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John Muir: Publicizer

You know that I have not lagged behind in the work of exploring
our grand wildernesses, and in calling everybody to come and enjoy the thousand blessings they have to offer.
John Muir, 1895

ALTHOUGH
the creation of Yellowstone National Park and the
Adirondack Forest Preserve marked a weakening of traditional
American assumptions about uninhabited land, in each case wilderness preservation was almost accidental and certainly not the
result of a national movement. Wild country needed a champion,
and in a self-styled "poetico-trampo-geologist-bot. and ornithnatural, etc!-!-!-!"l
named John Muir it found one. Starting
in the i87os, Muir made exploring wilderness and extoling its
values a way of life. Many of his ideas merely echoed the thoughts
of earlier deists and Romantics, especially Thoreau, but he articulated them with an intensity and enthusiasm that commanded
widespread attention. Muir's books were minor best-sellers, and
the nation's foremost periodicals competed for his essays. The best
universities tried to persuade him to join their faculties and, when
unsuccessful, settled for his acceptance of honorary degrees. As a
publicizer of the American wilderness Muir had no equal. At his
death in 1914he had earned a reputation as "the most magnificent
enthusiast about nature in the United States, the most rapt of all
prophets of our out-of-door go~pel."~
"When I was a boy in Scotland," John Muir recalled, "I was
fond of everything that was wild, and all my life I've been growing
fonder and fonder of wild places and wild creature^."^ He did
1. Muir to Robert Underwood Johnson, Sept. 13, 1889, as quoted in "The Creation
of Yosemite National Park," Sierra Club Bulletin, 39 (1944). 50.
2. "About the Yosemite," American Review of Reviews, 42 (lgls), 76rj+.
3. Muir, The Story of My Boyhood and Youth (Boston, 1918). p. 1.
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not do so, however, without overcoming several formidable obstacles. One was a father whose Calvinistic conception of Christianity brooked no religion of nature. Scripture, postulated Daniel
Muir, was the only source of God's truth, and young John was
obliged to commit the entire New Testament and most of the Old
to memory. T h e Muir children were also schooled in the ethics of
hard work. Only slackers or sinners approached nature without
axe or plough.'
In 1849,during John's eleventh year, his family left Scotland for
a homestead on the central Wisconsin frontier. Indians lingered in
the region, and the conquest of the forest was an economic necessity. As the eldest son, John bore many of the burdens of pioneering. Back-breaking days of toil gave him ample reason to hate the
wilderness, but Muir was not the typical frontiersman. The thrill
of being in what he later called "that glorious Wisconsin wildernessW5never abated. And instead of lauding civilization, Muir
expressed displeasure at its cruel, repressive, and utilitarian tendencies. Wild nature, in contrast, appeared to have a liberating influence conducive to human happiness.
Inevitably, John Muir left his father's Wisconsin farm. His skill
as an inventor provided a passport south to Madison. At the State
Agricultural Fair of 1860, Muir's mechanical devices won acclaim
as the work of a genius. Job opportunities opened at once, but
Muir took more interest in the world of ideas he glimpsed at the
University of Wisconsin. Here he found scientists and theologians who supported his revulsion from his father's attitudes toward nature and religion. In Professor Ezra Slocum Carr's geology class Muir learned to look at the land with a new awareness
of order and pattern. Botanical studies provided similar lessons
and helped him understand the argument that natural science com4. Linnie Marsh Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness: The Life of John Muir (New York,
1945). pp. 3-57. Another important biographical source is William F. Bade, The
Life and Letters of John Muir (2 ~01s.Boston, 1923). Norman Foerster, Nature in
American Literature (New York, l g ~ g ) ,pp. ~38-63, Edith Jane Hadley, "John
Muir's Views of Nature and their Consequences" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation,
University of Wisconsin, 1956), and Daniel Barr Weber, "John Muir: The Function
of Wilderness in an Industrial Society" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University
of Minnesota, 1964) analyze various aspects of Muir's thought. A bibliography.
largely complete except for some posthumous collections, compiled by Jennie Elliot
Doran and Cornelius Beach Bradley may be found in the Sierra Club Bulletin, ro
(191611 41-59.
5. Muir, Boyhood and Youth, p. 63.
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plemented rather than conflicted with worship. Eagerly Muir
turned to the writing of Asa Gray for amplifications of this doctrine
of design. Under the guidance of Mrs. Jeanne C. Carr and Dr.
James Davie Butler, a professor of classics, he also discovered
Wordsworth, Emerson, Thoreau, and a lesser-known Transcendental minister, Walter Rollins Brooks. Transcendentalism removed the last of Muir's doubts concerning the conflict of religion
and the study of the natural world. Early in 1866 he wrote triumphantly to Mrs. Carr that the Bible and "Nature" were "two
books [which] harmonize beautifully." Indeed, he continued, "I
will confess that I take more intense delight from reading the
power and goodness of God from 'the things which are made' than
from the Bible."B
Muir's two and a half years in Madison were insufficient for a
degree, but he left with the thought that "I was only leaving one
University for another, the Wisconsin University for the University of the Wilderness." Yet it required a near-disaster to convince
him that his true calling lay in the woods and mountains rather
than the machine shop where his talents as an inventor might well
have earned him a fortune. T h e pivotal event occurred in March
1867, while Muir was working in an Indianapolis carriage factory.
Late one evening a sharp file slipped in Muir's usually sure hands
and pierced the cornea of his right eye. As he stood silently by
a window, the aqueous humor fell out into his cupped hand.
Within hours his other eye had also become blind from sympathetic nervous shock. Reduced to an invalid's bed in a darkened
room, Muir contemplated a life without sight. After a month, however, he recovered his vision, and vowed to waste no more time
getting to the wilderness. "God has to nearly kill us sometimes, to
teach us lessons," he concluded.7
As his first project Muir elected to wander "just anywhere in
the wilderness southward" and ended by hiking a thousand miles
from Indiana to the Gulf of Mexico. T h e journal of his trip contains the seeds of most of his basic ideas. Wild nature was replete
with "Divine beauty" and "hannony." Especially to "lovers of the
wild," its "spiritual power" emanated from the landscape. If civi6. Bad4 Life and Letters, I, 147. A comprehensive discussion of the early influ.
ences on Muir's attitude toward nature appears in Hadley, pp. 78 & Weber's account,
pp. 178 if., is shallow in comparison.
7. Muir. Boyhood and Youth, p. 9.86; Wolfe. Muir, p. 105.
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lized man would only seek the wilderness, he could purge himself
of the "sediments of society" and become a "new creature."S Muir's
own appetite for wildness knew no bounds. Only a serious bout
with malaria persuaded him to give u p plans to track the Amazon
to its source. Instead, he sailed for the colder climate of northern
California. Arriving in San Francisco in March 1868, Muir allegedly inquired of the first passer-by the way out of town. Asked to
specify his destination, he simply replied "any place that is wild."s
T h e trail led across the Bay, into the San Joaquin Valley, and,
finally, into the Sierra. There it ended amidst mountains capable
of satisfying Muir's enthusiasm, developing his wilderness philosophy, and inspiring his most powerful writing.
For John Muir Transcendentalism was always the essential philosophy for interpreting the value of wilderness. Mrs. Carr's personal friendship with Emerson and admiration for Thoreau encouraged Muir to steep himself in their works during his first
long winters in Yosemite Valley. When the highcountry trails
opened again, a tattered volume of Emerson's essays, heavily
glossed in Muir's hand, went along in his pack.10 Understandably, most of Muir's ideas .were variations on the Transcendentalists' staple theme: natural objects were "the terrestrial manifestations of God."ll At onepoint he described nature as a "window
opening into heaven, a mirror reflecting the Creator." Leaves,
rocks, and bodies of water became "sparks of the Divine Soul."'*
It followed that wild nature provided the best "conductor of
divinity" because it was least associated with man's artificial constructs. Making the point another way, Muir remarked that while
God's glory was written over all His works, in the wilderness the
letters were capitalized. I n this frame of mind, primitive forests
became "temples," while trees were "psalm-singing." Of the Sierra
8. Muir. A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf, ed. William F. Bade (Boston,
1916).pp. 11-12,7l. 211-12.
g. Muir. The Yosemite (New York, I ~ I ? )p., 4
lo. This first volume of the lo edition of The Prose Works of Ralph Waldo
Emerson now resides in the rare books collection of the Yale University Library. I
consulted a microfilm reproduction in the University of Wisconsin Library, Madison.
11. Muir, Our National Parks (Boston, I ~ O I p.
) , 74; M u i ~The Mountains of California (New York, 1894). p. 56.
In. Muir. My First Summer in the Sierra (Boston, 1911), p. 211; John of the
Mountains: The Unpublished ]ournab of John Muir, ed. Linnie Marsh Wolfe (Boston, 1938). p. I$.
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wilderness as a whole Muir exulted: "everything in it seems equally
divine-one smooth, pure, wild glow of Heaven's love."13
Wilderness glowed, to be sure, only for those who approached it
on a higher, spiritual plane. Intuition was essential. Describing the
process of insight, Muir drew his rhetoric directly from Emerson's
Nature: "you bathe in these spirit-beams, turning round and
round, as if warming at a camp-fire. Presently you lose consciousness of your separate existence: you blend with the landscape, and
become part and parcel of nature." I n this condition he believed
life's inner harmonies, fundamental truths of existence, stood out
in bold relief. "The clearest way into the Universe," Muir wrote,
"is through a forest wilderness."l*
I n May of 1871 Muir learned from Mrs. Carr that Emerson himself would shortly arrive in Yosemite. Greatly excited, he anticipated meeting the man best equipped to interpret the wilderness.
A letter from Mrs. Carr prepared Emerson to find in the mountains someone who excelled in putting Transcendentalism into
practice. Muir lived u p to his advance billing, and Emerson was
drawn to him immediately. Muir hoped he could persuade his
mentor to join him "in a month's worship with Nature in the high
temples of the great Sierra Crown beyond our holy Yosemite," but
the elderly sage's traveling companions demurred on his behalf
and found lodging in a hotel. Lamenting Emerson's "sadly civilized" friends, Muir declared the incident a "sad commentary on
culture and the glorious transcendentalism."l5
In spite of this disappointment Muir continued to regard Transcendentalism as glorious and to correspond with Emerson. But in
regard to wilderness the men differed fundamentally. On February
5, 1872, Emerson urged Muir "to bring to an early close your absolute contracts with any yet unvisited glaciers or volcanoes" and
come to Massachusetts as his permanent guest. The solitude of the
wilderness, he warned, "is a sublime mistress, but an intolerable
wife."16 Muir, however, did not share such reservations, and politely refused the invitation. Indeed his unadulterated joy in wild
country frequently conveyed the impression that man might dispense with civilization entirely and, roaming the mountains in
13. Wolfe, ed., Journals, p. 47. "8; Muir, Yosemite, p. 255; Muir, Travels in
Alaska (Boston, ig15), p. 24; Muir, First Summer, p. go.
14. Bade, ed., Thowand-Mile Walk, p. 212; Wolfe, ed., Journals, p. 313.
15. Muir to Emerson, May 8, 1871. in The Letters of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed.
Ralph L. Rusk (6vo!s. New York. 1939),6, 154-59; Muir, National Parks, pp. 134-39.
16. Badt, Life and Letters, I, nggbo.
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close contact with God, be none the worse for the loss. Muir's enthusiasm for wilderness was seldom qualified. Compared to Thoreau, who cringed at an excess of wildness and idealized the halfcultivated,17Muir was wild indeed. "I am often asked," he wrote in
his Alaskan journal in the 1890s, "if I am not lonesome on my
solitary excursions. It seems so self-evident that one cannot be
lonesome where everything is wild and beautiful and busy and
steeped with God that the question is hard to answer-seems silly."
Elsewhere he derisively remarked that "some have strange, morbid fears as soon as they find themselves with Nature, even in the
kindest and wildest of her solitudes, like very sick children afraid
of their m ~ t h e r . " ' ~Much as he admired Thoreau's philosophy,
Muir could not suppress a chuckle at a man who could "see forests
in orchards and patches of huckleberry brush" or whose outpost
at Walden was a "mere saunter" from Con~ord.'~
Yet Muir's intellectual debt to Thoreau and to primitivism a p
peared throughout his writing. In 1874, at the beginning of his
literary career, he noted a great difference between domestic sheep
and those living wild in the mountains. The former, he contended,
were timid, dirty, and "only half alive" while the sheep of the
Sierra were bold, elegant, and glowing with life. Muir returned to
the theme the following year, this time choosing a comparison of
wild and domestic wool as his metaphoric vehicle. As an answer to
those who felt nothing wild could equal the civilized product,
Muir presented evidence that the fleece of mountain sheep was
superior in quality to that of commercial flocks. "Well done for
wildness," he exclaimed, "wild wool is finer than tame!" From
this point Muir jumped to his conclusion: "all wildness is finer
than tameness." After a reference to wild and cultivated apples,
which Thoreau had used as his metaphor in a similar discussion,
Muir declared that "a little pure wildness is the one great present
want, both of men and sheep."20
Muir's ideas developed as a result of observing the stifling effect
17. See Chapter 5. For an elaboration of the point see Edwin Way Teale, "John
Muir Was the Wildest," Living Wilderness, 19 (1954-55). 1-6. and Teale's introduction to The Wilderness World of John Muir, ed. Teale (Boston, 1954).
18. Wolfe, ed., Journals, p. 319; Muir, Steep Trails, ed. William F. Bade (New
York, 1918), p. 82.
19. Bade, Life and Letters, 2, 268; Muir, "The Wild Parks and Forest Reservations of the West," Atlantic Monthly, 81 (1898). 16.
20. Muir, "The Wild Sheep of California," Overland Monthly, 12 (1874). 359;
Muir, "Wild Wool," Overlond Monthly, 14 (1875). 361,366.
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on man's spirit of "the galling harness of civilization." "Civilized
man chokes his soul," he noted in 1871, "as the heathen Chinese
their feet." Muir believed that centuries of existence as primitive
beings had implanted in modem men yearnings for adventure,
freedom, and contact with nature that city life could not satisfy.
Recognizing in himself "a constant tendency to return to primitive
wildness," Muir generalized for his race: "going to the woods is going home; for I suppose we came from the woods originally." Consequently, "there is a love of wild Nature in everybody, an ancient
mother-love showing itself whether recognized or no, and however covered by cares and duties."21 Deny this love, and the
thwarted longings produced tension and despair; indulge it periodically in the wilderness, and mental and physical reinvigoration
resulted.
Wild country, according to Muir, had a mystical ability to inspire and refresh. "Climb the mountains and get their good tidings," he advised. "Nature's peace will flow into you as the sunshine
into the trees. The winds will blow their freshness into you, and
the storms their energy, while cares will drop off like autumn
leaves." Wilderness was medicinal to lives "bound by clocks, almanacs. . and dust and din" and limited to places where "Nature
is covered and her voice smothered." Furthermore, following
Thoreau, Muir argued that great poetry and philosophy depended
on contact with mountains and forests. For thes~reasonshe concluded, in a near-plagiarism of Thoreau: "in God's wildness lies
the hope of the world-the great fresh, unblighted, unredeemed
~ilderness."~"
Muir also valued wilderness as an environment in which the
totality of creation existed in undisturbed harmony. Civilization,
he felt, had distorted man's sense of his relationship to other living
things. Modern man asks " 'what are rattlesnakes good for?' " with
the implication that for their existence to be justified they had to
benefit human beings. For Muir, snakes were "good for themselves,
and we need not begrudge them their share of life." Elsewhere he
declared that "the universe would be incomplete without man; but
it would also be incomplete without the smallest transmicroscopic

.

Wolfe, ed., Journals, pp. 82, go, 315,317;Muir, National Parks, p. 98.
02. Teale, ed., Wilderness World, p. 311;Muir. First Summer, p. 250; Wolh, ed..
Journals, pp. 315-16. 317. Thoreau said "in wildness is the preservation of the
World" (see Chapter 5).
PI.

