting you personally in charge of  park protection. Remember, there are lots 
of  you but only one Yosemite. You have arrived at the castle. You are royalty. Have a fine visit.” 

Castillo prided himself  in his rock-hard memory and he often greeted regular visitors to the 
park by name. He also attempted to converse with foreigners in their native tongue, even if  
some of  the words were garbled and brought puzzled looks to the faces of  these visitors. When 
park employees passed through his gate, Castillo treated them like famous celebrities, announc-
ing their presence to anyone within earshot, eliciting more puzzled looks. 

Peter King, reporting for the Los Angeles Times, described the ranger who stopped traffic to al-
low toads to cross the road and coaxed tourists into singing the national anthem when he raised 
the flag: “He gave impromptu lectures on the secret lives of  bears, the characteristics of  native 
wildflowers, and the urgent need for nature preservation. He also could be cranky, scolding driv-
ers of  smoky diesel vehicles and pedestrians who strayed off  the footpaths threatening alpine 
blooms with clumsy footsteps. He regularly backed up traffic, while lecturing, informing, and 
telling jokes, prompting some of  the more frantic seekers of  relaxation to lean on their horns.” 

Castillo thought that for most visitors he was the first and perhaps the only park ranger they 
would see. This was his one chance to make a difference, and so he seized it. He learned to be 
an expert judge of  the moment. He knew all the questions: Where is the campground? How do 
I get to Yosemite Falls? Where are the bears? How far to San Francisco? Where is the bathroom? 
Where is the restaurant/gas station/grocery store? Can we still see the fire fall? His answers 
were accurate and rapid-fire. 

On a busy summer day, about 2,000 cars would pass Castillo’s entrance station. He could not 
perform for everyone but he could sense openings, especially when children were part of  his 
audience. He would plunge in, trying to make a difference on behalf  of  the park he cherished. In 
a surprisingly effective manner, he complemented legendary ranger-educator Carl Sharsmith’s 
careful tutelage of  visitors with his own startling approach, a sort of  blunt ranger instrument 
urging visitors to be alert and grateful. Many of  Yosemite’s returning visitors made a point of  
entering or exiting the park through Tioga Pass just to enjoy the full Castillo treatment. He tried 
never to disappoint, delivering his favorite message whenever he could: “Take good care of  your 
Yosemite!” 

Over the years, thousands of  park visitors heard this message. My fervent hope is that they 
have taken Castillo’s phrase, “Your Yosemite,” to heart. Those two words are a poem, the first 
encapsulating all the responsibilities we share for our inherited ownership of  revered precious 
places and the second giving congratulatory identity to one of  the most enchanting among 
them. All we have to do is make sure that those words are proudly handed forward to the next 
generation. 
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