John Muir:Publicizer

129

creature that dwells beyond our conceitful eyes and knowledge."
In the wilderness this truth was readily apparent, and men could
feel themselves "part of wild Nature, kin to everything." From such
knowledge came respect for "the rights of all the rest of neation."= In these ideas--his most original-Muir anticipated the
insights of the ecologists, especially Aldo Leopold.
John Muir took as his life's mission the education of his countrymen in the advantages of wild country. Indeed, he conceived himself similar to John the Baptist in attempting to immerse "in the
beauty of God's mountains" the "sinners" imprisoned in civilization. "I care to live," he wrote in 1874, "only to entice people to
look at Nature's loveliness." His many later writings had a unifying
message: buried in the cities, Americans defrauded themselves of
the joy that could be theirs if they would but turn to "the freedom
and glory of God's ~ i l d e r n e s s . " ~ ~
T h e prime of John Muir's life coincided with the advent of
national concern over conservation. At first, and superficially, the
problem seemed simple: "exploiters" of natural resources had to
be checked by those determined to "protect" them. Initially, anxiety over the rapid depieti~nof raw materials, particularly forests,
was broad enough to embrace many points of view. A common
enemy united the early conservationists. But they soon realized
that as wide differences existed within their own house as between
it and the exploiters. Men who thought they were colleagues
found themselves opponents. T h e schism ran between those who
defined conservation as the wise use or p!anned development of
resources and those who have been termed preservationists, with
their rejection of utilitarianism and advocacy of nature unaltered
by man. Juxtaposing the needs of civilization with the spiritual and
aesthetic value of wilderness, the conservation issue extended the
old dialogue between pioneers and Romantics.
At the outset John Muir and his followers tried to keep a foot
in both camps, recognizing the claims of both wilderness and civilization to the American landscape. In theory this was possible. But
23. Muir, National Parks, pp. 57-58; Bad*, ed., Thousand-Mile Walk, p. 139;
Muir, First Summer, p. 326; Bade, ed., Thousand-Mi!e Walk, p. 98. For amplification
see Hadley, "John Muir," pp. 137 ff.
24. Wolfe, ed., Journak, p. 86; Bade, Life and Letters, 2, 29; Muir, First Summer, p. 250.
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the pressure of making decisions about specific tracts of undeveloped land forced ambivalence into dogmatism. After a period of
vacillation and confusion, Muir ended, inevitably, by opting for
the preservationist interpretation of conservation, while others
followed Gifford Pinchot and the professional foresters into the
"wise use" school. T h e resulting conflict in the American conservation movement, still prevalent today, had profound implications
for wilderness.
T h e Muir farm in Wisconsin included a forty-acre bog adjoining Fountain Lake. As a young man John Muir coveted it for the
In the midtouch of "pure wildness" it lent to the lands~ape.~5
i86os, about the time he left home, it occurred to him that unless
the swamp was protected it would soon become a well-trampled
stockyard. Muir repeatedly offered to purchase the land from his
brother-in-law with the idea of keeping it wild, but was rebuffed as
a foolish sentimentalist. Yet his interest in preserving parts of the
American wilderness continued to grow.
During his first years in California, Muir noticed with regret
how sheep (he called them "hoofed locusts"26) were moving into
the high Sierra wilderness. "As sheep advance," he declared,
"flowers, vegetation, grass, soil, plenty, and poetry
At the
same time Muir also encountered Henry George's ideas about the
evils of private ownership of land. Equipped with a passion for
wilderness and the concept of public ownership, Muir began to
write and lecture in favor of preservation through state action.
"God's First Temples: How Shall We Preserve Our Forests?"
appeared in the Sacramento Record-Union for February 5, 1876,
wit4 the suggestion that the answer lay in government control. Five
years later Muir endeavored to persuade Congress to create a national park, on the model of Yellowstone, in the Kings River region
of the southern Sierra, but the bill he helped draft died in the
Senate's Public Lands Committee. Mt. Shasta in northern California also attracted his attention. In 1888 he urged that its "fresh
unspoiled wilderness" be protected as a public park.28
In June of 1889 Robert Underwood Johnson, the associate edi25. "Proceedings of the Meeting of the Sierra Club held Nov. 23, 1895," Sierra
Club Bulletin, I (1896), 276: Bade, Life and Letters, I , 1g8-60; 2,393.
26. In Muir, First Sumtiler, p. i 13, for one example.
27. IYolfe, ed., Journals, p. 351.
28. Wolfe, Muir, pp. 227-28: Muir, Picturesque California (2 vols. San Francisco,
1888) I , 173-74.
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tor of the nation's leading literary monthly, Century, arrived in
San Francisco looking for copy. He contacted Muir, already well
known as a writer, and the two planned a trip into the wilderness
above Yosemite Valley. One evening around the campfire Johnson
asked what had become of the luxuriant meadows and wildflowers
he supposed existed in the mountains. Muir sadly replied that overgrazing had destroyed them throughout the Sierra, prompting his
companion to remark: "obviously the thing to do is to make Yosemite National Park around the Valley on the plan of Yellowstone."29 Muir heartily agreed and eventually committed himself
to write two articles for Century as part of the plan to publicize
Yosemite and the park idea.S0
Muir's articles, complete with elaborate illustrations, appeared
in the fall of 1890. He believed they would have over a million
readers, but a more realistic figure was probably closer to the
200,000 copies of each issue Century actually ~irculated.3~
At any
rate, this was far more publicity than preservation had ever received before. T h e greater part of the two essays was descriptive,
and in contrast to the original proponents of Yellowstone National
Park and the Adirondack reservation, Muir made it clear that wilderness was the object to be protected. He declared the Sierra
around Yosemite Valley to be "a noble mark for the . . lover of
wilderness pure and simple." Drawing on the ideas of George Perkins Marsh (Chapter 6), Muir emphasized the importance of safeguarding the Sierra's soil and forests as watershed cover. But his
final sentence left no doubt that his primary conceril was to prevent "the destruction of the fineness of wildness."3'
While Jluir was preparing his articles, Robert Underwood

.

29. Robert Underwood Johnson, Remembered Yesterdays (Boston, 1923), p. 287.
T o understand Johnson's suggestion, it is necessary to recall that in 1864 the federal
government had granted Yosemite Valley to California as a state park (see Chapter
6). What Johnson had in mind was a much larger, doughnut-shaped national park
around the Valley.
30. John Muir Papers, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley, Box I:
John Muir Papers, American Academy of Arts and Letters, New York, N.Y.: Robert
Underwood Johnson Papers, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley,
Box 7. Some of the correspondence between Muir and Johnson has been printed in
"The Creation of Yosemite National Park," Sierra Club Bulletin, 29 (1944). 49-60.
31. Muir to John Bidwell, June 18, 1889, Bidwell Papers, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. Box 2; Frank Luther hlott, A History of American
Magazines, 186j-188j (Cambridge. Mass.. 1938). p. 475.
32. Muir, "The Treasures of thc Yosemite." Century, 40 (1890)~483; hluir, "Features
of tlic Proposcd Yoscmite Sational Park," Century, 41 (~Sgo).66G-67.
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Johnson lobbied for a Yosemite park before the House of Representatives Committee on Public Lands. He also editorialized in
Century for the preservation of "the beauty of nature in its wildest
aspects."33 One of Johnson's first tasks was to convince the legislators that Muir's proposal for a 1500-square-milepark was preferable to Representative William Vandever's idea of a reserve a p
proximately one-fifth that size. In all probability Johnson received
assistance from the powerful Southern Pacific Railroad, which had
its eye on the profitable tourist trade Yosemite would generate.34
On September 30, 1890, a park bill following John Muir's specifications passed both houses of Congress with little discussion. The
following day Benjamin Harrison's signature gave the nation its
first preserve consciously designed to protect wilderness.
The Yosemite Act marked a great triumph, but Muir knew from
experience that without close watching, even legally protected wilderness was not safe from the utilitarian instinct. Consequently
he welcomed Johnson's 1891 idea for "a Yosernite and Yellowstone
defense association."35 At the same time a group of professors at
the University of California in Berkeley and at Stanford were discussing plans for an alpine club. Muir saw the connection at once
and took the lead in planning an organization which would "be
able to do something for wildness and make the mountains
glad."36 On June 4, 1892, in the offices of San Francisco lawyer
Warren Olney, twenty-seven men formed the Sierra Club and
dedicated it to "exploring, enjoying and rendering accessible the
mountain regions of the Pacific Coast." They also proposed "to
enlist the support of the people and the government in preserving
33. Johnson. "The Care of Yosemite Valley," Century, 39 (1890). 478.
34. Holway R. Jones, John Muir and the Sierra Club: The Battle for Yosemite
(San Francisco, 1965)~pp. 37-47; Ise. National Park Policy, pp. 55 ff. The Southern
Pacific appears to have also been highly interested in the Sequoia National Park,
created on September 25, 1890. and tripled in size six days later in the act establishing the Yosemite reservation: Oscar Berland, "Giant Forest's Reservation: The
Legend and the Mystery," Sierra Club Bulletin, 47 (1962). 68-82; Douglas Hillman
Strong, "A History of Sequoia National Park" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Syracuse University, 1964). pp. 111 ff.
35. George Bird Grinnell to Johnson, Jan. ig, 1891, Johnson Papers, Berkeley,
Box 4. Grinnell was responding to Johnson's idea for an association.
36. Muir to J. Henry Senger, May 22, 1892, Muir Papers, Berkeley. Box 1. For
details see Jones, John Muir and the Sierra Club, pp. 3-23, and Joseph N. Le Conte,
"The Sierra Club," Sierra Club Bulletin, 10 (1g17), 135-45.
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the forests and other features of the Sierra Nevada M0untains."3~
Muir was the unanimous choice for president (an office he held
for twenty-two years until his death) and the Sierra Club grew
rapidly as a mecca for those interested in wilderness and its preservation.
Although Yosemite National Park and the Sierra Club commanded most of Muir's attention in the early 1890s, he also followed with interest the beginnings of federal forest protection. On
March 3, 1891, an amendment to an act revising the general land
laws passed Congress almost unnoticed. Under its terms the President was empowered to create "forest reserves" (later renamed
"National Forests") by withdrawing land from the public domain,
and Benjamin Harrison promptly proclaimed fifteen reserves totaling more than ig,ooo,ooo acres.3* Since the Forest Reserve Act
did not specify the function of the reserved areas, John Muir had
reason to believe it was intended to preserve undeveloped forests.
T o him the act seemed indistinguishable from legislation establishing national parks. Indeed, a renewed plea from Muir for a park
around Kings Canyon stimulated Secretary of the Interior John W.
Noble's determination to push the reserve bill through Congress.
After listening to Muir and Robert Underwood Johnson, Noble
decided that if the legislators refused to establish a park around
Kings Canyon, the region might be protected as a forest reserva37. Articles of Association, Articles of Incorporation, By-Laws, and a List of Charter Members of the Sierra Club, Publications of the Sierra Club, i (San Francisco,
1892). p. 4.
38. For the political history of forest conservation in the 1890s see John Ise, The
United States Forest Policy (New Haven, Conn., lgno), pp. log ff.; JenL Cameron,
The Development of Governmental Forest Control in the United States, Institute for
Government Research Studies in Administration, 19 (Baltimore, 1928). pp. 202 ff.;
Roy M. Robbins, Our Landed Heritage: The Public Donain, 1776-1936 (Princeton.
N.J., 1942). pp. 303 ff.: and James P. Gilligan, "The Development of Policy and
Administration of Forest Service Primitive and Wilderness Areas in the Western
United States" (unpublished
Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan, 1953), pp.
. 37
Important background studies are Gilbert Chinard, "The Early History of Forestry
in America," Proceedings of the American PhilosophicaI Society, 89 (1945). 444-88:
Herbert A. Smith, "The Early Forestry Movement in the United States," Agricultural
History, 12 (1938). 326-46; Ralph M. Van Brocklin. "The Movement for the Conservation of Natural Resources in the United States Before 1901" (unpublished Ph.D.
dissertation, University of Michigan, 1g52), pp. 4-82; and Lawrence Rakestraw, "A
History of Forest Conservation in the Pacific Northwest" (unpublished Ph.D. Cissertation, University of Washington, 1955). pp. 1-54.
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tion. Shortly thereafter he and Assistant Land Commissioner Edward A. Bowers drafted the seminal act in National Forest hist0ly.~9
T h e new forest reserves received only paper protection. In
practice, exploitation was not even checked. Also disconcerting to
conservationists was the lack of any clear definition of the purpose
of the reserves. Muir was content simply to protect the forests in
their undeveloped condition. But Bowers, Bernhard E. Fernow of
the federal Division of Forestry, and a young Yale graduate named
Gifford Pinchot had other ideas. Pinchot ultimately became the
leading spokesman for the foresters' position.*O He had received
graduate training in Europe where timberland was managed as a
crop for maximum sustained yield. On returning late in 1890,
Pinchot attempted to arouse interest in applying these forestry
principles to America's timberland. He pointed out that while the
lumberman was concerned with squeezing the last penny from the
woods without regard to consequences, the forester managed them
scientifically so as to obtain a steady and continuing supply of valuable products:" In theory this was a compelling argument-the
nation could have its forests and use them too. At first even John
Muir agreed, Forestry seemed so much of an improvement on unregulated lumbering practices that he did not immediately see its
incompatibility with wilderness preservation. Moreover, Muir recognized the material needs of a growing nation. In 1895 he contributed along with Pinchot, Fernow, and others to a symposium
on forest management conducted by Century. "It is impossible, in
the nature of things, to stop at preservation," Muir declared.
"The forests must be, and will be, not only preserved, but used;
and. like perennial fountains. . . be made to yield a sure harvest

..

39. WoIfe, Muir, p. 25%Suggestive of the sort of argument Muir was making for
Kings Canyon in the early 1890s is his "A Rival of the Yosemite: The Cafion of the
South Fork of King's River, California," Century, 43 (1891). 77-97.
40. Harold T. Pinkett, "GiffordPinchot and the Early Conservation Movement in
the ~ n h e dStates" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, American University, 1953) is
the best treatment of Pinchot's interest in forestry. M. Nelson McGeary, Giflord
Pinchot: Forester-Politician (Princeton, N.J., 1960) and Martin L. Fausold, Giflord
Pinchot: Bull Moose Progressive (Syracuse, 1961) are recent biographies. Andrew D.
Rodgers, Bemhard Edwrd Fernow: A Story of North American Forestry (Princeton,
N.J.,1951) is also valuable in understanding the foresters' position.
41. Pinchot, "Forester and Lumberman in the North Woods" (c. 1894), Gifford
Pinchot Papers, Library of Congress, Box 62.
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of timber, while at the same time all their far-reaching [aesthetic
and spiritual] uses may be maintained ~nimpaired."4~
This assumption, however, proved short-lived. In 1896 a chain
of events began that awakened Muir's antipathy to forestry and
permanently split the ranks of American conservationists. Early in
the year the agitation of Robert Underwood Johnson, Harvard
botanist Charles Sprague Sargent, and the American Forestry Association succeeded in convincing Secretary of the Interior Hoke
Smith of the advisability of formulating explicit policy for the
management of the reserves. Smith, in turn, asked the National
Academy of Science to appoint an advisory commission. Along with
Sargent, who headed the group, its membership consisted of William Brewer and Alexander Agassiz of Yale and Harvard respectively, General H. L. Abbott, an engineer, Arnold Hague of the
United States Geological Survey, and Gifford Pinchot. A $25,000
appropriation from Congress in June, 1896 enabled the Forestry
Commission to tour the Western woodlands that summer.
When Pinchot joined the Commission in Montana in July, he
discovered, to his "great delight," that John Muir had agreed to
assist in the survey in an ex-officio capacity. Describing Muir as "in
his late fifties, tall, thin, cordial, and a most fascinating talker," he
"took to him at once." "It amazed me to learn," Pinchot, an ardent
fisherman, added, "that he never carried even a fishhook with him
on his solitary explorations. H e said fishing wasted too much
time." There was a hint of different temperaments here, but initially Muir and Pinchot became close friends. They found much in
common, since, by his own admission, Pinchot "loved the woods
and everything about them." He had, in fact, selected forestry as a
career because it involved contact with the outdoors, and during
the summer of 1896 he cherished those times that he and Muir left
the others to talk around campfires alone in the forest.'3 Yet their
common interests had definite limits. For all his love of the woods,
Pinchot's ultimate loyalty was to civilization and forestry; Muir's
to wilderness and preservation.
These differences emerged in the fall of 1896 as the Forestry
Commission prepared to make its final report. The commissioners
could not agree about the purpose of their work. Muir and Sargent
42. Muir, "A Plan to Save the Forests," Century, 49 (1893, 631.
43. Pinchot, Breaking New Ground (New York, 1947)~
pp. 2. loo, 103.
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assumed their task was to determine which areas of undeveloped
forest needed preservation. They hoped the government could be
persuaded to reserve more forests without provision for commercial use, in the manner of the 1891 Forest Reserve Act. Pinchot
and Hague, on the other hand, felt the whole object of the Commission was to "get ready for practical forestry" and favored opening all the reserves to carefully managed economic development."
They accused the preservationists of wanting to lock u p valuable
natural resources.
The Sargent-Muir faction won a temporary victory on February
22, 1897, when President Grover Cleveland, in the closing days of
his administration, established over 21,000,000 acres of forest reserves with no mention of utilitarian objectives. A recommendation from Sargent, made without the consent of his fellow commissioners, had precipitated the unexpected action. At once the
foresters, seconded by lumber, grazing, and mining interests,
howled in protest. Within a week bills appeared in both Houses to
repeal Cleveland's order. When President William McKinley and
the new Congress took office in March, the whole reserve idea
seemed in jeopardy. Walter Hines Page, the editor of the Atlantic
Monthly, asked Sargent to recommend someone to write in the
forests' behalf. "There is but one man in the United States who can
do it justice," he replied, "and his name is John M ~ i r ! " ~ ~
T h e article Muir wrote for Page in the late spring of 1897 did
indeed strike furiously at the opponents of the reserves. At the
same time it revealed Muir's continuing ambivalence on the forestry-or-preservation issue. He began with a diatribe against the pioneer who found the American forest "rejoicing in wildness" and,
regarding "God's trees as only a large kind of pernicious weeds,"
waged "interminable forest wars." But Muir tried hard not to
block progress. "Wild trees," he admitted, "had to make way for
orchards and cornfields." A similar inconsistency marked his discussion of conservation. At one point he treated the campaign to
save the forests as pure preservation: "clearing has surely gone far
enough; soon . not a grove will be left to rest in or pray in."
Yet he also advocated the foresters' concept of sustained yield, explicitly lauding Pinchot for his ideas about "wise management."
Taking the experience of European countries as a model for

..

44. Ibid., p. 94.
45. As quoted in Wolfe, Muir, p. 273.
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America, Muir declared that optimum conditions prevail when
"the state woodlands are not allowed to lie idle [but]
are
made to produce as much timber as is possible without spoiling
them." In conclusion, Muir stated that selective cutting of mature
trees would keep forests "a never failing fountain of wealth and
beauty."46
The Achilles heel of this compromise attempt was the fact that
even the wisest lumbering methods necessarily involved killing
trees and clearing land. The existence of wilderness was simply
not compatible with productive forest management. Muir's willingness to overlook this difficulty in the spring of 1897, and to join
hands with Pinchot, stemmed largely from the fact that the great
opposition to any form of forest reserve temporarily unified all
supporters of the reservation principle. But even before Muir's
Atlantic Monthly essay appeared in print in August, cracks developed in the conservation front. On June 4, 1897, Congress passed
the Forest Management Act, which left no doubt that the reserves
would not be wilderness. In response to the demands of foresters
and most Western legislators, the Act made clear that one of the
primary purposes of the reserves was "to furnish a continuous s u p
ply of timber for the use and necessities of citizens of the United
States."'? I t also opened the forests to mining and grazing. Muir
could no longer hope that the reserves would remain wild. It was
now impossible to ignore or misinterpret foresters' statements
such as that of Fernow: "the main service, the principal object of
the forest has nothing to do with beauty or pleasure. It is not, except incidentally, an object of esthetics, but an object of economi c ~ . ' ' From
~ ~ this viewpoint forest protection meant something
quite different than it did from Muir's.
The decisive blow to Muir's confidence in forestry came late in
the summer of 1897 when he and Pinchot met in Seattle. They had
not seen each other since the Forestry Commission trip of the previous summer, but this time there was no camaraderie. Pinchot, acting on his philosophy that natural resources should be w e d , albeit
wisely, had released a statement to the Seattle newspapers approv-

...

46. :The American Forests," Atlantic Monthly, 80 (1897), 146, 147,155. 156. Another expression of Muir's willingness to support forestry appeared in his "The
National Parks and Forest Reservations,"Harper's Weekly, 41 (1897). 563-67.
47. U.S.,Statutes at Large, 30, p. 35.
48. Fernow, "Letter to the Editor." The Forester, z (1896), 45.
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ing of the grazing of sheep in the forest reserves. For Muir this compromise with the "hoofed locusts" was intolerable. Confronting
Pinchot in a hotel lobby, he demanded an explanation. When
Pinchot admitted he had been correctly quoted, Muir shot back:
"then . . I don't want anything more to do with you. When we
were in the Cascades last summer, you yourself stated that the
sheep did a great deal of harm."4s This personal break symbolized
the conflict of values that was destroying the cohesiveness of the
conservation movement.
Muir's new attitude was apparent in January 1898 in his second
Atlantic Monthly essay. I n sharp contrast to the article of the previous August, the new one made no mention of forestry and wise
use. Instead it raised a paean to wilderness. Muir described the
reserves as "virgin forests" and elaborated on the "thousands of
God's wild blessings" they contained. Withdrawing all support
from the Pinchot school, he labored to make his readers understand
the importance of wilderness and the necessity of its preservati~n.~O

.

While John Muir did not discourage the creation of forest
reserves after the critical summer of 1897, he realized that under
the foresters' control they held little promise for the preservation
of wilderness. Consequently, he took every opportunity to promote and defend the national parks. With this purpose in mind
he postponed a 1903 world tour with Charles Sargent for the
chance to "do some forest good in freely talking around the camp
fire" with Theodore Roosevelt. T h e President had personally
requested Muir's companionship in the Yosemite region, and returned from the trip, which included sleeping out during a fourinch snowfall, shouting ecstatically about "the grandest day of my
life!"51 This was in spite of Muir's disarming frankness about the
49. As quoted in Wolfe, Muir, pp. 27576. Amplification of the grazing controversy appears in Lawrence Rakestraw, "Sheep Grazing in the Cascade Range: John
Minto US. John Muir," Pacific Historical Review, 27 (1958). 371-82. For further
discussion of the schism in the conservation movement between developers and
preservationists see Samuel P. Hays, Conseruation and the Gospel of Eficiency: T h e
, 122 ff.,
Progressive Conservation Movement, 1890--1920 (Cambridge, Mass., ~ g j g )pp.
185-98; Gilligan, "Policy and Administration," pp. 37 ff.: and Hadley, "Muir's
Views of Nature," pp. 607 ff.
50. Muir, "The Wild Parks and Forest Reservations of the West," Atlantic
Monthly, 8 r (1898). 21, 24.
51. As quoted in Wolfe, Muir, p. 293.
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President's affection for hunting: "Mr. Roosevelt," he asked at
one point, "when are you going to get beyond the boyishness of
killing things. . . are you not getting far enough along to leave that
off?" Taken aback, the President replied, "Muir, I guess you are
right."52 One of the results of the excursion into the Sierra was
Roosevelt's receptivity to Muir's proposal that California recede
Yosemite Valley to the federal government for inclusion in the adjacent national park.53 Congress acted to this effect in 1906, and
two years later Muir's many efforts on behalf of the Grand Canyon
met with success when Roosevelt designated this region a national
monument.54 Muir poured his last energies into resisting plans to
dam Yosemite National Park's wild Hetch Hetchy Valley (Chapter
10).
After 1905, crusading for wilderness also entailed countering the
influence that Gifford Pinchot exerted as Chief Forester in the
United States Forest Service and custodian of the reserves. A highly
effective publicizer in his own right, Pinchot, and his colleagues
like W J McGee and Frederick H. Newell, soon succeeded in appropriating the term "conservation" for the wise-use v i e w p ~ i n t . ~ ~
T h e frustrated advocates of wilderness preservation had no choice
T h e dramatic Goverbut to call Pinchot a "de-~onservationist."~~
nors' Conference on the Conservation of Natural Resources held at
the White House in 1908 championed utilitarianism and wise resource development. As the primary organizer of the conference,
Pinchot carefully kept Muir, Johnson, and most other preservationists off the invitation list.57But Pinchot could not suppress the
groundswell of popular enthusiasm for wilderness that by the early
52. Johnson, Remembered Yesterdays, p. 388.
53. William E. Colby, "Yosemite and the Sierra Club," Sierra Club Bulletin, 23
(1938). 11-19; Jones, John Muir and the Sierra Club, pp. 55-80.
54. Muir had called for national park status for the "cafion wilderness" in
1898: see "Wild Parks," 27. He also wrote "Grand Canyon of the Colorado," Century,
6s (1902), 107-60. Ise, National Park Policy, pp. 230 ff. provides the political history.
55. Pinchot claimed he originated the tern "conservation": Breaking Arew
Ground, 322-26, but for evidence of much earlier usage see Hays, Conservation,
5-6. Relevant also is Whitney R. Cross, "W J McGee and the Idea of Conservation."
Historian, 15 (1953). 148-62.
56. Robert Underwood Johnson to Senator [Hoke] Smith, Dec. I, 1913, Johnson
Papers, Berkeley, Box I.
57. For an indication of the bitterness this caused in the preservationist camp see
Johnson, Remembered Yesterdays, pp. 300-307, and an open letter: Johnson to "Dear
Sir." June 5, 1911,Johnson Papers, Berkeley Box I.
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twentieth century had attained the dimensions of a national cult.
As Muir put it: "thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized
people are beginning to find out that going to the mountains is
going home; that wildness is a necessity; and that mountain parks
and reservations are useful not only as fountains of timber and irrigating rivers, but as fountains of life."ss Muir could take some
pride in this phenomenon, because his life work had been devoted
to bringing it about. But there were deeper reasons, rooted in the
mood of the early twentieth century, for the unprecedented popularity of wilderness and, indeed, for the American public's favorable reception of Muir himself.
58. Muir, "Wild Parks," 15.

CHAPTER 9

The Wilderness Cult
Whenever the light of civilization falls upon you with a blighting
power.. . g o to the wilderness.. . . Dull business routine, the fierce
passions of the market place, the perils of envious cities become
but a memory. . . . The wilderness will take hold of you. It will
give you good red blood; it will turn you from a weakling into a
man. . . .You will soon behold all with a peaceful soul.
George S. Evans, 1904

O N the morning of August I o, i g 13, the Boston Post headlined its
lead story: NAKED HE PLUNGES INTO MAINE WOODS TO LIVE ALONE
TWO MONTHS.
T h e following article told how six days previously a
husky, part-time illustrator in his mid-forties named Joseph
Knowles had disrobed in a cold drizzle at the edge of a lake in
northeastern Maine, smoked a final cigarette, shaken hands around
a group of sportsmen and reporters, and trudged off into the wilderness. There was even a photograph of an unclothed Knowles,
discreetly shielded by underbrush, waving farewell to civilization.
The Post explained that Joe Knowles had gone into the woods to
be a primitive man for sixty days. He took no equipment of any
kind and promised to remain completely isolated, living off the
land "as Adam lived."'
For the next two months Knowles was the talk of Boston. He
provided information about his experiment with periodic dispatches written with charcoal on birchbark. These reports, printed
in the Post, revealed to an astonished and delighted public that
Knowles was succeeding in his planned reversion to the primitive.
Using heat from the friction of two sticks, he obtained fire. Clothing came from woven strips of bark. Knowles' first few meals consisted of berries, but he soon varied his diet with trout, partridge,
and even venison. On August 24 a front-page banner in the Post
announced that Knowles had lured a bear into a pit, killed it with
a club, and fashioned a coat from its skin. By this time newspapers throughout the East and as far away as Kansas City were
featuring the story.
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When on October 4, 1913, a disheveled but healthy Knowles
finally emerged from the Maine woods extolling the values of a
primitive way of life, he was swept u p in a wave of public enthusiasm. His triumphant return to Boston included stops at Augusta,
Lewiston, and Portland, with speeches before throngs of eight to
ten thousand people. T h e cheers persisted in spite of the fine of
$205 which an unyielding Maine Fish and Game Commission imposed on Knowles for killing a bear out of season! But Maine's
welcome paled next to that of Boston. The city had not had a hero
like "the modern primitive man"2 in a generation. On October 9
a huge crowd jammed North Station to meet Knowles' train and
shouted itself hoarse when he appeared. Thousands more lined
the streets through which his motorcade passed. Still clad in the
bear skin, Knowles went to Boston Common where an estimated
twenty thousand persons waited. His speech was disappointingly
brief, but the gathering thrilled to the way he leaped onto the
podium with "the quick, graceful movements of a tiger."3
In the next few days news of Knowles even upstaged an exciting
World Series. At Harvard physicians reported on the excellence of
his physical condition, and there were numerous banquets and
interviews, including one with the governor of Massachusetts.
Publishers besieged Knowles for the rights to a book version of his
experience, which, as Alone in the Wilderness, sold 300,000 copies,
and he toured the vaudeville circuit with top billing. The Post
published full-page color reproductions of his paintin,us of wild
animals, pointing out that they were suitable for framing and "just
the thing to hang in your den."4 Even when the Post's rival newspaper presented substantial evidence that Knowles was a fraud
whose saga had actually taken place in a secret, snug c a b h 5 a
vociferous denial arose in reply: quite a few Americans in 1913
apparently wanted to believe in the authenticity of the "Nature
Man." In fact, the Joe Knowles fad was just a single and rather
grotesque manifestation of popular interest in wildness? I t added
2. Ibid., Oct. lo, 1913.
3. Boston Evening Transcript, Oct 9, 1913.
4. Boston Post, Sept. 28, Oct. 5, 12, 19, 1913.
5. Boston American, Dec. 2,1g13.
6. After his venture in Maine, Knowles tried to repeat his stunt in California and,
with a "primitive" female companion, in New York, but without success. Nor did his
plan materialize for a wilderness colony where Americans could live close to nature.
Ultimately, Knowles retired to an isolated shack on the coast of Washington; he died
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to the evidence suggesting that by the early twentieth century a p
preciation of wilderness had spread from a relatively small group
of Romantic and patriotic literati to become a national cult.
By the 1890s sufficient change had occurred in American life and
thought to make possible a widespread reaction against the previous condemnation of wilderness. civilization had largely subdued the continent. Labor-saving agricultural machinery and a
burgeoning industry, coupled with a surge in population, turned
the American focus from country to city. The census of 1890 only
gave statistical confirmation to what most Americans knew first
hand: the frontier was moribund, wilderness no longer dominant.
From the perspective of city streets and comfortable homes, wild
country inspired quite different attitudes than it had when observed from a frontiersman's clearing. No longer did the forest
and Indian have to be battled in hand-to-hand combat. T h e average citizen could approach wilderness with the viewpoint of the
vacationer rather than the conquerer. Specifically, the qualities of
solitude and hardship that had intimidated many pioneers were
likely to be magnetically attractive to their city-dwelling grandchildren.
Indicative of the change was the way in which many of the
repugnant connotations of wilderness were transferred to the new
urban environment. At the end of the nineteenth century, cities
were regarded with a hostility once reserved for wild forests. In 1898
Robert A. Woods entitled a collection of exposures of Boston's
slum conditions The City Wilderness. A few years later, Upton
Sinclair's The Jungle employed a similar metaphor in describing
the horrors of the Chicago stockyards. Too much civilization,
not too little, seemed at the root of the nation's difficulties. The
bugaboos of the time-"Wall Street," "trusts," "invisible government"-were phenomena of the urban, industrialized East. In
regard to primitive man, American opinion was also tending to
reverse the flow of two and a half centuries. Increasing numbers
October 21, 1942: Fred Lockley, "Interesting People: A Modern Cave Man," American
Magazine, 91 (1921). 48; Boston Post, July 16. 1933; Stewart H. Holbrook, "The
Original Nature Man," American Mercury, 39 (1936), 417-25, reprinted in Holbrook's Little Annie Oakley and Other Rugged People (New York, 1g.g8), pp. 8-18;
Richard 0 . Boyer, "Where Are They Now? The Nature Man," New Yorker, 14
(June 18, ~ggS),21-25.

144

Wilderness and the American Mind

joined Helen Hunt Jackson in sympathizing with the Indian and
identifying the disease, whiskey, and deception of civilization, not
his savageness, as the crux of his prob1em.I
Along with the physical change in American life went a closely
related intellectual change in temper or mood.* T h e general optimism and hope of the antebellum years partially yielded toward the
end of the century to more sober assessments, doubts, and uncertainties. Many considered the defects of their society evidence that
an earlier age's bland confidence in progress was unfounded.
Reasons for pessimism appeared on every hand. A flood of immigrants seemed to many to be diluting the American strain and
weakening American traditions. Business values and urban living
were felt to be undermining character, taste, and morality. T h e
vast size and highly organized nature of the economy and government posed seeming obstacles to the effectiveness of the individual. Instead of the millennium, American civilization appeared to
have brought confusion, corruption, and a debilitating overabundance. There existed, to be sure, a countercurrent in American
thought of pride and hope, but the belief persisted that the United
States, if not the entire Western world, had seen its greatest
moments and was in an incipient state of decline.
7. H[elen] H. Jackson, A Century of Dishonor: A Sketch of the United States
Government's Dealings with Some of the Indian Tribes (New York, 1881). In the
succeeding decades the crimes of the white man against the Indian received extensive
treatment in books and popular periodicals, while organizations like the National
Indian Association and the Indian Defense Association were established to translate
sentiment into action. Pearce, Savages of America, stops short of this period, but
William T. Hagan, American Indians (Chicago, 1961). pp. IPS ff. is a useful discussion.
8. John Higham, "The Reorientation of American Culture in the 1890's." The
Origins of Modern Consciousness, ed. John Weiss (Detroit, 1965) has commented
perceptively on this phenomenon. I have also relied on Higham's Strangers in the
Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New York, 1963), pp. 35 ff., 158 ff.;
Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden; Morton and Lucia White, T h e Intellectual
Versus the City (Cambridge. Mass., 1962), pp. 83 ff.; Mark Sullivan, Our Times,
1po-19a5 (6 vols. New York, 1935) I, 137-50; Richard Hofstadter, T h e Age of Reform (New York, 1960), pp. 7-59; George E. Mowry, The Era of Theodore Roosevelt
and the Birth of Modem America, 1900-19rz (New York, 1962). pp. 85-105; Henry
Steele Commager, T h e American Mind: An Interpretation of American Thought
and Character Since the 1880's (New Haven, 1950). pp. 41-54, 297; Samuel P.
Hays, The Response to Industrialism, 1885-1915 (Chicago, 1957). pp. 1-47; and David
Noble, "The Paradox of Progressive Thought," American Quarterly, 5 (1953). POI12.
Henry F. May's T h e End of American Innocence: A Study of the First Years of
Our Own Time, 1912-1917 (New York, 1959) dates the breakdown in optimism and
the belief in progress somewhat later.
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As a result of this sense of discontent with civilization, which was
no less uncomfortable because of its vagueness, fin-de-sitcle America was ripe for the widespread appeal of the uncivilized. T h e cult
had several facets. In the first place, there was a growing tendency
to associate wilderness with America's frontier and pioneer past
that was believed responsible for many unique and desirable national characteristics. Wilderness also acquired importance as a
source of virility, toughness, and savagery-qualities that defined
fitness in Darwinian terms. Finally, an increasing number of Americans invested wild places with aesthetic and ethical values, emphasizing the opportunity they afforded for contemplation and worship.
With a considerable sense of shock, Americans of the late nineteenth century realized that many of the forces which had shaped
their national character were disappearing. Primary among these
were the frontier and the frontier way of life. Long a hero of his
culture, the pioneer acquired added luster at a time when the
pace and complexity of American life seemed on the verge of overwhelming the independent individual. It was tempting to venerate
his existence as one in which men confronted tangible obstacles
and, so the myth usually ran, overcame them on the strength of
ability alone. Before the 1890s it was generally assumed that because the frontiersman was good, the wilderness, as his primary
adversary, was bad-the villain of the national drama. But the
growing perception that the frontier era was over prompted a reevaluation of the role of primitive conditions. Many Americans
came to understand that wilderness was essential to pioneering:
without wild country the concepts of frontier and pioneer were
meaningless. T h e villain, it appeared, was as vital to the play as the
hero, and, in view of the admirable qualities that contact with wilderness were thought to have produced, perhaps not so villainous
as had been supposed. Toward the end of the nineteenth century,
esteem for the frontiersman extended to include his environment.
Pioneering, in short, came to be regarded as important not only
for spearheading the advance of civilization but also for bringing
Americans into contact with the primitive.
T h e connection between living- in the wilderness and the development of desirable American traits received dramatic statement
after 1893 in the hibtorical essays of Frederick Jackson Turner. His
nominal subject, of course, was the "frontier," but he made clear
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that the wildness of the country was its most basic ingredient and
the essential formative influence on the national character. "The
frontier," he declared, "is . . .determined by the reactions between
Consequently,
wilderness and the edge of expanding ~ettlement."~
when Turner came to summarize the central theme of his collected
essays, it was to "the transforming influence of the American wilderness" that he turned. T h e idea had been present in his first major address, when he spoke of the way "the wilderness masters the
colonist." Gradually, to be sure, the pioneer "transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe. . . . T h e fact is, that
here is a new product that is American."l0 T h e bulk of Turner's
subsequent effort was devoted to assessing the effect on American
ideals and institutions of contact with a primitive environment.
Turner's most widely discussed article appeared in the Atlantic
Monthly for September, 1896. It argued that the frontier not only
made the American different from the European but better. "Out
3f his wilderness experience," Turner wrote, "out of the freedom
of his opportunities, he fashioned a formula for social regeneration
-the freedom of the individual to seek his own." Turner believed,
in short, that democracy was a forest product. Living in the wilderness, "the return to primitive conditions," fostered individualism, independence, and confidence in the common man that encouraged self-government. While Turner occasionally admitted
that frontier democracy had its liabilities, his attempts at impartiality only thinly masked a conviction that government by the
people was far superior to Old World despotism. Indeed by virtue
of being wild, the New World was a clean slate to which idealists
could bring their dreams for a better life. Triumphantly, Turner
concluded: "the very fact of the wilderness appealed to men as a
fair, blank page on which to write a new chapter in the story of
man's struggle for a higher type of society."ll Associated in this way
with democracy and messianic idealism, wild country acquired new
value. Turner recast its role from that of an enemy which civilization had to conquer to a beneficent influence on men and institutions. His greatest service to wilderness consisted of linking it in
the minds of his countrymen with sacred American virtues.
g. Turner,

T h e Significance of Sections in American History (New York, 1gg2).
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I n igog Turner noted that the 1890s marked a watershed in
American history: it was the first decade without a frontier. "The
. . . rough conquest of the wilderness is accomplished," he pointed
out, "and . . . the great supply of free lands which year after year
has served to reinforce the democratic influences in the United
States is exhausted." Inevitably, he wondered if American ideals
"have acquired sufficient momentum to sustain themselves under
conditions so radically unlike those in the days of their origin?"12
Turner never explicitly answered this question in his pub!ished
work,l3 but his tone suggested pessimism and contributed to a general sense of nostalgic regret over the disappearance of wilderness
conditions. Articles in the nation's leading periodicals voiced concern over the "drift to the cities" and the consequent loss of pioneer
qualities. Authors celebrating the "pathfinders" wondered how
post-frontier Americans could comprehend their achievement.14 In
1902 Frank Norris took time from his novels to contribute
"The Frontier Gone At Last" to World's Work. "Suddenly," it
begins, "we have found that there is no longer any Frontier." The
remainder of the article speculates on the meaning of this fact.
Norris felt that since "there is no longer a wilderness to conquer,"
the "overplus" of American energy might drive the country to attempt the conquest of the world.lS
T h e ending of the frontier prompted many Americans to seek
ways of retaining the influence of wilderness in modern civilization. T h e Boy Scout movement was one answer. Although the
English hero of the Boer War, Sir Robert S. S. Baden-Powell, was
its official founder in 1907, his efforts were anticipated in this
country. In 1902 the popular nature writer Ernest Thompson
Seton revealed in a series of articles in the Ladies Home Journal
his ideas for an organization of boys called TVoodcraft Indians. And
Seton's meeting with Baden-Powell two years later was important
in arousing the Englishman's interest in scouting. Baden:Powell
also had the example of organizations such as the Sons of Daniel
Ibid., pp. 244-45, 260-61.
13. However, as a student of Turner's at Hanard during the First World War,
Merle Curti remembers the concern he expressed in contersation about the future of
the American character now that an urban-industrial civilization had replaced frontier conditions: interview with Mcrle Curti. Jan. 9, 1963.
14. G . S. Dickerson. "The Drift to the Cities," Atlantic Monthly, rr2 (1913). 34953; George Bird Grinnell, Trails of the Pathfinders (Sew York, 191I), pp. 11-12.
15. Sorris, "The Frontier Gone At Last." World's Work, 3 (1902). 1728, 1729.
12.
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Boone and the Boy Pioneers which Daniel C. Beard launched in
1905. But soon after the Boy Scout concept came to America, it
absorbed these forerunners, and both Seton and Beard transferred
their allegiances.l6
Seton set forth the methods and goals of the Boy Scouts of
America in 1910 in a way that revealed the new importance
Americans were according wilderness. A century ago, thk Scouts'
first Handbook begins, ev&y American boy lived ciose to nature.
But since then the country had underione an "unfortunate
change" marked by industrialization and the "growth of immense
cities." According to Seton, the result was "degeneracy" and people
who were "strained and broken by the grind of the over-busy
world." As a remedy for this condition, the Handbook proposes
that the boys of America lead the nation back to an emphasis of
"Outdoor Life." This would include the realization that long and
happy lives were most common among "those . . who live nearest
to the ground, that is, who live the simple life of primitive
times."17 Seton then went on to give instruction in woodlore and
campcraft, in the hope that boyswould spend at least a month of
every year away from civilization, keeping in contact with frontier
skills and values.
T h e Boy Scouts' striking success (it quickly became the largest
youth organization in the country) is a significant commentary on
American thinking in the early twentieth century. In thirty years
the Handbook sold an alleged seven million copies in the United
States, second only to the Bible.ls The scouting-movement caught
the public eye by offering a solution to the disturbing phenomenon
of a civilization that seemed to be tearing itself away from the
fiontier roots that many felt to be the source of its greatness. It
implemented the boast of Joe Knowles that "simply because we are

.

16. William Hillcourt, Baden-Powell: The Two Lives of a Hero (New York,
1964). pp. 247 ff.; Howard Fast, Lord Baden-Powell of the Boy Scouts (New York,
1941).pp. 171 ff.;Seton, Trail of an Artist-Naturalist: The Autobiography of Ernest
Thompson S e t a p e w York, 1940). pp. 374-85; Beard, Hardly a Man is Now
Alive: The Autobiography of Dan Beard (New York, 1939). pp. 351-61;Harold P.
Levy, Building a Popular Movement: A Case Study of the Public Relations of the
Boy Scouts of America (New York, 1944).
17. Seton, Boy Scouts of America: A Handbook of Woodcraft, Scouting, and Lifecraft (New York, igio), pp. xi, xii, I, n.
18. Fast, Baden-Powell, p. 192; Boy Scouts of America, Handbook for Boys (New
York. 1938). p. 6. For a history of the movement see William D. Murray, The Histoq
of the Boy Scouts of America (New York, 1937).
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a civilized people does not mean that the days of wilderness colonization are over."lB
Another response to the vanishing frontier was the rise of popular interest in preserving portions of the American wilderness.
While wild country still existed to the West, the preservation concept had found favor with only a few farsighted individuals. Yellowstone National Park (1872) and the Adirondack Forest Preserve (1885) were not established to protect wiIderness. After 1890,
however, the disappearance of the frontier environment became
more obvious. T h e resulting sense of nostalgia prompted, for one
thing, belated recognition of the wilderness values of the first national and state reservations in Wyoming and northern New York
(Chapter 7). The 1890s were also the years in which John Muir
found numerous countrymen ready to join the preservationist
wing of the conservation movement. Americans of this generation
also responded to the ideas of another important wilderness publicizer: Theodore Roosevelt.
On February lo, 1894, Roosevelt wrote to Frederick Jackson
Turner thanking him for a copy of his 1893 address on the significance of the American frontier. "I think you have struck some first
class ideas," Roosevelt asserted, "and have put into definite shape a
good deal of thought which has been floating around rather
loosely."20 Indeed, Roosevelt himself anticipated many of Turner's
ideas, and even his rhetoric, in his 1889 The Winning of the West.
"Under the hard conditions of life in the wilderness," Roosevelt
wrote, those who migrated to the New World "lost all remembrance of Europe" and became new men "in dress, in customs,
and in mode of life."Zl He too realized that by the 1890s "the
frontier had come to an end; it had vani~hed."~'This alarmed
Roosevelt chiefly because of its anticipated effect on national virility and greatness.
19.Joseph Knowles. Alone in the Wilderness (Boston, 1913). p. 286. As might be
expected, Knowles enthusiastically supported Scouting: Alone, pp. 239-53.
PO.Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, ed. Elting Morison (8 vols. Cambridge, Mass.,
195 1-54)1 363.
21. Roosevelt. The Winning of the West, The Works of Theodore Roosmlt,
Memorial edition (23 VOIS.New York, 1924-26) 10, 101-102. For an indication of the
extent of Turner's debt to Roosevelt see Wilbur R. Jacobs, Frederick Jackson Turner's Legacy (San Marino, Cal., 1965). p. 153. The present quotation (1889) is too
similar in both conception and wording to Turner's "mnsformation" passage (1893)
in Frontier, p. 4, to be purely coincidental.
22. Roosevelt. The Wilderness Hunter, Works, a, 13.
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T h e study of American history and personal experience combined to convince Roosevelt that living in wilderness promoted
"that vigorous manliness for the lack of which in a nation, as in an
individual, the possession of no other qualities can possibly atone."
Conversely, he felt, the modem American was in real danger of
becoming an "overcivilized man, who has lost the great fighting,
masterful virtues." T o counter this trend toward "flabbiness" and
"slothful ease" Roosevelt in 1899 called upon his countrymen to
lead a "life of strenuous endeavor." This included keeping in contact with wilderness: pioneering was an important antidote to dull
mediocrity. "As our civilization grows older and more complex,"
Roosevelt explained, "we need a greater and not a less development of the fundamental frontier virtues."23
Roosevelt led the way personally. Immediately after graduating
from Harvard, he spent considerable time in the 1880son his ranch
in the Dakota Territories, exulting in the frontiersman's life. He
even had himself photographed posing proudly in a buckskin
Later, when official duties demanded attention, he still
found time for hunting and camping trips in wild country. Once,
in a preface to a collection of hunting stories, Roosevelt attempted
to articulate his feelings. "There are no words," he began, "that
can tell of the hidden spirit of the wilderness, that can reveal its
mystery, its melancholy, and its charm. There is delight in the hardy
life of the open, in long rides rifle in hand, in the thrill of the fight
with dangerous game." In addition he confessed a strong aesthetic
attraction to "the siient places . . . the wide waste places of the
earth, unworn of man, and changed only by the slow change of the
ages through time everla~ting."~5
Understandably, Roosevelt was delighted that his country had
taken the lead in establishing wilderness preserves and urged
"every believer in manliness . . . every lover of nature, every man
who appreciates the majesty and beauty of the wilderness and of
wild life" to give them full support. I n 1903, as President, he
toured Yellowstone and Yosemite National Parks and came away
delighted that these "bits of the old wilderness scenery and the old

wilderness life are to be kept unspoiled for the benefit of our children's children." In Roosevelt's opinion, America needed these
remnants of the pioneer environment, because "no nation facing
the unhealthy softening and relaxation of fibre that tends to accompany civilization can afford to neglect anything that will develop
hardihood, resolution, and the scorn of discomfort and danger."26
T h e wilderness preserves would serve this purpose by providing a
perpetual frontier and keeping Americans in contact with primitive conditions. The rapid growth of the preservation movement,
which reached a climax after 1910 in the Hetch Hetchy controversy (Chapter lo), suggests that a sizeable number of Americans
joined with their President in detecting a national malaise and
shared his faith in a wilderness cure.

23. Ibid., xxxi; Roosevelt, "The Strenuous Life" in Works, 15,267,271, 281; Roosevelt, "The Pioneer Spirit and American Problems" in Works, 18,23.
24. Hennan Hagedorn, Roosevelt in the Bad Lands (Boston, 1921). Photographs
appear as a frontispiece and on p. 236.
25. Roosevelt, African Game Traih, Works, 5, xxvii.

26. Roosevelt, "Wilderness Reserves: The Yellowstone Park" in Works, 3, 267,
288,311-12.
27. Whitman, "Song of Myself" in Leaves of Grass (Garden City, N.Y., 1917). p.
88: Whitman, Specimen Days (Philadelphia, 1882-83), pp. 83-84. Secondary commentary appcars in Fussell. Frotitier, pp. 297-441.

"The friendly and flowing savage, who is he? Is he waiting for
civilization, or past it and mastering it?" So asked Walt Whitman
in a poem given final form in 1881. His question was not idle for
the growing portion of his generation that entertained doubts
about the happiness and vigor of modern man. Evidence of American decadence spurred primitivism. Wilderness and savages seemed
to have advantages over civilized nature and man. Whitman himself sought wildness in 1876 when, broken in health and depressed
from the experience of civil war, he retreated to Timber Creek,
New Jersey. Along its "primitive windings" he found relief from
"the whole cast-iron civilized life" and the chance to return to "the
naked source-life of us all-to the breast of the great silent savage
all-acceptive Mother."27 Gradually Whitman recovered his physical strength and creative powers. Combined with his constant literary apotheosis of the unrepressed and wild, the Timber Creek interlude made Whitman's initial question seem rhetorical.
Whitman was a precursor of the American celebration of savagery. In full stride by the second decade of the twentieth century,
it contributed to the rising popularity of wilderness. While related
to the attraction of the frontier and pioneer, this aspect of the cult
had more to do with racism, Darwinism, and a tradition of idealiz-
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ing the noble savage in his wilderness setting that ran back several
thousand years (see Chapter 3). Ancient cultures, when inclined to
self-criticism, began the practice of regarding those less civilized
than themselves as superior. T h e spectacle of barbaric hordes
sweeping down on a moribund and effete Roman Empire permanently impressed Western thought with the idea that virile manliness and wildness were closely linked. Early American experimenters with primitivistic themes, notably Thoreau, Melville,
and Whitman, provided the immediate literary background for the
growth of interest in savagery.28But it owed much more to a general feeling that the American male was suffering from over-civilization.
Theodore Roosevelt again took the lead in applauding savage
virtues. Without advocating a return to cave-dwelling on a permanent basis, he still hoped that the opportunity for modern Americans to experience wilderness and lead for a time the savage way of
life would not be totally eliminated. In 1888, with a view to implementing his ideas, Roosevelt organized the Boone and Crockett
Club. Its stated purpose was the encouragement of big-game hunting, but the character of the hunter was the real object of concern.
T o qualify for membership it was necessary to have collected three
trophy heads, and along with Roosevelt (who had eight) the founding nucleus included Elihu Root, Madison Grant, and Henry
Cabot Lodge.29 Of course Americans had always shot game, but this
group of wealthy hunters coupled their sport with an unprece'dented primitivistic philosophy. As Roosevelt and co-author
George Bird Grinnell expressed it in a Boone and Crockett publication of 1893, "hunting big game in the wilderness is . . . a sport
for a vigorous and masterful people." T o succeed in a primitive
environment, they continued, the hunter "must be sound of body
and firm of mind, and must possess energy, resolution, manliness,
self-reliance, and a capacity for self-help." T h e statement ended
with the thought that these were characteristics "without which
28. See Chapter 5 for Thoreau and, for Melville, Fussell, pp. 232 & along with
James Baird, Ishmael (Baltimore, 1956) and Charles Roberts Anderson, Melville in
the South Seas (New York, 1939).
ng. Paul Russell Cutright, Theodore Roosmelt: The Naturalist (New York,
1956). pp. 6879; James B. Trefethen, Crucade for Wildlife: Highlights in Consmation
Progress (New York, 1961). pp. 94 ff.; George Bird Grinnell, ed., Brief History of the
Boone and Crockett Club (New York, 1910).
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no race can do its life work well; and . . . the very qualities which
it is the purpose of this Club . . . to develop and foster."30
Testimony from individual sportsmen supported this point of
view. William Kent, a California congressman and conservationist
(see Chapter lo), regretted that "since the days of the cave men our
race has gone. . . degenerate." As a corrective measure, he rejoiced
in the savagery of hunting. After a kill, Kent declared, "you are a
barbarian, and you're glad of it. It's good to be a barbarian . .and
you know that if you are a barbarian, you are at any rate a man."
In conclusion Kent called on his contemporaries to "go out into
the wilderness and learn the endurance of nature which endures."31 Hunting, once strictly a utilitarian activity, had been
given a new rationale.
T h e surge of interest among Americans in primitive environments for purposes of recreation indicated that the ideology of
the Boone and Crockett Club and William Kent was not esoteric.
Wilderness camping and mountain climbing became an important
~~
pursuits
part of the widespread "outdoor m o ~ e m e n t . " These
had a special appeal to city people, who found in them temporary
relief from artificiality and confinement. As one enthusiast put it
in 1904, "whenever the light of civilization falls upon you with a
blighting power. . . go to the wilderness." There, he continued, it
was possible "to return to the primitive, the elemental" and escape
"the perils of envious cities." Temporarily one partook of "the
ruggedness of the mountains, the sturdiness of the oaks, the relentless savagery of the wind." T h e end result was to "give you good
red blood; [to] turn you from a weakling into a man."33 A tribute to Joe Knowles at a banquet in his honor took u p the same
theme: "there is too much refinement. It leads to degeneration.
My friend Knowles has taught us how to live on nothing. It is better than living on too much. We should all get down to nature."34

.

30. Grinnell, "The Boone and Crockett Club" in American Big Game Hunting:
The Book of the Boone and Crockett Club, ed. Roosevelt and Grinnell (Edinburgh, 1893). pp. 14-1j
31. William Kent, "Out Doors," Kent Family Papers, Historical Manuscripts
Room, Yale University Library, New Haven, Conn., Box loo.
32. Foster Rhea Dulles, America Learns to Play: A History of Popular Recreation (New York, 1940). pp. POP ff.
33. George S. Evans, "The Wilderness," Overland Monthly, f j (194), 33.
54. James B. Connolly as quoted in the Boston Post, Oct. 12, 1913.
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Americans with similar sentiments formed the core of the numerous outdoor clubs that appeared in the late nineteenth century. T h e Appalachian Mountain Club (1876) in the East, and the
Sierra Club (1892) in the West organized wilderness enthusiasts
and became stalwarts in the campaign for its preservation. The
Mazamas of Portland, Oregon began in 1894 with a meeting of
155 hardy climbers on top of hiount Hood. Three years later the
Campfire Club of America was founded.35 For the members of
these and other groups, part of the value of a wilderness trip was
masochistic in that it provided a chance to play the savage, accept
punishment, struggle, and, hopefully, triumph over the forces of
raw nature. "The man in the woods," declared Stewart Edward
White in 1903, "matches himself against the forces of nature."
Confronting wilderness "is a test, a measuring of strength, a proving of his essential pluck and resourcefulness and manhood, an
assurance of man's highest potency, the ability to endure and to
Meeting such a challenge assuaged fears
take care of him~elf."3~
that Americans were not what they used to be.
Carried to the extent of Joe Knowles' alleged exploit, the successful struggle against the primitive had a tonic effect on national
pride and confidence. Knowles himself was aware of this implication and declared that his purpose in spending two months in the
wilderness without equipment was "to demonstrate the self-sustaining power of modern man; to prove that man, though handicapped
with the habits of civilization, is the physical equal of his early
ancestors, and has not altogether lost . . . [their] resourcefulne~s."~?
Reacting to the reported success of the experiment, many
felt Knowles' greatest significance was to put the human element
back into the spotlight; to show that even without machines man
still deserved his place atop the Darwinian tree of life. As one
35. See Chapter 8, and Allen H. Bent, "The Mountaineering Clubs of America,"
Appalachia, y (1916). 5-18. For the Appalachian Mountain Club, in particular, the
records at the Clubs' Headquarters, Boston, are most useful.
It is interesting that the German PVandervogel, under the leadership of 'Karl
Fischer and Hermann Hoffmann, took to Europe's woodlands and mountains as a
protest against the emptiness of civilization at precisely the same time that the
American wilderness cult flourished. See Gerhard Masur, Prophets of Yesterday:
Studies in European Culture, r8p-1914 (New York, 1961), pp. 356-68, aud Walter
2. Laqueur, Young Germany: A History of the German Youth Movement (London,
19647 PP. 3-38.
36. White, T h e Forest (New York, tgog), p. 5.
37. Boston Post, Aug. 17, 1913.
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journal commented editorially, what Knowles accomplished in
Maine "is a good deal more comforting to our proper human pride
than the erection of a Woolworth b ~ i l d i n g . " ~ ~
Realizing the growing attractiveness of the wild for recreation,
advertisers took account in their publicity of the thirst for the
primitive. In 1g 1 I , for example, the Bangor and Aroostook Railroad Company, anxious to have vacationers ride its cars into Maine,
began issuing a yearly publication, In the Maine Woods. A typical
passage began with the observation that "there's a good deal of the
primitive in most of us" and concluded that consequently "we feel
the magic beckoning of old Mother Nature to rise u p from the
thralldom of business . . . and to betake ourselves to the woods."
Maine, of course, was the suggested destination as a region "still
rich in primeval charms."30For those who could not travel this far,
landscape architects such as Frederick Law Olmsted and Charles
Eliot proposed that in addition to city parks patches of "wild
forest" be preserved close to metropolitan areas.'O In them, Eliot
contended in 1891, men could find relief from the "poisonous
struggling. . . of city life" and the resulting feeling of exhaustion
~~
felt the current surge of interest in
and d e p r e ~ s i o n .Olmsted
natural landscapes was the result of many Americans' perceiving
that "we grow more and more artificial day by day." A "selfpreserving instinct of civilization," he thought, led it to parks and
preserves as a means of resisting " 'vital exhaustion,' " " 'nervous
irritation,' " and " 'constitutional depression.' "42
T h e reading as well as the recreational tastes of many Americans
of the early twentieth century were inclined toward the wild and
savage. "Natural history" became a major literary genre. John Burroughs was only the best known of several score writers who kept
38. Anonymous, "Naked Man," Hearst's Magazine, 24 (1913).954.
39. Bangor and Aroostook Railroad Company, In the Maine Woods (Bangor,
1911). p. 7.
40. Charles Eliot to Charles Francis Adams, Oct. 6, 1892, Charles Eliot Manuscript
Letters, 18gn-g7,Eliot Papers, Library of the Graduate School of Design, Harvard
University.
41. Eliot, "The Need of Parks," Souvenir of the Banquet o f the Advance Club,
Publications of the Advance Club, 6 (Providence, R.I., 1891). p. 63.
42. Olmsted, A Consideration of the Justifying Value of a Public Park (Boston,
1881). p. 19.For Olmsted's earlier arguments in favor of the protection of Yosemite
Valley see Chapter 6. John William Ward's "The Politics of Design." Mnssachusetts
Review, 6 (1965), 660-88, analyzes the motives of Olmsted as well as earlier designers
of the American landscape.
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the public's appetite satiated with a deluge of articles and books
ranging from robins to grizzlies.43Among works of fiction, one of
the best sellers of the early twentieth century was Jack London's
T h e Call of the Wild. Published in 1903, it told the story of a huge
dog, Buck, who was stolen from his master's ranch in California and
sold into the Klondike to haul sleds. Exposed to primitive conditions, Buck gradually threw off his domesticated habits and became
"the dominant primordial beast." At the close of the novel he had
reverted all the way to the wolf, and London pictured him "running at the head of the pack through the pale moonlight or glimmering borealis, leaping gigantic above his fellows, his great throat
a-bellow as he sings a song of the younger world." London left no
doubt that it was also the song of a more vital, stronger and generally superior world, and his readers had little difficulty seeing the
moral for their own lives in Buck's reversion to the primitive. Significantly, London's White Fang (1906), in which a wolf became a
family dog, never enjoyed the popularity of The Call of the Wild.
Savagery, of course, received its most triumphant literary expression at this time in Edgar Rice Burroughs' stories about an English
infant reared in the jungle by apes. Burroughs began experimenting with the theme in 1912, and two years later published one of
America's most widely read books, Tarran of the Apes. Like Buck,
Tarzan benefitted from his contact with the wilderness to the extent of becoming a
T h e third major component of the wilderness cult lacked the
hairychestedness of the previous ideas and instead accorded wild
country value as a source of beauty and spiritual truth. This outlook, of course, depended on an intellectual revolution occurring
over the previous several centuries, and echoed the familiar Romantic rhetoric (see Chapter 3). But several circumstances of late43. Hans Huth, Nature and the American: Three Centuries of Changing Attitudes
(Berkeley, Cal.. 1957). p. 87 ff.; Philip Marshall Hicks. The Development of the
Natural History Essay in American Literature (Philadelphia, ~ g q ) ,pp. 100-158;
Norman Foerster, Nature in American Literature (New York, 1923), pp. 264-305;
Francis C. Halsey. "The Rise of the Nature Writers." American Monthly Review of
Reuiews, 26 (1902). ~ & ~ J T
Anonymous,
I;
"Back to Nature," Outlook, 74 (~gog),305-

07.
44. London, The Call of the Wild (New York, ~gog),pp. 99, PSI.The popularity
of London and Burroughs is discussed in Alice Payne Hackett. 60 Years of Best
Sellers, 1895-1955 (New York, 1956) and Frank Luther Mott, Golden Multitudes:
The Story of Best Sellers in the United States (New York, 1947).
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nineteenth century America combined to give it new urgency and
unprecedented public appeal. As the antipode of civilization, of
cities, and of machines, wilderness could be associated with the virtues these entities lacked. In the primitive, specifically,many Americans detected the qualities of innocence, purity, cleanliness, and
morality which seemed on the verge of succumbing to utilitarianism and the surge of progress. And at a time when the force of religion seemed vitiated by the new scientism on the one hand and
social conflict on the other,45 wilderness acquired special significance as a resuscitator of faith. Joe Knowles, for one, knew the
value of his trip was partly spiritual. "My God is in the wilderness," he wrote, "the great open book of nature is my religion. My
church is the church of the forest."46
Wild scenery enthralled Americans of this mind. They provided
the market for elaborate albums such as James W. Buel's 1893 prodigy, America's Wonderlands: Pictorial and Descriptive History of
Our Country's Scenic ArIaruels as Delineated by Pen and Camera,
and for their vacations thronged the White and Adirondack Mountains, and later the Rockies and
These people also looked
favorably on wilderness preservation: protection of wild country
seemed part of the defense of the finer things of life. Frederick Law
Olmsted expressed the idea when he defended "the contemplation
of beauty in natural scenery" for its effect in countering "excessive
materialism, . . . loss of faith and lowness of spirit."48 In the United
States Senate, George G. Vest of Missouri made a similar analysis.
Speaking in defense of Yellowstone National Park, he declared that
"the great curse of this age and of the American people is its materialistic tendency. Money, money, l'argent, l'argent is the cry everywhere, until our people are held u p . . . to the world as noted for
nothing except the acquisition of money at the expense of all esthetic taste and of all love of nat~re."~"n 1890, Olmsted generalized that any time a wilderness preserve was endangered the public
45. Arthur Schlesinger, "A Critical Period in American Religion, 1875-1900," Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 61 (1932).523-47.
46. Knowles, Alone, pp. 224-25.
47. Huth, Nature, pp. 54-86, 105-47. The White Mountain Collection, Baker Library, Dartmouth College. Hanover, N.H. and the Frederick W. Kilborne White
Mountain Collection, Appalachian Mountain Club, Boston, reveal the varied forms
of popular enthusiasm for wilderness vacationing.
48. Olmsted, Consideration, pp. 19-20.
49. Congrcssicnal Record, 47th Cong., 2d Sess., 14 (March I, 1883),p. 3488.
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should respond as they would "to any crisis threatening a national
treasure of art."50
I t was precisely this sentiment that John Muir and Robert Underwood Johnson endeavored to arouse in the following decades.
Muir continually lamented "these mad, God-forgetting progressive
days,"51 and his rhetoric, steeped in Transcendentalism, created a
style for appreciating wilderness. Echoing their president, Sierra
Club members like Marion Randall returned from mountain trips
with the feeling that "for a Iittle while you have dwealt close to the
heart of things . . . [and] drawn near Him." She declared herself
ready at once "to turn to the hills again, whence comes, not only
your help, but your strength, your inspiration, and some of the
brightest hours you have ever lived." I n 1894, the Sierra Club Bulletin carried a reproof of anyone "blessed" with a view of wilderness "yet who feels no exaltation of soul, no supreme delight in
the conscious exercise or stirring of that something within us we
call the aesthetic." Muir himself went still further in labeling as
"selfish seekers of immediate Mammon" those who could bring
only utilitarian criteria to wild places.62
As a self-styledupholder of his country's "standards"53 and one of
the pillars of its "genteel tradition,"" Robert Underwood Johnson
represented the social type that furnished a large proportion of
wilderness enthusiasts. T h e bookish, dapper Johnson had little desire for actual contact with the primitive and, by his own admission, was an inept outdoorsman. His interest, rather, lay in the idea
of wilderness as something pure, beautiful, and delicate, embattled
against what he conceived to be ruthless exploitation. Indeed, he
referred to his many effortsbefore Congress on behalf of preserva50. Olmsted, "Governmental Preservation of Natural Scenery," Sierra Club Bul.
letin, 29 ( 1 ~ 4 )62.
51. Muir to George Plimpton, Dec. g, 1913,Johnson Papers, Berkeley, Box 7.
52. Randall, "Some Aspects of a Sierra Club Outing," Sierra Club Bulletin, 5
(1905). x27-xB; P. B. Van Trump, "Mt. Tahoma." Sierra Club Bulletin, I (1894).
115; Muir to Robert Underwood Johnson, March 14, 1894, Johnson Papers, Berkeley,
Box 7.
53. U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on the Public Lands, Hearings, Hetch
Hetchy Resenmir Site, 63rd Cong., 1st Sess. (Sept. 24, ~grg),p. 46.
54. George Santayana, T h e Genteel Tradition in American Philosophy (Berkeley,
Cal., 1911); John Tomsich, "The Genteel Tradition in America, 1850-1910" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1963); Richard Cary, The Genteel
Circle: Bayard Taylor and his New York Friends, Cornell Studies in American History, Literaturn, and Folklore, 5 (Ithaca, N.Y., 1952). p p 1-21.
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tion as " 'spiritual lobbying.' "55 Johnson hoped they might contribute to advancing Americans to the point where they could
"throw off the two shackles that retard our progress as an artistic
nation-philistinism and commercialism-and advance with freedom toward the Love of Beauty as a Principle."56 Appreciating the
value of wilderness was a step in the right direction, and it was especially significant to Johnson that this recognition had spread by
the early twentieth century far beyond a coterie of Romantic writers. The successes John Muir and Johnson himself enjoyed with
the wilderness theme in prominent magazines such as Century,
Harper's, and Atlantic testified to the nation's receptivity. So, in
part, did the growth of the preservation movement: lovers of wild
scenery became a major force within con~ervation.~~
Even at the
utilitarian-minded Governors' Conference on Conservation in
1908, the Romantic viewpoint had its exponents. J. Horace McFarland, president of the ~ m & i c a nCivic Association, spoke of God's
refuge "in the very bosom of nature, to which we may flee from the
noise and strain of the market-place for that renewing of spirit and
strength which can not be had elsewhere." The representative of
the American Scenic and Historic Preservation Society, George F.
Kunz, added that it was not "empty sentimentalism" which led
many in his generation to covet the aesthetic and spiritual qualities of wilderness, but rather the realization that happiness and "the
highest development of our people" depended on them.58 The
widespread public acceptance of ideas such as these made it possible for Johnson, Muir, and other preservationists to arouse a national protest in i g 13 against the construction of a dam in Yosemite
National Park's wild Hetch Hetchy Valley (Chapter lo).

A comparison of the reputations of John Muir and Henry David
Thoreau among their contemporaries dramatizes the appearance of
55. Johnson, Remembered Yesterdays, pp. 239 ff. The Robert Underwood Johnson
Papers at the New York Public Library substantiate his wideranging interest in art,
culture, creativity, and refinement.
56. Johnson, "John Muir as I Knew Him," (typescript c. 1915) John Muir Papers,
American Academy of Arts and Letters, New York.
57. Hays, Cotzservation, pp. 141 ff.: Charles D. Smith. "The Movement for Eastern
National Forests, 1890-191I" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University,
19j6), esp. pp. 1-1'; and 357 ff.
58. Proceedings of a Conference of Gouertzors in the White House . . . May 23-15,
1908, ed. Newton C. Blanchard et al., U.S. House of Representatives Doc. 1425, 60th
Cong.. nd Sess., pp. 140, 156. 419.
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a wilderness cult. Both men made wildness their dominant concern, yet the extent to which they were successful and influential
figures in their lifetimes differed markedly. In 1853 Thoreau was
obliged to find storage space for the seven hundred unsold volumes
of a thousandcopy printing of his first book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers.59Just over forty years later, Muir h a p
pily wrote Johnson that bookstores could not supply the demand
for his initial book-length work, The Mountains of C a l i f ~ r n i a . ~ ~
T h e authors' comments were symbolic. While he lived, Thoreau's
supporters consisted of a handful of personal friends. His writings
went unsold and his lectures were sparsely attended. T h e general
public regarded the Walden Pond episode as incomprehensible at
best.61 Muir, on the contrary, was highly successful and nationally
acclaimed in spite of the fact that most of his thoughts were simply
restatements of the Transcendentalists' case for wilderness. The
context rather than the content of the respective philosophies determined their popularity. Like Joe Knowles, it was Muir's good
fortune to live at a time when he could reap the honors that belatedly came to Thoreau's ideas.
T h e American cult of the wilderness that lifted Muir, and for
that matter. Thoreau, into prominence was not, to be sure, overwhelming, nor was the popularity of primitivism the only manifestation of discontent and frustration at the end of the nineteenth
century. In a complex age, it was but a single current of thought.
Even in the minds of those who championed wilderness, pride in
the accomplishments of American civilization and a belief in the
virtues of further development of natural resources persisted. Yet
by the twentieth century's second decade something of a divide had
been passed. Sufficient misgivings about the effects of civilization
had arisen to encourage a favorable opinion of wilderness that contrasted sharply with earlier American attitudes.
59. Torrey and Allen. eds, Journal, 5,459.
60. Muir to Johnson, Jan. lo, 1895, Johnson Papers, Berkeley. Box 7.
61. On Thoreau's unpopularity in his own time see Carl Bode, The Anatomy of
American Popular Culture (Berkeley, 1959).p. X. and Walter Harding, "Thoreau on
the Lecture Platform," New England Quarterly, 14 (1951). 365-67.

C H A P T E R 10

Hetch Hetchy
As to my attitude regarding the proposed use of Hetch Hetchy by
the city of San Francisco
I am fully persuaded that . . . the
injury . . by substituting a lake for the present swampy floor of
the valley . . . is altogether unimportant compared with the benefits to be derived from its use as a reservoir.
Gifford Pinchot, 1913

.

...

These temple destroyers, devotees of ravaging commercialism.
seem to have a perfect contempt for Nature, and instead of lifting
their eyes to the God of the Mountains, lift them to the Almighty
Dollar.
John Muir, 1912

SITUATEDon a dry, sandy peninsula, the city of San Francisco faced
a chronic fresh-water shortage. In the Sierra, about one hundred
and fifty miles distant, the erosive action of glaciers and the Tuolumne River scooped the spectacular, high-walled Hetch Hetchy
Valley. As early as 1882, city engineers pointed out the possibility
of damming its narrow, lower end to make a reservoir. They also
recognized the opportunity of using the fall of the impounded water for the generation of hydroelectric power. In 1890, however, the
act creating Yosemite National Park designated Hetch Hetchy and
its environs a wilderness preserve. Undaunted, San Francisco's
mayor James D. Phelan applied for the valley as a reservoir site
shortly after the turn of the century. Secretary of the Interior
Ethan A. Hitchcock's refusal to violate the sanctity of a national
park was only a temporary setback, because on April 18, 1906, an
earthquake and fire devastated San Francisco and added urgency
and public sympathy to the search for an adequate water supply.
T h e city immediately reapplied for Hetch Hetchy, and on May
11, 1908, Secretary James R. Garfield approved the new application. "Domestic use," he wrote, "is the highest use to which water
and available storage basins. . .can be put."'
1.

Decisions of the Department of the Interior.

. .June

I,

1907-June 30,1908, ed.

George J. Hesselman (Washington,D.C., 1908). p. 4".
The best political histories of the Hetch Hetchy controversy are Jones, John Muk
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John Muir, Robert Underwood Johnson, and those whom they
had won to the cause of wilderness preservation disagreed. Secretary Garfield's approval stimulated them to launch a national protest campaign. Given the flourishing cult of wilderness on the one
hand and the strength of traditional assumptions about the desirability of putting undeveloped natural resources to use on the
other, the battle over Hetch Hetchy was bound to be bitter. Before
Congress and President Woodrow Wilson made a final decision in
1913, the valley became a cause ctltbre. The principle of preserving wilderness was put to the test. For the first time in the American experience the competing claims of wilderness and civilization
to a specific area received a thorough hearing before a national
audience.
When the preservationists first learned of San Francisco's plans
for Hetch Hetchy, Theodore Roosevelt occupied the White House,
and the choice of reservoir or wilderness placed him in an awkward
position. There were few Americans so committed to a belief in
the value of wild country (see Chapter 9). Yet Roosevelt appreciated the importance of water, lumber, and similar commodities to
national welfare and as President felt responsible for providing
them. The result of this ambivalence was inconsistency in Roosevelt's early policy statements. In 1901 he declared in his first annual message that "the fundamental idea of forestry is the perpetuation of forests by use. Forest protection is not an end in itself; it is
a means to increase and sustain the resources of our country and
the industries which depend on them." But later in the message,
he revealed his hope that some of the forest reserves could be made
and the Sierra Club, pp. 83-169; Elmo R. Richardson, "The Struggle for the Valley:
California's Hetch Hetchy Controversy, 1905-1913." California Historical Society
Quarterly, j8 (1959). 249-58; and Ise, National Park Policy, pp. 85-96. Richardson's
T h e Politics of Conservation: Crusades and Controversies, 1897-1913, University of
California Publications in History, 70 (Berkeley, 1962) discusses the context of the
dispute. Unpublished studies include Suzette Dornberger, "The Struggle for Hetch
Hetchy, 19-1913''
(unpublished MA. thesis, University of California, Berkeley,
1935) and Florence Riley Monroy, "Water and Power in San Francisco Since 1900: A
Study in Municipal Government" (unpublished M.A. thesis, University of California,
Berkeley, 1944). There are several accounts of the engineering aspects, principally
Ray W. Taylor, Hetch Hetchy: T h e Story o f San Francisco's Struggle t o Provide a
Water Supply for Future Needs (San Francisco, 1926) and M. M. O'Shaughnessy,
Hetch Hetchy: Its Origin and History (San Francisco, 1934).
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"preserves for the wild forest creatures."Z The same uncertainty
appeared two years later in an address on the goal of forestry:
"primarily the object is not to preserve forests because they are
beautiful-though that is good in itself-not to preserve them because they are refuges for the wild creatures of the wildernessthough that too is good in itself-but the primary object of forest
policy . . . is the making ot prosperous nomes, is part or the traditional policy of homemaking in our country."3
In this seesaw manner Roosevelt hoped to hold the two wings of
the conservation movement together on a united front. The task
was formidable: Muir already had found his position incompatible
with Gifford Pinchot's. But after 1905 Pinchot was Chief Forester
and the principal spokesman of the utilitarian conception of conservation. Moreover, he enjoyed a close friendship with Roosevelt.
According to Johnson, the President went so far as to declare that
" 'in all forestry matters I have put my conscience in the keeping of
Gifford Pinchot.' "4 And Pinchot favored converting Hetch Hetchy
into a reservoir. Yet Roosevelt had camped in Yosemite with Muir
and appreciated the growing political strength of the preservationist position. Early in September 1907, he received a letter from
Muir that brought the issue to a head. Reminding the President of
their 1903 trip into the Sierra wilderness, Muir expressed his desire that the region "be saved from all sorts of commercialism and
marks of man's works." While acknowledging the need for an adequate municipal water supply, he maintained that it could be
secured outside "our wild mountain parks." Concluding the letter,
Muir expressed his belief that over ninety per cent of the American
people would oppose San Francisco's plans if they were apprised of
their consequence^.^
Roosevelt's initial reaction, made even before Muir's communication, was to seek advice from engineers about alternative reservoir sites.6 The report, however, was that Hetch Hetchy offered the
only practical solution to San Francisco's problem. Reluctantly
Roosevelt, "First Annual Message" in Works, 17, 11&1g, 120.
3. Roosevelt, "The Forest Problem" in Works, 18, 127.
4. Johnson, Remembered Yesterdays, p. 307.
5. Muir to Roosevelt, Sept, g, 1907, in "Water Supply for San Francisco," Record
Group 95 [United States Forest Service], National Archives, Washington, D.C.
6. Roosevelt to James R. Garfield, Aug. 6, 1907, and Garfield to Roosevelt, Aug. 8,
1907, ibid.
2.
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Roosevelt made u p his mind. While assuring Muir that he would
do everything possible to protect the national parks, the President
reminded him that if these reservations "interfere with the permanent material development of the State instead of helping . . . the
result will be bad." Roosevelt ended with an expression of doubt
that the great majority would take the side of wilderness in a showdown with the material needs of an expanding civilization.7 Pinchot seconded the judgment in favor of San Francisco. Writing to
the President in October 1907 that "I fully sympathize with the desire of Mr. Johnson and Mr. Muir to protect the Yosemite National
Park, but I believe that the highest possible use which could be
made of it would be to supply pure water to a great center of popu l a t i ~ n . "Still
~
Roosevelt was not comfortable in his decision
against wilderness, and confessed to Johnson that Hetch Hetchy was
"one of those cases where I was extremely d o u b t f ~ l . " ~
I n spite.of his doubts Roosevelt had made a choice, and in the
spring of 1908 the Garfield permit opened the way for the develop
ment of the valley. Muir was discouraged but not defeated. He
believed it still was possible to arouse a national protest and demonstrate to federal authorities that Roosevelt was mistaken in his
judgment about the lack of public sentiment for keeping Hetch
Hetchy wild. But Muir fully realized that "public opinion is not
yet awakened."1° The first task of the preservationists was to capitalize on the wilderness cult and replace ignorance with anger.
Telling arguments against the reservoir were needed. As the basis
for their protest, the friends of wilderness turned to the old Romantic case against "Mammon." They made Hetch Hetchy into a
symbol of ethical and aesthetic qualities, while disparaging San
Francisco's proposal as tragically typical of American indifference
toward them. This line of defense took advantage of national sensitivity to charges of being a culture devoted entirely to the frantic
pursuit of the main chance. It criticized the commercialism and
sordidness of American civilization, while defending wilderness.
John Muir opened the argument for the Valley on aesthetic
grounds with an article in Outlook. After describing its beauties,
7. Roosevelt to Muir, Sept. 16, 1907, in Morison, ed., Letters of Theodore Roosevelt,
5,793.
8. Pinchot to Roosevelt, Oct. 11, 1907, "Water Supply," National Archives.
g. Roosevelt to Johnson, Dec. 17, 1908, Johnson Papers, Berkeley; Box 6.
10. Muir, "The Tuolumne Yosemite in Danger," Outlook, 87 (1907). 489.
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he declared that its maintainence as a wilderness was essential, "for
everybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play in and pray
in where Nature may heal and cheer and give strength to body and
soul alike."ll Others took u p the same theme in the national press.
Writing in Century, which he now edited, Robert Underwood
Johnson charged that only those who had not advanced beyond the
"pseudo-'practical' stage" could favor San Francisco. The presence of these individuals in the nation, he added, "is one of the
retarding influences of American civilization and brings us back to
the materialistic declaration that 'Good is only good to eat.' "I2 As
a self-appointed spokesman for culture and refinement, Johnson
took it upon himself to defend intangibles. In a brief submitted at
the first Congressional hearing on the Hetch Hetchy question in
December, 1908, he made his protest "in the name of all lovers of
beauty. . . against the materialistic idea that there must be something wrong about a man who finds one of the highest uses of nature in the fact that it is made to be looked at."13
As president of the American Civic Association, J. Horace McFarland took every opportunity to preach the desirability, indeed
the necessity, of maintaining some element of beauty in man's environment. He believed the aesthetic should have a place in the
conservation movement, and in igog expressed his displeasure at
its concentration on utilitarian aims. In the same year he told Pinchot that "the conservation movement is now weak, because it has
failed to join hands with the preservation of scenery."l4 For McFarland, Hetch Hetchy was a test case, and he spoke and wrote
widely in its defense. If even national parks were to be given over
to utilitarian purposes, there was no guarantee that ultimately all
the beauty of unspoiled nature would be destroyed. Speaking before the Secretary of the Interior on the Hetch Hetchy question,
McFarland contended that such undeveloped places would become
increasingly valuable for recreation as more and more Americans
11. Ibid.. 488. Large portions of the article were borrowed from Muir's earlier
essay: "Hetch Hetchy Valley: The Lower Tuolumne Yosemite," Overland Monthly,
11 (1873)~
42-50.
12. Robert Underwood Johnson, "A High Price to Pay for Water," Century, 86
(l908), 633.
13. U.S. Congress, House, Committee on the Public Lands, Hearings, San Francisco
and the Hetch Hetchy Reseruoir, 60th Cong., 1st Sess. (Dec. 16, 1go8), pp. 37-38.
14. McFarland to Johnson, Feb. 4, 1 ~ 9Johnson
.
Papers, Berkeley, Box 5; McFarland to Pinchot, Nov. 26, 1909, Pinchot Papers. Box 1809.
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lived in cities. Yet when the preservation of wilderness conflicted
with "material interests," those financially affected cried: " 'that is
sentimentalism; that is aestheticism; that is pleasure-loving; that is
unnecessary; that is not practical.' " Usually such resistance carried
the day and wildness was sacrificed. McFarland objected because
"it is not sentimentalism, Mr. Secretary; it is living."15 Elsewhere
he elaborated on his ideas: "the primary function of the national
forests is to supply lumber. T h e primary function of the national
parks is to maintain in healthful efficiencythe lives of the people
who must use that lumber. . ..T h e true ideal of their maintenance
does not run parallel to the making of the most timber, or the most
pasturage, or the most water power."16
Lyman Abbott, the editor of Outlook, also felt it was a mistake
"to turn every tree and waterfall into dollars and cents." His magazine found most of its readers among a class of people concerned
over what they thought was the eclipse of morality, refinement, and
idealism by urbanization, industrialization, and an emphasis on
business values. T h e defense of wilderness attracted them because
it permitted making a positive case-they could be for something
(wilderness) rather than merely against amorphous forces. Protecting the wild from an exploitative civilization, io short, represented
the broader struggle to maintain intangibles against the pressure of
utilitarian demands. Sensing this, Abbott made Outlook one of
the chief organs of the Hetch Hetchy campaign. He explained his
stand in an editorial in 1909: "if this country were in danger of
habitually ignoring utilitarian practice for the sake of running
after sentimental dreams and aesthetic visions we should advise it
. . to dam the Tuolumne River in order to instruct its citizens in
the use of the bathtub. But the danger is all the other way. The national habit is to waste the beauty of Nature and save the dollars of
business."17
T h e same disparaging reference to American tastes and values
appeared in the statements of preservationists in early 1909 at the
House and Senate hearings in regard to Hetch Hetchy. One man,
who had camped in the valley, pointedly asked: "is it never ceas-

.

15. Proceedings Before the Sentary of the Interior in re Use of Hetch Hetchy
Reservoir by the City of Sun Francisco (Washington, D.C.,lgto), pp. 18-19.
16. McFarland. "Are National Parks Worthwhile?" Sierra Club Bulletin, 8 (1912),
237.
17. Abbott, "The Hetch-Hetchy Valley Again," Outlook, 91 (rgog), 830-31; Abbott, "Saving the Yosemite Park," Outlook, 91 (1909). 235-36.

Hetch Hetchy

'67

ing; is there nothing to be held sacred by this nation; is it to be dollars only; are we to be cramped in soul and mind by the lust after
filthy lucre only; shall we be left some of the more glorious places?"
Others joined him in pleading that "loftier motives" than saving
money for San Francisco be taken into consideration. "May we live
down our national reputation for commercialism," one letter concluded.18
In the Senate hearings, Henry E. Gregory of the American Scenic
and Historic Preservation Society appeared in person and spoke of
the need to counteract "business and utilitarian motives" that
seemed to him to dominate the age. He pointed out that wildernesses such as Hetch Hetchy had value beyond computation in
monetary terms "as an educator of the people and as a restorer and
~~
along
liberator of the spirit enslaved by R l a r n m ~ n . "Arguments
these lines struck home, especially at a time when many Americans
squirmed uncomfortably at charges that their nation's aesthetic
sense was stunted and deformed.
Another tactic of the preservationists emphasized the spiritual
significance of wild places and the tendency of money-minded
America to ig~lorereligion. Hetch Hetchy became a santtuary or
temple in the eyes of the defenders. John Muir, for one, believed
so strongly in the divinity of wild nature that he was convinced he
was doing the Lord's battle in resisting the reservoir. The preservationists' innumerable puns about "damning" Hetch Hetchy were
only partly in jest. John hluir and his colleagues believed they were
preaching "the Tuolumne gospel." San Francisco became "the
Prince of the powers of Darkness" and "Satan and Co." Muir
wrote: "we may lose this particular fight but truth and right must
prevail at last. Anyhow we must be true to ourselves and the
Lord."?o This conviction that they were engaged in a battle between right and wrong prompted the preservationists to vituperative outbursts against their opponents. In a popular book of 1912,
Muir labeled his foes "temple destroyers" who scorned the "God of
18. U.S. Congress, House, Committee on the Public Lands, Hearings, Sun Francisco
and the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, 60th Cong.. 2d Seu. (Jan. g, 12, 20, 21. ~gog),pp.
'799 323.
19. U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on the Public Lands, Hearings. Hetch
Hetchy Reservoir Site, 60th Cong., zd Sess. (Feb. lo, 12, 1909).p. 14.
20. hfuir to Johnson. Feb. 7, 1909, hluir Papers, New York; Muir to Johnson,
March 23. 1913,ibid; Muir to "Kelloggs Three," Dec. 27, 1913, Muir Papers, Berkeley,
Box I ; hIuir to UTilliamE. Colby, Dec. 31, 1908, ibid.
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the Mountains" in pursuit of the "Almighty Dollar." A ringing
and widely quoted denunciation followed: "Dam Hetch Hetchy!
As well dam for water-tanks the people's cathedrals and churches,
for no holier temple has ever been consecrated by the heart of
man."21
Using these arguments, and the especially effective one (unrelated to wilderness) that the valley as part of Yosemite National
Park was a "public playground" which should not be turned over
to any special
the preservationists were able to arouse
considerable opposition to San Francisco's plans. Members of the
Sierra and Appalachian Mountain Clubs took the lead in preparing
pamphlet literature for mass distribution. Let All the People Speak
and Prevent the Destruction of the Yosemite Park of 1909, for example, contained a history of the issue, reprints of articles and statements opposing the dam, a discussion of alternative sources of water, and photographs of the valley. Preservationists also obtained
the sympathies of numerous newspaper and magazine editors in
all parts of the nation. Even Theodore Roosevelt retreated from
his earlier endorsement of the reservoir and declared in his eighth
annual message of December 8, 1908, that Yellowstone and Yosemite "should be kept as a great national playground. In both, all
wild things should be protected and the scenery kept wholly unmarred."23
Evidence of the effectivenessof the protest appeared in the action
of the House after its 1909 hearings. Although the Committee on
the Public Lands had approved the grant in a close vote, a strong
minority report dissented on the grounds that such action would
deny the public's right to the valley for recreational purposes. Testifying to the amount of popular opposition, the report observed
that "there has been an exceedingly widespread, earnest, and vigorous protest voiced by scientists, naturalists, mountain climbers,
21. John Muir, The Yosemite (New York, 191~).pp. ~61-62.Muir used a similar
statement as early as 1908: "The Hetch-Hetchy Valley," Sierra Club Bulletin, 6
(1908). 220. For another defense on religious grounds, see Cora C. Foy, "Save the
Hetch-Hetchy," Out West, I (igio), 11.
2s. For example, Portland Oregonian, Dec. go, 1908; French Strother, "San Franasco Against the Nation for the Yosemite." World's Work, 17 (igog), 1144i-q45; Edward T. Parsons, "Proposed Destruction of Hetch Hetchy," Out West, 31 (igog),
607-27; "Hetch-Hetchy," Independent, p j (igiz), 1203-1204; and I. R. Branson,
Yosemite Against Corporation Greed (Aurora, Neb., c. igog).
23. Roosevelt, Works, 17,618.
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travelers, and others in person, by letters, and telegrams, and in
newspaper and magazine articles."Z4 In the face of this expression
of public opinion, the House pigeonholed and killed San Francisco's application in the Sixtieth Congress.
San Francisco was bewildered and incensed at the public unwillingness that it should have Hetch Hetchy as a reservoir. Was not
supplying water to a large city a worthy cause, one that certainly
took priority over preserving wilderness? The San Francisco Chronicle referred to the preservationists as "hoggish and mushy esthetes,"*5 while the city's engineer, Marsden Manson, wrote in 1910
that the opposition was largely composed of "short-haired women
and long-haired men."26 San Francisco argued that the beauties of
wilderness were admirable, but in this case human health, comfort,
and even human life were the alternatives. Phrased in these terms,
even some of the members of the Appalachian Mountain Club and
the Sierra Club felt compelled to place the needs of civilization
ahead of protecting wild country. In the Sierra Club, Warren 01ney, one of the founders, led a faction which supported the
In 1910 the Club held a referendum in which preservation won
589 to 161, but in order to prosecute the defense of Hetch Hetchy,
the preservationists were obliged to act in a separate organization:
the California Branch of the Society for the Preservation of National Parks. T h e wilderness enthusiasts in the Appalachian group
formed an Eastern Branch of the S o ~ i e t y . ~ ~
At every opportunity the proponents of the dam expressed their
belief that a lake in Hetch Hetchy would not spoil its beauty but,
rather, enhance it. A prominent engineer reported on the City's
behalf that roads and walks could be built which would open the
24. U.S. Congress, House, Committee on the Public Lands, Granting Use of Hetch
Hetchy to City of Sun Francisco, 60th Cong., nd Sess., House Rpt. no85 (Feb. 8, 1909).
pp. 11-12.
Several hundred of the communications addressed to the President, Secretary of
the Interior, and various Congressmen have been preserved in chronological files in
"Water Supply," National Archives.
25. As quoted in House, Committee on the Public Lands, Granting Hetch Hetchy,
p. 16.
26. Marsden Manson to G. W. Woodruff, April 6, 1910, Marsden Manson Correspondence and Papers, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
27. Olney, "Water Supply for the Cities about the Bay of San Francisco," Out
West, 3z (1909)s 599-605.
28. Jones, John Muir and the Sierra Club, pp. 83-117; Johnson Papers, Berkeley,
Box 13.
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region for public recreation in the manner of European mountainlake resorts.29Since the preservationists frequently based their o p
position on the need to maintain a "scenic wonder" or "beauty
spot,"30and on the desirability of maintaining a public playground,
the claims of San Francisco were difficult to dismiss. If, instead,
more attention had been paid specifically to the wilderness qualities of Hetch Hetchy-which any man-made construction would
have eliminated-San Francisco's point about the scenic attraction
of an artificial lake could have been more easily answered. As it
was, this tactical error cost the preservationists considerable support.
T h e Hetch Hetchy controversy entered its climactic stage on
March 4, 1g I 3, when the Woodrow Wilson administration took office. San Francisco's hopes soared, because the new Secretary of the
Interior, Franklin K. Lane, was a native, a former attorney for
the city, and a proponent of the reservoir. But Lane upheld the
policy of previous Secretaries thqt in cases involving national parks
Congress must make the final decision. On behalf of San Francisco,
Representative John E. Raker immediately introduced a bill to
the Sixty-third Congress approving the grant. The preservationists
prepared to send protest literature to 1418newspapers and to make
. ~ ~ Underwood Johnson
known their views before C o n g r e ~ sRobert
distributed an Open Letter to the American People in which he
declared Hetch Hetchy to be "a veritable temple of the living
God" and warned that "again the moneychangers are in the tem~ l e . T" h~e ~stage was set for a showdown.
On June 25 the House Committee on the Public Lands opened
hearings on the Hetch Hetchy issue, with Gifford Pinchot as the
star witness. Pinchot simplified the question into "whether the advantage of leaving this valley in a state of nature is greater than
ng. John R. Freeman, On the Proposed Use of a Portion of the Hetch Hetchy (San
Franasco, I ~ I P pp.
) , 6 ff.
go. House, Hearings (1909).pp. 129 ff., 138 ff., 172 ff. provides numerous examples.
31. Johnson Papers, Berkeley, Boxes 7, 12. The Society for the Preservation of National Parks-Eastem Branch's The Truth about the Hetch Hetchy and the Application to Congress by San Francisco to Flood this Valley in the Yosemite National
Park (Boston, 1913)is representative of the tracts the preservationistscirculated.
32. Robert Underwood Johnson, The Hetch Hetchy Scheme: Why It Should Not
Be Rushed Through the Extra Session: An Open Letter to the American People
(New York, 1913).
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. using it for the benefit of the city of San Francisco." He admitted that the idea of preserving wilderness appealed to him "if nothing else were at stake," but in this case the need of the city seemed
"overwhelming." Explaining his reasoning, Pinchot declared that
"the fundamental principle of the whole conservation policy is that
of use, to take every part of the land and its resources and put it to
that use in which it will serve the most people." Former San Francisco mayor James D. Phelan told the Committee that the criteria
for a decision should be the needs of the "little children, men and
women.. who swarm the shore of San Francisco Bay" rather than
the few who liked "solitary loneliness" and "the mere scenic value
of the mountains."
Since the House hearings were called on short notice, Edmund
D. Whitman of the Appalachian Mountain Club was the only preservationist to testify. He attempted to show that the reservoir
would substantially reduce the value of Yosemite National Park as
a public recreation ground and beauty spot. But Whitman did not
bring out the fact that wilderness was at stake in Hetch Hetchy. As
a result Phelan's rejoinder that San Francisco would cover the dam
with moss, vines, and trees and would build picnic spots and trails
around the reservoir seemed to answer his objections. Whitman
concluded his testimony more effectively with a quotation from a
Robert Underwood Johnson letter on the danger that without unspoiled nature to provide a "touch of idealism," life degenerated
into "a race for the t r o ~ g h . " 3 ~
On the basis of the June hearings, the Committee submitted a
report unanimously endorsing the reservoir plans.34When the bill
reached the floor of the House on August 29, 1913, strong support
immediately developed for its passage. Applying the time-honored
utilitarian yardstick to the problem, Representative Raker of California asserted that the "old barren rocks" of the valley have a
"cash value" of less than $goo,ooo whereas a reservoir would be
worth millions. But most proponents of the dam were not so positive. They prefaced their support of the dam with a declaration of
their love of wilderness and reluctance to have it destroyed. Finly

.

33. U.S. Congress, House, Committee on the Public Lands, Hearings, Hetch
Hetchy Dam Site, 63rd Cong., 1st Sess. (June 25-28, July 7, 1913). pp. 25-26, 166, 170,
237H.U.S. Congress, House, Committee on the Public Lands, Hetch Hetchy Grant to
Sun Francisco, 63rd Cong., 1st Sess., House Rpt. 41 (Aug. 5, 1918).
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H. Gray of Indiana, for example, explained: "Mr. Chairman, much
as I admire the beauties of nature and deplore the desecration of
God's Creation, yet when these two considerations come in conflict
the conservation of nature should yield to the conservation of human welfare, health, and life."35
T h e choice Representative Gray made between wilderness and
the needs of civilization was especially difficult for William Kent, a
Representative from California. Independently wealthy, he had
chosen a career as a reformer in politics, first in Chicago and after
1906 in Marin County, north of San Francisco, where he had lived
a boy. Kent's devotion to wild country had the same characteristics as Theodore Roosevelt's. "My life," he declared in an autobiographical fragment, "has been largely spent outdoors. . . I have
ridden the prairies, the mountains and the desert."S6 A skilled
hunter who deprecated the softness of his contemporaries, Kent
called for a revitalization of the savage virtues. Understandably, he
believed in the wisdom of preserving wilderness, and in igog
bought several hundred acres of virgin redwood forest on the
shoulder of Marin County's Mt. Tamalpais. I n December 1907
Kent informed the Secretary of the Interior of his desire to give this
land to the federal government as a national monument under the
provisions of the Antiquities Act. His purpose was to keep in a
primitive condition "the most attractive bit of wilderness I have
ever seen."37 Kent requested the area be named in honor of John
Muir, and on January 9, 1908, President Roosevelt issued a proclamation designating the Muir Woods National Monument.
I n view of this record, preservationists believed they had found
a champion in William Kent. T h e Sierra c l u b made him an honorary member while letters poured in from all parts of the country
applauding him for upholding aesthetic and spiritual values in a
35. Congressional Record, 63rd Cong., 1st Sess., 50 (Aug. 29, igi3), p. 3904; (Aug.
30). P. 3991.
36. Kent Family Papers, Historical Manuscripts Room, Yale University Library,
New Haven, Conn., Box 95. For Kent's life see Elizabeth T. Kent, William Kent, Zndependent: A Biography (privately published, 1951) and Gilson Gardner. "Life of
William Kent" (unpublished typescript, c. 1933) in the Kent Family Papers, Box
152. The first professional biography is Robert Woodbury's "William Kent: Progressive Gadfly, 1864-igz8" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1967).
37. Kent to James A. Garfield, Dec. 23, 1907, Kent Family Papers, Box 6. Kent's
account of his acquisition and disposition of the land in question may be found in
Kent, "The Story of Muir Woods" (undated typescript). Kent Family Papers, Box
111.
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materialistic ageeS8Deeply touched by Kent's tribute, John Muir
wrote personally, calling Muir Woods "the finest forest and park
thing done in California in many a day." A few weeks later he
again thanked Kent for "the best tree-lover's monument that could
be found in all the forests of the world." Protecting the redwoods,
Muir thought, was "a much needed lesson to saint and sinner alike,
and a credit and encouragement to God." It astonished hluir that
"so fine divine a thing should have come out of money-mad Chicago" and he ended by wishing Kent "immortal Sequoia life."
Kent replied at once, inviting Muir to speak in Marin County and
proposing collaboration in "the general cause of nature preservati~n."~~
A few weeks after arriving in Washington in 1911 to begin his
first term as a California Congressman, William Kent received a
letter from his friend John Muir about Hetch Hetchy. Assuming
that Kent, the donor of Muir Woods, would champion the cause
of wilderness preservation, hluir simply encouraged him to follow
the Hetch Hetchy issue and "do lots of good work."40But for Kent
the matter was not so simple. While he realized that Hetch Hetchy
was valuable as wilderness and part of a national park, he also knew
that the powerful Pacific Gas and Electric Company wanted the
valley as a step toward consolidating its control over California hydroelectric resources. Municipal control of Hetch Hetchy's water
by San Francisco would block this plan, be a significant victory for
the ideal of public ownership, and, beyond that, assert the dernocratic principle. Moreover, ~ e n had-decided
t
with his political
friend Gifford Pinchot that "real conservation meant proper use
~ ~ sacrifice of Hetch
and not locking up of natural r e s o ~ r c e s . "The
Hetchy's wilderness qualities, Kent concluded, was regrettable but
38. Kent carefully preserved clippings and correspondence in regard to Muir
Woods: Kent Family Papers, Boxes 6 and 162.
gg. Muir to Kent, Jan. 14 and Feb. 6, 1908, Kent to Muir, Feb. lo, 1908, Kent Family
Papers, Box 6.
40. Muir to Kent, March 31, 1911, Kent Family Papers, Box 26.
41. As quoted in Gardner, "Life of William Kent," pp. 347-48. See also Kent's testimony in U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on the Public Lands, Hearings, HetcA
Hetchy Reservoit Site, 63rd Cong., 1st Sess. (Sept. 24, 1913). p. 70, and his dispatch
on the passage of the Hetch Hetchy bill, San Francisco Bulletin, Dec. no, 1918. A discussion of Kent's efforts on behalf of public control of waterpower by Judson King, a
fellow crusader, is included in Judson King Papers, Library of Congress, Washington,
D.C., Box 77. See also King's The Conservation Fight from Theodore Roosevelt to the
Tennessee Valley Authority (Washington, D.C., 1959). esp. pp. 40 ff. Compare footnote 56 below.
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in this case necessary for a greater good. Answering Muir indirectly
in a letter to Robert Underwood Johnson, Kent stated his conviction that conservation could best be served by granting the valley
to San F r a n c i s c ~ . ~ ~
I n 1913,as a key member of the House Committee on the Public
Lands, William Kent was in a position to exert considerable influence. He began by helping draft a bill permitting San Francisco to
build its reservoir; then opened his home to the city's supporters
as a campaign headquarters. T h e fact that Kent was widely known
as the donor of Muir Woods lent extra weight to his opinions. Certainly he would not dismiss the claims of wilderness preservation
lightly. Kent exploited this advantage fully. When the Hetch
Hetchy bill came to the floor of the House, he stated simply: "I can
lay claim to being a nature lover myself. I think that is a matter of
record." T h e same technique appeared in a letter to President
Woodrow Wilson in which Kent advocated San Francisco's claim
and then added that in the cause of protecting nature he had personally "spent more time and effort . . . than any of the men who
are opposing this bi11."*3
I t remained for Kent, as an acknowledged admirer of Muir,
to provide public explanation for their divergence over Hetch
Hetchy. He did so in the summer of I g I 3 in a series of letters to his
Congressional colleagues. T o Representative Sydney Anderson of
Minnesota he wrote: "I hope you will not take my friend, Muir,
seriously, for he is a man entirely without social sense. With him,
it is me and God and the rock where God put it, and that is the end
of the story. I know him well and as far as this proposition is concerned, he is mistaken." Similarly, Kent wired Pinchot that the
Hetch Hetchy protest was the work of private waterpower interests
using "misinformed nature lovers" as their spokesmen. In October
Kent told a meeting in California that because Muir had spent so
much time in the wilderness he had not acquired the social instincts
of the average man.44
42. Kent to Robert Underwood Johnson, April 6, i g i i (carbon), Kent Family Papen, Box 17.
43. Congressional Record, 63rd Cong., 1st Sess., yo (Aug. go, 1913). p. 3963; Kent
to Woodrow Wilson, Oct. I, 1913, Woodrow Wilson Papers, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C., File VI, Box 199, Folder 169.
44. Kent to Sydney Anderson, July 2, 1913, Kent Family Papers, Box 26; Kent to
Gifford Pinchot, Oct. 8, 1913, Gifford Pinchot Papers, Box 1823; San Rafael Indcpendent, Oct. P I , 1913.in Kent Family Papers. Box 171.
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It was not the case that Kent changed his mind about the value
of wilderness between 1908 and 1913. In fact, at the very time he
was advocating development of Hetch Hetchy, he asked Gifford
Pinchot for a statement in support of a state park on Mt. Tamalpais. Specifically, Kent wanted Pinchot to show "the advantage of
And after
such a wilderness, particularly near San Franci~co."~~
Hetch Hetchy, Kent went on to help author the bill establishing
the National Park Service, participate in the founding of the Savethe-Redwoods League, and add more land to Muir Woods National Monument. Kent's problem was that the necessity of deciding about Hetch Hetchy left no room for an expression of his
ambivalence. T h e valley could not be a wilderness and a publicly
owned reservoir simultaneously. And, ultimately, Kent and Muir
gave wilderness preservation a different priority at the price of
their earlier friendship.
As the consideration of the Hetch Hetchy question in the House
continued into September, 1913, the sentiments of William Kent
and other supporters of San Francisco encountered stiffer opposition. Halvor Steenerson of Minnesota declared it was nonsense to
claim that an artificial lake would add to the beauty of the valley.
"You may as well improve upon the lily of the field by handpainting it," he pointed out, and added that all the city offered was a
power plant making a "devilish hissing noise" and a "dirty muddy
pond." Concluding his remarks, Steenerson spoke in the agrarian
tradition, deploring the tendency of Americans to live in cities,
and in the Romantic manner, hoping that some day a poet would
use the "pristine glory" of Hetch Hetchy "to produce something
more valuable than money." Horace M. Towner of Iowa agreed,
and pleaded with his colleagues to recognize that "dishwashing is
not the only use for water, nor lumber for trees, nor pasture for
grass." But Martin Dies of Texas rose to say the final word before
the House vote. He felt that natural resources should serve civilization. "I want them to open the reservations in this country," Dies
declared. "I am not for reservations and parks." Applause and
cries of "Vote!" greeted the conclusion of Dies' remark^.'^
On September 3 the House passed the Hetch Hetchy bill 183 to
45. Kent to Gifford Pinchot, March 5, 1913, Gifford Pinchot Papers, Box 164.
46. Congressional Record, 63rd Cong., 1st Sess., 50 (Aug. go, 1913), pp. 897274;
ibid. (Extension of Remarks made on Aug. 29, 1918). p. 461; ibid. (Aug. go, 1913). p.
4003.
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43, with 203 Representatives not voting. No Congressman from a
Western state voted against it. Most of its support came from
Southern and Middle Western Democrats. In fact, the bill was
rumored to be an administration measure, connected, in some
minds, with the votes California had given to Wilson in the recent
ele~tion.'~
T h e Senate still had to decide on San Francisco's application,
and in preparation the preservationists worked frantically. Their
plan was "to flood the Senate with letters from influential peo~ l e . "In~addition,
~
the Society for the Preservation of National
Parks and the newly organized National Committee for the Preservation of the Yosemite National Park published several pamphlets which called on Americans to write or wire their President
and Congressmen and suggested arguments against the dam.49
Thousands of copies circulated, and the public responded. Between the time of the House passage and early December when the
Senate began its debate, the destruction of the wilderness qualities
of Hetch Hetchy Valley became a major national issue. Hundreds
of newspapers throughout the country, including such opinion leaders as the New York Times, published editorials on the question,
.~~
magazines,
most of which took the side of p r e s e r ~ a t i o n Leading
such as Outlook, Nation, Independent, and Collier's, carried articles protesting the reservoir. A mass meeting on behalf of the valley took place at the Museum of Natural History in New York City.
Mail poured into the offices of key Senators: Reed Smoot of Utah
estimated late in November that he had received five thousand letters in opposition to the bill, and other Senators were likewise besieged.51 T h e protests came from ~vomen'sgroups, outing and
sportsmen's clubs, scientific societies, and the faculties of colleges
47. Richardson, "The Struggle for the \'alley," 255; New York Times, Dec. 4, 1918.
48. Robert Underwood Johnson to Bernhard E. Fernow, Oct. 17, 1913, Johnson
Papers, Berkeley, Box I.
49. National Committee for the Preservation of the Yosemite National Park, Bulletin No. r: The Hetch Hetchy 'Grab': Who Oppose I t and Why (New York, 1913)
and Bulletin No. 2 (New York, 1913); Society for the Preservation of National Parks,
Circular Number Seven (San Francisco, 1913).
50. The Committee's Bulletins list and quote from several hundred papers.
51. Congressional Record, 63rd Cong.. 1st Sess., 50 (Nov. 25, 1913). p. 6012. Additional indication of the scope of the protest may be found in the voluminous files
which the United States Forest Service kept on the controversy: "Water Supply," National Archives.
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and universities as well as from individuals. T h e American wilderness had never been so popular before.
T h e arguments the preservationists used against the dam followed the lines laid down in the earlier stages of the controversy.
T h e issue was represented to be between the intangible values of
wilderness and the insensitivity of utilitarianism. One widely circulated statement from an editorial in the Brooklyn [N.Y.] Standard Union maintained that keeping Hetch Hetchy wild was an
opportunity to answer the taunts of detractors and demonstrate
"that there are some things even in America which money cannot
buy."S2 Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., who had succeeded to his father's place as a leader in the field of landscape architecture, also
published a defense of the valley. After distinguishing between
the "beauty-value" and the "use-value" of nature, he observed that
the previous century "has shown . an enormous increase in the
appreciation of and resort to the wilder and less man-handled scenery as a means of recreation from the intensifying strain of civilization." As a consequence, Olmsted contended, wildernesses like
Hetch Hetchy had great importance to modern society. They must
be preserved and held inviolate "if beauty of scenery is not to be
pushed to the wall at every point of conflict [with] the more obvious claims of utilitarian advantage^."^^
Robert Underwood Johnson worked for Hetch Hetchy at a fever
pitch through the summer and fall of igig because he believed that
"this is a fight between the sordid commercialism on the one hand
and the higher interests of the whole people on the other." T h e
difference between a wild Hetch Hetchy and an artificial reservoir,
he asserted, was not "a tweedledee and tweedledum distinction between two equally good kinds of scenery" but rather involved
"worship and sacrilege." I n Johnson's eyes there could be no compromise with San Francisco. "I am so confident that we are right in
this matter," he wrote young Franklin D. Roosevelt at the height
of the controversy, that he would debate anyone anywhere on the
subject.54 Johnson and his colleagues constantly emphasized that

..

52. As quoted in Society for the Preservation of National Parks, The Truth About
the Hetch-Hetchy, p. I.
53. Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., "Hetch Hetchy: The San Francisco Water-Supply
Conmversy." Boston Evening Transcsipt, Nov. 19, 1913.
54. Johnson to William R. Nelson, Oct. 27, 1913 (carbon): Johnson to William
E. Borah, Nov. 6, 1913 (carbon); Johnson to Franklin D. Roosevelt, Nov. 11, 1913
(carbon). Johnson Papers, Berkeley, Box I.
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they had no desire of denying San Francisco an adequate water
supply. Of course civilization must have its due, they conceded, but
in this case other sources of water were available and keeping
Hetch Hetchy wild was worth the extra cost of their development.
T h e wilderness advocates looked forward hopefully to the Senate
debate and vote. They had succeeded in demonstrating that a large
number of Americans resented the proposed alteration of Yosemite
National Park. In mid-November 1913, Muir cheered the hardworking Johnson: "we're bound to win, enemy badly frightened,
Up and smite em!"55 But when the Senate began its consideration
of the bill on December I, it was apparent that San Francisco's
representatives, who had not campaigned nationally but rather
lobbied quietly in Washington, had done effective work. As was the
case with many Representatives, most Senators first made clear that
they too appreciated the values of unspoiled nature but went on
to support the dam. "I appreciate the importance of preserving
beautiful natural features of a landscape as much as anybody else,"
Frank B. Brandegee of Connecticut declared. Yet ultimately civilization won out because the "mere preservation of a beautiful,
romantic, and picturesque spot . . . for esthetic purposes" could
not conceivably take precedence over "the urgent needs of great
masses of human beings for the necessities of life." Echoing Brandegee, Marcus A. Smith of Arizona said that his affection for natural beauty "leads me as nothing else could to sympathize with
those thousands of people who have sent their protests against the
destruction o f . . . Yosemite National Park." However, Smith, too,
was in favor of the reservoir, because while "we all love the sound
of whispering winds amid the trees . the wail of a hungry baby
will make us forget it . . as we try to minister to its wants." Few
Senators supported the dam because they opposed wilderness. Most
either thought the benefits coming to San Francisco greater than
the good that accrued from the wild park or, as with George D.
Norris of Nebraska, conceived of the issue only in terms of publicly owned hydroelectric devel0pment.5~

.

..

55. Muir to Johnson, Nov. lo, 1913,Muir Papers, New York.
56. Congressional Record, 63rd Cong., nd Sess., 51 (Dec. 4, 1913). p. 198; ibid.
(Dec. 5. 1913). p. 273; ibid. (Dec. 6, 1g13), pp. 399 ff.In Fighting Liberal (New
York, 1945). pp. 163 ff.,Norris describes in retrospect his impressions of the Hetch
Hetchy controversy and his part in it. For evidence that he hoped San Francisco's
control of its water supply and the resulting hydroelectric power would be a step in
the direction of intelligent national policy see Richard Lowitt, "A Neglected Aspect

Hetch Hetchy

179

T h e Senators opposing San Francisco stressed the availability of
other reservoir sites and the need to respect the sanctity of a region
that had been dedicated to providing the public with a sample of
wilderness. Asle J. Gronna of North Dakota believed it was a mistake "to commercialize every bit of l a n d and to "destroy the handiwork of God's creation."57 Exchanges were heated, and for
several evenings the lights of the Senate burned late into the night.
A decision had been made to vote on December 6, and when the
Senators entered their chamber that morning they found copies of
a "Special Washington Edition" of the San Francisco Examiner on
their desks. Skillful drawings showed how the valley might pppear
as a man-made lake with scenic drives for automobiles and boating
facilities for happy family groups. T h e Examiner also published
experts' testimony justifying the grant in a variety of ways.58 I n
comparison, the preservationists' campaign literature was considerably less impressive.
At three minutes before midnight on December 6, the Senate
voted. Forty-three favored the grant, twenty-five opposed it, and
twenty-nine did not vote or were absent. Eighteen votes from
Southern Democrats were the decisive factor, and suggested, as in
the case of the House, that the Wilson administration was behind
San Francisco. Only nine of the "yeas" came from republican^.^^
A Presidential veto was the last hope of the preservationists.
After the Senate passage, Wilson received numerous letters calling
upon him to defend Yosemite National Park. Robert Underrvood
Johnson wrote, characteristically, that "God invented courage for
just such emergencies. T h e moral effect of a veto would be immense."@ He even called in person on the President, but when he
left the office, William Kent was waiting to enter!61 On December
I g, 1g I 3, Wilson approved the Hetch Hetchy grant. In signing he
declared that "the bill tvas opposed by so many public-spirited men
. . . that I have naturally sought to scrutinize it very closely. I take
of the Progressive Movement: George W. Norris and Public Control of Hydro-electric
Power, 1913-1919,'' Historian, 27 (1965), 35065.
57. Congressional Record, 63rd Cong., nd Sess.. jr (Dec. 4, 1913). p. 199.
58. San Francisco Examiner, Dec. n , 1913.
59. For a detailed account of the final stages of the controversy and the political
factors behind the decision sce Joncs, pp. 153-69.
60. Wilson Papers, File VI, Box 199; Johnson to Wilson, Dec. g, 1913, Wilson Papers. File VI. Box 199. Folder 169.
61. Gardner, "Life of Kent," pp. 351-54.
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the liberty of thinking that their fears and objections were not well
founded."62
T h e preservationists had lost the fight for the valley, but they
had gained much ground in the larger war for the existence of wilderness. A deeply disappointed John Muir took some consolation
from the fact that "the conscience of the whole country has been
aroused from sleep."63 Scattered sentiment for wilderness preservation had, in truth, become a national movement in the course of
the Hetch Hetchy controversy. Moreover, the defenders of wilderness discovered their political muscles and how to flex them by
arousing an expression of public opinion, and in Hetch Hetchy
they had a symbol which, like the Maine, would not easily be forgotten. In fact, immediately after the Hetch Hetchy defeat the
fortunes of wilderness preservation took an abrupt turn for the
better. Early i n 1915 Stephen T. Mather, a highly successful
businessman and wilderness enthusiast, became director of the national parks. Along with Horace M. Albright, Robert Sterling
Yard, J. Horace McFarland, and the Sierra Club, Mather generated
a campaign on the park's behalf that resulted in the enactment in
1916 of the National Park Service Act. T h e publicity that accompanied its passage did much to increase the national interest in preserving wilderness that the Hetch Hetchy fight had aroused.6*
Near the close of the Senate debate on Hetch Hetchy, James A.
Reed of Missouri arose to confess his incredulity at the entire
controversy. How could it be, he wondered, that over the future of
a piece of wilderness "the Senate goes into profound debate, the
country is thrown into a condition of hysteria." Observing, accurately, that the intensity of resistance to the dam increased with the
distance from Yosemite, he remarked that "when we get as far east
as New England the opposition has become a frenzy." In Senator
62. CongressionalRecord, 63rd Cong., ad Sess., yr (Dec. 19, 1913).p. 1189.
63. Muir to Robert Underwood Johnson, Jan. I , 1914,Johnson Papers, Berkeley,
Box 7.
64. Donald C. Swain, "The Passage of the National Park Service Act of 1916,"
Wisconsin Magazine of History, yo (1966). 4-17; Robert Shankland, Steve Mather of
the National Parks (New York, 1951). One indication of the extent of public interest was the number of articles on the national parks published in popular magazines.
Between September 1916 and October of the following year over goo appeared in 95
journals. The figures for the next two years were equally impressive: Annual Report
of the Director of the National Park Semice (1917) (1918) (1919). pp. 1017-30,
1051-63, and 1247-61.
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Reed's opinion this was clearly "much ado about little."65 He
might have said the same about the enthusiasm for Joe Knowles,
the Boy Scouts, or Tarzan of the Apes (see Chapter 9) that occurred
simultaneously with the Hetch Hetchy battle. But the point, as
Reed himself suggested, was that a great many of his contemporaries did regard wilderness as worth getting excited about.
Indeed the most significant thing about the controversy over the
valley was that it occurred at all. One hundred or even fifty years
earlier a similar proposal to dam a wilderness river would not have
occasioned the slightest ripple of public protest. Traditional American assumptions about the use of undeveloped country did not
include reserving it in national parks for its recreational, aesthetic,
and inspirational values. T h e emphasis was all the other way-on
civilizing it in the name of progress and prosperity. Older generations conceived of the thrust of civilization into the wilderness as
the beneficent working out of divine intentions, but in the twentieth century a handful of preservationists generated widespread
resistance against this very process. What had formerly been the
subject of national celebration was made to appear a national tragedy.
Muir, Johnson, and their colleagues were able to create a protest
because the American people were ready to be aroused. Appreciation of wild country and the desire for its preservation had spread
in the closing decades of the nineteenth century from a small number of literati to a sizeable segment of the population. T h e extent
and vigor of the resistance to San Francisco's plans for Hetch
Hetchy constituted tangible evidence for the existence of a wilderness cult. Equally revealing was the fact that very few favored the
dam b e c a ~ ~ sthey
e opposed wilderness. Even the partisans of San
Francisco phrased the issue as not between a good (civilization) and
an evil (wilderness) but between two goods. While placing material needs first, they still proclaimed their love of unspoiled nature.
Previously most Americans had not felt compelled to rationalize
the conquest of wild country in this manner. For three centuries
they had chosen civilization without any hesitation. By 1913 they
were no longer so sure.
63. Congressional Record, 63rd Cong., ~d Sess., 32 (Dee. 6, 1913). P. 362.

